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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Steam rose from the vents that ran along the dark, rain-slicked streets. Pedestrians in their autumn coats moved along the sidewalks, their collars pulled up against the brisk evening wind. And though the evening was dark, the silver of the full moon above cast the trees lining Houston in enough light to show off the oranges and reds of the leaves that still clung to their branches. 
 
    These were the things Vince would have noted on any other day. But today, he didn’t care about any of that—he had a date with about the hottest damn woman he’d ever seen in his life: Sara. 
 
    He weaved through the thick knots of people on the sidewalk while periodically shouting out “excuse me!” as he did. He was already running late, and he knew enough about girls to know you didn’t keep ones like Sara waiting. 
 
    As Vince moved, he realized how damn groggy he felt. And he knew why. He had a condition called “photosensitivity,” basically an allergy to the sun. No idea why he’d been cursed with a such a pain-in-the-ass condition, but that’s how it had been for as long as he could remember. 
 
    Photosensitivity was easy to treat, fortunately. Vince took a regiment of corticosteroid pills that allowed him to function normally. All he still got was the occasional rash when he spent too much time in direct sunlight. The thing about the pills, however, was that he had to take them. He’d ran out last night and gotten so wrapped up with work that he’d forgotten to reup. No big deal—it just meant he’d be a little out of it until the effects of the little bit of sun he’d been exposed to earlier that day worked off. 
 
    “Hey, kid!” 
 
    The words were the last thing he heard before his foot slammed into something hard, and he stumbled to the ground. His hands shot out in front of him, allowing him to land painlessly on his palms. With another smooth motion, he flipped around and stood right back up. 
 
    Photosensitivity wasn’t the only thing he’d had since he was a kid—ever since he was little, he’d had lightning-quick reflexes. Sure, a few minutes of direct sunlight would be enough to turn him tomato-red and make him feel as groggy as if he hadn’t slept in days, but he could catch an unannounced baseball whipped at him anywhere, anytime. 
 
    “Nice moves, kid. What’re you, some kind of acrobat?” The voice was gruff and laced with sarcasm. 
 
    Vince looked down to see a homeless man seated on the ground with his legs stretched out in front of him and his back up against the gray stone of a fancy townhome. He had a scraggly brown beard and a wild head of hair, a big blanket spread out underneath him, and a bottle of whiskey close at hand. 
 
    But there was something strange about him. Most homeless in New York—and you got to be an expert on them after a while—tended to have faraway looks in their eyes, like they were on something or just not all there.  
 
    This guy, however, gazed at Vince with sharp, narrowed eyes, like he was a construction worker that had just been bothered. He was built, too, looking solid under his ratty clothes. 
 
    “Shit,” Vince said. “Sorry, man. Kinda got lost in my own head, there.” 
 
    The homeless guy raised his bottle. “You just about knocked this over. We would’ve had a problem if you’d done that.” 
 
    Vince felt like a total asshole. 
 
    He’d been living in New York his entire adult life, but he’d never gotten used to the sight of the homeless. Really, they made him upset to see—every person on the street was someone who’d been stepped on in one way or another by the people living high above the streets in the towers of the city.  
 
    And there Vince was, literally stepping on them. 
 
    “Let me make it up to you,” he said. “You want something to eat?” 
 
    The bearded man narrowed his eyes, giving the matter some thought.  
 
    “See that bodega two blocks down?” he then said, leaning forward and pointing. This was New York, where you couldn’t go a block without seeing a bodega. Still, the one the man pointed to caught Vince’s eye right away. It was a corner bodega, the lighting low and stark. 
 
    “Yeah,” Vince said. 
 
    “Good. Go down there and get me a chopped cheese with peppers. Oh, and a coffee—got a busy night ahead of me.” He nodded down to the bottle of whiskey. 
 
    Getting a guy who was a hell of a lot less fortunate than him something to eat was the least Vince could do. Especially after he’d nearly slammed the guy in the face with his size 13 boot. 
 
    “You got it. Be right back.” 
 
    The homeless guy grunted, and Vince was off.  
 
    His stomach grumbled at the mention of a chopped cheese, a reminder that he hadn’t had a thing to eat all day. But he put that aside, focusing on the task at hand.  
 
    As he hurried down the street, he slipped his phone out of the inner pocket of his leather racer jacket and checked the time. He wasn’t running behind, but after he got the sandwich, he’d need to hurry to show up before nine. 
 
    Vince arrived in front of the bodega and right away he was struck by something about it. There seemed to be more steam in front of it from the vents than the rest of the street, the windows dark.  
 
    A few rows of flowers for sale were in front, the name “Jerry’s” in neon red light above. 
 
    He stepped inside, an electronic ding sounding out as he crossed the threshold. 
 
    The first thing he noticed about the bodega was that it was clean. Living in New York, you got used to all bodegas having the same kind of grimy feel to them, the places looking like they were kept up just enough to keep the health inspectors off their backs. 
 
    But Jerry’s was spotless, the shelves organized and the floors polished to a mirror shine. The smell of coffee from the coffee bar and oil and vinegar from the deli counter was thick in the air. Black Sabbath played on the speaker system. And more than that, Vince was the only person in there other than the man working the counter—Jerry, presumably, who greeted Vince with a “howdy.” 
 
    There was something strange about the man—he somehow seemed out of place.  
 
    He wore a camouflage coat with the sleeves ripped off, his arms covered in tattoos. His head was shaved, with a few more tattoos visible among the stubble. His beard was short and thick, his eyes hidden behind dark shades. The guy looked like he’d been plucked from the middle of some Southern backwater and dropped into the Lower East Side. 
 
    “Lemme know if you need help finding anything,” the man said in a Cajun accent. Yeah, definitely out of place. 
 
    “Sure. Can I get a chopped cheese with peppers?” 
 
    “You got it, boss man.” He heaved himself off the stool he’d been seated on and started over to the deli counter. 
 
    Vince hurried over to the coffee bar and started pouring a cup. As the Styrofoam cup filled, the man went to work on the griddle, splashing it with vegetable oil from a squeeze bottle before tossing the ground beef on top and chopping it with the spatula. He worked with the precision and efficiency of ingrained habit. 
 
    The scent of the cooking meat wafted from the griddle, and Vince almost wanted to ask him to add another sandwich onto the order. But he thought better of it, not wanting to show up to his date with grease all over his hands and mouth. 
 
    So Vince let his mind drift to Sara, the bombshell he was seeing that night.  
 
    She was amazing, a girl-next-door dream with short hair and big dark brown eyes and a broad smile. And though she dressed in loose-fitting jeans and big fall sweaters, Vince could tell her body underneath was hot as hell. She was one of those girls who was effortlessly sexy, unlike the more model types you saw two dozen of everyday in the city. 
 
    The pair had met at the coffee shop in Bed-Stuy, the two of them flirting as they waited in line to order their drinks. Normally, Vince was too busy with work to bother with dating, but there was something about her, something he couldn’t put his finger on. 
 
    They’d been out twice, and after the make-out session in Central Park at the end of their last date, he had a damn good feeling tonight was going to be the night he’d finally get her into bed. 
 
    “Chopped cheese, add pep.” The man’s voice broke Vince out of his daydreaming, and he looked up to see a wrapped sandwich stuck out in front of him from over the glass in front of the griddle. 
 
    “Thanks.” Vince took it, the sandwich warm in his hand. 
 
    “Ring you up over here, big boss.” 
 
    Right after he spoke the words, the door chimed once more. Vince glanced over his shoulder to see a wiry guy with wild eyes and dirty clothes, his mouth forming words that he wasn’t speaking out loud.  
 
    Didn’t take a genius to see that this was another homeless guy. But unlike the one Vince was buying the sandwich for, this one seemed not all there up in the head. A more familiar sight. 
 
    He shuffled over to the counter as the clerk arrived. 
 
    “Got him in front of you,” the clerk said, gesturing at Vince. “Hang back and I’ll get you after.” 
 
    But the homeless man didn’t seem to pay heed to the clerk’s words. Instead, he kept right on mumbling to himself as he approached the counter. 
 
    “Full moon rising,” he said under his breath, speaking to no one in particular. “Need the goods; need them now; don’t want to change.” 
 
    Vince slipped his phone out of his pocket and checked the time. It was a little tight, but he could make it if he walked at full speed. 
 
    “Go ahead and get him first,” Vince said. “I can wait.” 
 
    The clerk nodded in acknowledgement before turning his attention to the homeless man. 
 
    “Whatchu need, stringbean?” 
 
    “The silver of the moon is safe, but the silver in the gun is deadly—have to remember, have to remember.” He kept right on talking to himself. 
 
    The clerk whistled, waving his hand in front of the man’s face. “Yo! What’s the story? You want to buy something or not?” 
 
    With lightning-quick speed, the man answered the clerk’s question by shooting his hand out and grabbing the other man’s wrist. The clerk’s thick eyebrows shot up to his hairline. 
 
    “You know what I want!” shouted the man. “You know what I want! I want something to fix me, to stop the change!” 
 
    The clerk tried to pull his hand away. But he didn’t succeed—the grip the man had on him appeared to be too strong.  
 
    How the hell did some scrawny homeless man have that kind of strength? 
 
    “Hey!” the clerk shouted. “Let go of me, asswipe!” 
 
    Vince’s heart began to race, adrenaline rushing through him. And the tension only increased when the homeless man reached into his big, puffy coat and pulled out a huge hunting knife. 
 
    “You know what I want!” he shouted. “Give me the cure! Give it to me now!” 
 
    “Let him go!” Vince knew he shouldn’t have said anything, but he couldn’t help himself. Not a chance he’d stand there like some braindead dumbass when someone was threatened like that. 
 
    The homeless man turned, bringing the knife forward. 
 
    And when he brought it to a stop in front of Vince’s face, there was wild panic in his eyes, fear and anger and insanity. 
 
    Something else happened when he whipped the business end of the blade in Vince’s direction. 
 
    Vince acted. 
 
    Everything seemed to slow down, as if the world were moving at one-fourth’s speed. And more than that, Vince’s muscles moved almost as if on their own. He dropped the sandwich onto the ground, using his free hand to pull the lid off his coffee and toss the scalding brew into the man’s face. 
 
    The liquid splashed him, his hands going to his face as he cried out in pain. 
 
    Vince’s next step was to disarm the man. He grabbed his wrist, twisting it hard enough to make his fingers unclench from the handle of the knife, which clattered to the ground with a metallic clang. Then Vince jammed his fist it into the man’s gut. The air whooshed out of him as he stumbled backward. 
 
    Two huge, tattooed arms wrapped around the man once he was near the counter—the clerk. He yanked the man off his feet, pinning him to the counter and holding him in place. 
 
    “Nice work, boss man,” the clerk said with a smile, his tone confident and calm. “We make a pretty good team, yeah?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince had barely had time to collect his thoughts and wrap his head around the insanity he’d just found himself involved in when the cops pulled up.  
 
    A pair of sleek, black sedans stopped in front of the store, men in sharp, dark suits stepping out. They didn’t seem like any NYPD officers he’d ever seen. The suits were dark blue and full cut, reminiscent of something an English gentleman might wear. 
 
    “This him?” the first officer asked as they entered. His eyes were hidden behind sunglasses that were way too dark for this late in the evening. 
 
    “Yeah,” the clerk said, his hand still pinned on the homeless man’s chest. But the man had stopped moving, still mumbling to himself. 
 
    The look on the clerk’s face was weird. He spoke to the officers as if he’d seen them a million times before. 
 
    “What happened?” the other officer asked. 
 
    “What the hell do you think happened?” the clerk asked. “Got an out-of-control furball here. Was wondering when you boys were going to show up and set his ass straight.” 
 
    “We’re spread a little thin tonight,” the first officer said. 
 
    “Well, you’re here now. Mind getting this freak off my hands?” 
 
    The officers approached the would-be robber. One took out a small flashlight and shined it into the man’s eyes. 
 
    “Light of the moon… light of the moon. Can’t get too bright… lose control…” 
 
    “What’s the deal with this guy?” Vince asked. “Why does he keep talking about the moon?” 
 
    And he didn’t know why he asked the question; clearly the man was one of New York’s many crazies. But the man’s words somehow suggested they were more than your run-of-the-mill beggar babble. They seemed systematic, suggestive of something real. 
 
    The officers spoke with one another, as if having a wordless conversation.  
 
    One broke from the other and came over to Vince. 
 
    “Nothing you need to worry about.” He slipped something out of his inner suit jacket pocket. “But spit into this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “For DNA purposes. New policy.” 
 
    “Helps us keep track of crime scenes,” the other said. “And to make sure we can get in touch if we need you for anything else.” 
 
    It was all pretty damn strange, but Vince didn’t see any reason not to do it. The officer handed over the vial, and Vince spit into it, then gave it back over. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “The moon!” The man on the counter yelled the words, springing up with such speed that it took the clerk by surprise. “I have to see the moon!” 
 
    He started toward the door, but before he could make even a few steps, the officer nearest to him threw his fist, connecting with the man’s jaw. The punch hit hard, knocking the man off his feet and onto the ground in a heap. 
 
    And the officers weren’t done with him yet. They rushed over, one kicking him hard in the ribs and the other slamming his fist into his side. The man cried out in pain. 
 
    “Hey!” Vince said. “This what the NYPD does now—beats the shit out of mentally ill homeless people?” 
 
    The officers stopped their beating, standing up and turning their attention to Vince.  
 
    They dusted off their suits and stepped over, and for a moment, Vince worried he might be the next to take a beating. 
 
    “Kid,” said one. “You’d do well to mind your own business.” 
 
    But Vince wasn’t done.  
 
    Sure, the guy had just tried to rob the joint. But that didn’t mean he deserved to have his ass kicked like that. He was clearly outnumbered. They could just take him away. 
 
    “What’s your badge number?” Vince asked. “I want to file a report.” 
 
    Silence hung in the air as the men stared at him, both wearing the same amused smirk. 
 
    “Kid’s got a point, you know,” the clerk said in his bayou accent. “Not like you boys to be this rough.” 
 
    More silence. 
 
    “We’ll be in touch if we need to talk to either of you about what happened tonight,” said one of the officers. 
 
    “Have a good night,” the other said. 
 
    With that, they scooped the man off the ground and carried him out. 
 
    “The moon,” the man said. “I have to see it, to taste it again…” 
 
    Vince watched as the officers cuffed the man, then threw him into the back of one of the cars. Then they drove off and were gone. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Vince asked. 
 
    The clerk let out a snort of a laugh, as if Vince were some clueless kid.  
 
    “Word to the wise, bossman. You see a cop in a suit like that driving a car like one of those, stay out of the way.” He flicked his eyes down at the ground. “You dropped your sandwich.” 
 
    Vince glanced down and saw that, sure enough, his chopped cheese was all over the floor. “Shit. Got a broom or something?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Don’t you worry about it. I’m counting my lucky stars that this is the only mess to deal with. Want me to make you another?” 
 
    Vince was about to say yes, but something occurred to him—the date. He pulled out his phone and saw that there was no way he was going to make it in time anymore. 
 
    “Damn! No, sorry—got to get moving.” 
 
    Then the clerk did something strange. He looked up at the dome mirror in the corner of the ceiling, where both his and Vince’s reflections were warped and distorted. 
 
    The clerk chuckled. “Had a feeling.” 
 
    Vince frowned in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Stay safe out there, kid. Thanks for the assist, by the by. And be seeing you.” 
 
    “Yeah. Be seeing you.” 
 
    Vince didn’t waste another second. He rushed out of the store and down the street, breaking out into a run. 
 
    But as he hurried along, the strange encounter played in his mind over and over again. 
 
    And though he had no reason to think so, he couldn’t help but think that the clerk was right, that Vince would be seeing him again before too long. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince’s legs pumped underneath him as he hauled ass to his date, the neon lights of the bars and shops on Houston Street a blur around him. The moon was still high and bright in the sky, peeking out from behind the towers of Midtown to the north. 
 
    There! He spotted the bar where he’d planned to meet Sara, with its characteristic green and white lights. Vince came to a stop. And when he did, he noticed something—he wasn’t out of breath in the slightest. 
 
    He paused in confusion, looking down at his body as if it might have answers for him. But as he stood there in front of the bar, he realized that neither his legs nor lungs burned from the ten-block run across the Lower East Side. 
 
    Okay, I know I’m pretty good about hitting the gym, he thought. But this is weird—I’m not in that good of shape. 
 
    He turned his attention to the bar, the big, rectangular window allowing a full view of the place. It was busy with an evening crowd—good-looking, stylish men and women in their twenties and thirties gathered around the high-top tables and crammed into the booths with drinks close at hand. A half-dozen pool tables in the back were all being used, and long lines of patrons streamed from the big, brass bar. 
 
    But Vince’s eyes went right to one person—the woman he was there to meet. He couldn’t help but grin a little at the sight of the beautiful Sara, who was seated at the bar with a small drink near her, a book opened on her lap. She had a black duffel bag slung over the back of her chair. 
 
    Alright, get that adrenaline out of your system, dude, his mind told him. If you want tonight to be the night you get that girl into bed, you’re going to have to be cool as hell about it. 
 
    His little pep talk done, Vince opened the door and stepped into the place.  
 
    The loud din of conversation greeted him right away, the bar bustling with activity and excitement. He sidled through the crowd, making his way to Sara and nodding when he was near to get her attention. 
 
    She looked up from her book, a toothy smile spreading across her gorgeous face as she set her book face-down on the bar while getting up to greet him. 
 
    Sara was something else. She was short and slender, her curvy body packed into dark blue jeans and a tight, black T-shirt that hinted at the full breasts underneath. Good thing it was too warm in here to wear her usual baggy sweaters.  
 
    Sara was the perfect combination of cute and sexy, her brown eyes big and wholesome, her face heart-shaped, and the rest of her stunning features framed by a messy bob of chocolate-brown hair.  
 
    Just the sight of her was enough to make Vince want to grab her by the hand, hurry out of the bar, and not stop until she was naked and moaning underneath him in bed. 
 
    Vince hoped Sara too had needed a moment to take in the sight of him, as he had the sight of her—it took them a few seconds before someone actually spoke. 
 
    “Hey,” Sara said, her voice bright and cheery as ever. She was peppy and spunky, which Vince had found to be a nice change of pace from the too-cool-for-school women he was used to dealing with in New York. She rose and wrapped her skinny arms around him, her breasts pressing against him through her shirt. 
 
    “Hey,” Vince replied as he hugged her back. “Sorry about being late.” 
 
    She let him go and looked him up and down, her bright expression turning into one of concern. “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    Vince was too puzzled to answer for a moment. How could she know? 
 
    “Something happened on the way here,” she explained. “You’re not normally late, and I’ve got a sense for when something’s off.” 
 
    Sara was cute and innocent, but she was even more perceptive and sharp. 
 
    Part of him didn’t want to dump everything that had happened right onto her lap. But he wasn’t the lying type. 
 
    He chuckled. “To be honest… it was insane. Let me get a drink and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    Sara listened with rapt attention as she nursed a fresh vodka tonic, her big, brown eyes wide. 
 
    “So this was some crazy person?” she asked after he’d described the homeless guy who had entered the bodega after him. 
 
    Vince ran his hand through his thick hair. “As far as I can tell. But it’s weird. We’ve got plenty of crazies around here, but they’re more the ‘mumble to themselves on the street corner’ type, aren’t they—not usually looking like they’re planning armed robberies. Plus, it seemed like he wanted something other than money.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “No idea. He was mumbling to himself the whole time, too. It was all so weird.” 
 
    “Anyway, what happened?” 
 
    “I was getting some coffee and a chopped cheese for this other homeless guy that I’d passed on the way here. And when the robber started making his move, I did what I needed to do.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “You did what you needed to do? What does that mean?” She gasped ever so slightly, then narrowed her eyes. “Don’t tell me you stopped him.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Pretty much. I grabbed him by the shoulder and threw the coffee at him. There was a little milk in there, so it didn’t melt his face off or anything. The guy running the register jumped in too, grabbed the guy, and pinned him down onto the counter.” 
 
    Sara said nothing for a moment, her eyes as big as saucers. Then she let a little squeal, closing her eyes and clasping her hands together as she stomped her feet on the ground in excitement. 
 
    “That’s… that’s so amazing! Vince, you’re a hero!” 
 
    Words like “hero” absolutely weren’t the sort that Vince would use to describe himself. 
 
    “No way,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not a hero for managing to stun a crazy guy for a second to make sure he didn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    “Nope, nuh-uh. Not a chance in hell I’m going to let you sit here and tell me how brave you were and not even acknowledge it a little. You did something amazing! You should be totally proud of yourself.” 
 
    Vince shrugged. “I didn’t do it for anyone to congratulate me about it.” He started to feel a bit awkward. Vince had never been the sort of guy who enjoyed being in the center of attention. “Just did what came naturally.” 
 
    “And that’s even more amazing. You didn’t even think about it.” She cocked her head to the side, looking him over. “And you’re being humble about it, too.” She sighed, shaking her head in disbelief. “Vince, you’re something else. Anyway, tell me what happened after that. The cops showed up and took him away, right?” 
 
    “Uh, something like that.” 
 
    Confusion washed over her face. “Huh? What do you mean ‘something like that’?” 
 
    “Barely any time after we finally got this guy pinned, these two black cars showed up. And out of them stepped these guys, all dressed in these nice-looking suits. I assumed they were undercover detectives, but something seemed off about them.” 
 
    “Hm.” She took a sip of her drink, wrapping her pillowy lips around her straw as she thought the matter over. “Well, you’re probably right. Who else would it be other than cops?” 
 
    “Yeah. Was just having a weird feeling, I guess.” 
 
    “So, they took him out of there and… what happened with the other homeless guy? The one you were going to buy the stuff for?” 
 
    “Oh, I hit him up on the way over here, gave him a twenty.” 
 
    She clasped her hands together again, letting out an impressed sigh. “Wow, you even remembered him. You’re really something else, Vince, you know that?” 
 
    Vince shrugged. “Just trying not to make the world a little less shitty of a place, I guess.” He was starting to feel a bit awkward about the big fuss Sara was making about the whole thing, and he hoped they could move on. 
 
    She leaned forward, a big smile on her face and her eyes narrowed slightly. “My hero. And if you ask me, heroes should be rewarded.” 
 
    Vince opened his mouth to tell her that he disagreed, that heroes did not need to be rewarded. And moreover, he absolutely did not consider himself a “hero.” But before he could get even a word out, Sara reached forward and placed her finger over his lips. 
 
    “Not another humble word, Vince. Just let me tell you how great you are for once, huh?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I’ve got a feeling I’m not going to talk you out of this, huh?” 
 
    “Not a chance. But let’s change the subject. What’ve you been up to otherwise?” 
 
    Relief washed over Vince. The subject of the robbery passed, and they moved on to lighter topics. Vince told her about how things were going with his job, an IT security business he’d started a few months ago. And she told him about some recent criminal justice classes at NYU. 
 
    Now that the matter of the robbery was behind them, Vince found himself falling into the same comfortable, effortless conversation he’d enjoyed with her on their last two dates.  
 
    Their first round was followed by another, and before too long, they were nice and close as they spoke, close enough that Vince found himself wanting to kiss her right then and there. The rest of the bar and all the other people in it seemed to melt away. 
 
    A silence fell after both of them had finished laughing at something Vince had said. It was the good kind of silence, a silence in which they found themselves gazing into one another’s eyes, the air thick with sexual tension. 
 
    Tonight’s the night, Vince thought. I’ve got a good feeling. 
 
    As if reading his mind, Sara glanced away, a sly expression on her face. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked, his hand on her leg. 
 
    “Just… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    She turned her eyes to his. 
 
    “It’s… have you ever known you had to do something, despite everything inside of you telling you not to do it?” 
 
    Vince let out an amused snort. “Yeah, of course. Who hasn’t?” 
 
    “It’s like… you know you need to do it. But it feels… so bad. So wrong.” 
 
    Vince’s cock twitched in his jeans. The urge to get her out of the bar and back to his apartment and bent over in front of him was nearly overwhelming. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he said. 
 
    Sara nodded in agreement. “Let’s.” 
 
    Vince wasted no time paying the check, the bartender settling them up. When that was done, they hurried out of the bar and into the cool, evening air. Vince watched as Sara slung the big duffel bag she’d brought, and he couldn’t help but say something—especially since whatever was inside seemed heavy. 
 
    “What’s up with the gear?” he asked as they started down the road heading east. 
 
    “Huh?” She glanced back behind her, as if she’d forgotten that she’d been lugging a giant bag. “Oh, this? I went to the gym on the way here. Got to squeeze it in sometime, you know?” 
 
    Vince gave her a quick once-over. Her body sure did look tight and slim. She clearly took good care of it. As much as he liked her as a person, he couldn’t wait to see what she looked like out of her clothes. 
 
    “Here,” he said, reaching over for the bag. “That thing looks like it weighs a million pounds. Let me carry it.” 
 
    But before he could even get close, Sara turned and pulled the bag away from him. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Vince paused, holding up his palms. “Easy there, tiger.” 
 
    Sara’s eyes flashed, as if in the moment she’d realized that her little freakout had been a bit much. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “But it’s gym stuff, you know? Dirty clothes, wet towel—last thing I want is to subject you to the smell of that.” She pulled the bag away, to the other side of her. “Besides, I like you too much to reduce you to my dirty clothes carrier.” 
 
    Vince chuckled. “Fair enough.” He decided not to push it any further, even though, from the way Sara had moved it, the bag seemed really heavy—heavier than you’d expect a duffel with some clothes and a pair of shoes to be. 
 
    Maybe she’s got feminine stuff in there, he considered as he gestured for them to continue. Not necessarily weird. All the same, her reaction was more intense than anything he’d seen from her. He decided to put it out of his head in any case. 
 
    “So,” Sara said. “Your apartment?” 
 
    Vince couldn’t help but grin. “Yeah. I’m in Williamsburg. You?” 
 
    “Queens.” 
 
    Vince raised an eyebrow. “Damn, that’s a trek from Queens to the LES.” 
 
    She smiled, wrapping her arm around his and resting her head on his shoulder. “I don’t mind a little journey—when it’s worth it.” 
 
    They walked in silence, only the occasional passing car or commotion from a nearby packed bar breaking the evening city silence. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “You mind if we stop by the East River Promenade? I love it, and I’m never in the area so I don’t ever go there anymore. Used to love it when I lived around here.” 
 
    “Sure. Just a few minutes ahead. Then we can grab an Uber over to Brooklyn.” 
 
    “Perfect,” she said with a smile. “And it’s nice and quiet over there. So, who knows what kind of fun we might get up to?” 
 
    Vince couldn’t help but grinned. He’d been imagining getting her home and into his bed. But a little fun in the bushes would be just fine with him. 
 
    They reached the promenade, crossing FDR Drive and reaching the green of the park. 
 
    “Come on!” Sara said, slinging the bag over her back and rushing toward the water. 
 
    Vince watched her for a moment, taking it the sight of her backside as she ran. 
 
    But she’s more than just a nice ass, he thought. She’s cool—one of the most laid-back, down-to-earth girls I’ve met in town. Fun, too.  
 
    A small smile formed on his lips at the idea of something more happening with her. 
 
    When he was ready, he followed Sara. She stopped underneath a small copse, the moon high in the sky and casting the East River ahead in a silvery sheen, the lights of Brooklyn bright in the distance. And no one else was around—not a jogger or biker to be seen. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” her voice cut through the silence. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She had a strange expression, somewhere halfway between a smile and a frown, as she reached into her pocket and took out her phone. 
 
    “It’s kind of a weird request,” she said. 
 
    “I love weird requests.” Part of Vince hoped that it was going to be a naughty sort of favor. 
 
    “Can you walk ahead and face the river with your back to me?” 
 
    Vince was confused. “That… that is a weird request. Why?” 
 
    She held up her phone with what seemed like a forced a smile. 
 
    “I do a little photography here and there. And a shot with you in front of the river with the moon right there… I think it’d be really cool.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t sure if he was imagining things, but he could’ve sworn she was nervous. Her hands seemed to be shaking, and her breath appeared shallow. 
 
    Maybe she’s excited. Worse ways for a girl to act. 
 
    “Yeah,” Vince said. “Sure.” 
 
    She smiled. “Just step over there on top of the hill. I’ll do the rest.” There was no doubt in Vince’s mind that the smile was strange and forced. 
 
    Nevertheless, he stepped over to where she’d pointed. 
 
    “Now, face the river. I want your outline in the shot.” 
 
    Vince did as she’d asked, turning toward the river and facing away from her. 
 
    “O… Okay. Now, just keep doing that.” 
 
    Over his shoulder, he could hear something strange—the sound of fabric rustling, followed by a zipper coming undone, and Sara’s shaky words telling him to “keep standing there.”  
 
    It didn’t take a genius to realize that something was up.  
 
    Vince turned around to find out what the hell was going on. 
 
    He wasn’t prepared at all for what he saw. 
 
    “Vince!” 
 
    Sara was still standing where she’d been when Vince had turned around. But it wasn’t a phone in her hands any longer—it was a massive crossbow, the silver of the bolt loaded into it gleaming under the moonlight. Her hands were shaking like mad, the crossbow clattering in her hands. 
 
    “Sara! What… what the hell! Is that a crossbow?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Vince!” she shouted, tears forming in her eyes. “I have to do this!” 
 
    “Do what? Shoot me with that thing? No, you definitely do not have to do that!” 
 
    Vince’s heart raced, his mind trying to wrap itself around the surreal sight before him. 
 
    “You don’t understand!” she said. “They won’t let me join them if I don’t! This isn’t about you, you have to believe me.” 
 
    Vince had never been in a situation like this before, a confused and frightened woman holding a medieval weapon pointed directly at him. He considered rushing her, snatching the crossbow out of her hands before she managed to fire a shot. 
 
    Not a chance, he thought. She’s so nervous that she’d probably pull the trigger the second I started toward her. 
 
    Instead, Vince lifted his hand slowly. 
 
    “Sara, whatever’s going on here, we can talk about it. But first, you have to put that thing down.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. There’s no way we can talk about it. There’s no way I can explain to you why I have to do this.” Tears began streaming down her face. “Why did you and I have to get along so well? I was planning on doing this the first night we’d met! But I wasn’t expecting to like you so much!” 
 
    “That’s good! You like me! That means you don’t have to kill me! Come on, you know you don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “It’s not a matter of want; I have to do it! You don’t understand!” 
 
    Vince took a slow breath, followed by a single, careful step. She didn’t fire, which was a major relief. 
 
    “Just put the crossbow down and we can talk about this. Trust me, I can tell you’re not a killer. Once you pull the trigger, your life’s going to change in a way you won’t want.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, more tears streaming down.  
 
    The crossbow still shook in her hands, and Vince began to worry that she might fire it on accident. 
 
    “I don’t want to do this,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t want to do this.” 
 
    “The good news is that you don’t have to. Now, you’re really scared right now, and if you’re not careful, you might pull that trigger. And if you ask me, the only thing worse than killing someone would be doing it on accident after you decided you didn’t want to.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow hard, as if trying to make the decision of a lifetime. 
 
    Then, with a grunt, she tossed the crossbow onto the ground. She dropped to her knees, bawling like a baby.  
 
    Vince rushed over to her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders and pulling her close. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” she shouted between sobs. “I don’t know what I was thinking!” 
 
    Vince said nothing, having zero idea how to respond to the fact that he’d come extremely close to getting impaled by a crossbow bolt. He didn’t know what to do other than to hold Sara as she cried her eyes out on his shoulder. 
 
    “This is bad,” she said. “This is really bad.” 
 
    “What is really bad?” he asked. “Sara, why did you just try to kill me?” 
 
    “Because I had to. And now that I didn’t do it, they’re going to kill both of us.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    She said nothing, instead continuing right on crying. It was all so surreal. 
 
    But before either of them could say or so anything else, a soft chuckle sounded from the trees to the right.  
 
    Vince and Sara both turned their attention to the direction of the noise. 
 
    Out of the shadows, a tall, slender woman with silver-blonde hair emerged, her eyes a deep blue, her ruby-red lips set in a sly, knowing smile. 
 
    “That was quite a show,” she said. “Any chance of an encore?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, Vince was sure he was seeing things. The woman who stepped out of the shadows was stunning, with long, silver-blonde hair, ice-blue eyes, and the kind of body that would make any man turn into a drooling caveman with a just a look. 
 
    She was tall—nearly as tall as Vince. She radiated with a timeless, elegant beauty, her striking features a lovely contrast to Sara’s girl-next-door charm.  
 
    Her outfit, in contrast, was practical. She wore dark-colored tactical pants, pockets of various sizes here and there. Up top, she was dressed in a black tank top, the fabric tight enough to show off the ample curves of her breasts. A black trench coat completed the look. She carried herself with confidence and toughness. 
 
    “Who the hell are you? Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” Vince’s voice boomed through the night. One moment he was staring straight down the shaft of a crossbow, the next he was being approached in the middle of the night by a strange, beautiful woman who looked like she’d fit right into The Matrix. 
 
    He wanted answers. 
 
    The blonde woman stepped closer to the Sara and Vince. She moved with deadly grace, her hips swaying back and forth hypnotically. Despite all that was going on, Vince had a hard time peeling his eyes off her curves. 
 
    “Yes, Sara,” she said, her voice sensual and honeyed. “Why don’t you tell Vincent here what’s going on?” 
 
    Sara’s eyes flashed in realization. “You’re… you’re one of them!” she said. Without another word, she dropped down to pick up the crossbow at her feet. 
 
    What happened next happened in an instant. The blonde rushed from where she was, her body a blur as she moved. One moment she was near the trees, the next she was in front of Sara, the crossbow plucked out of her hands. 
 
    “Wha—” Sara looked down at where the crossbow had been. 
 
    The blonde stepped back, regarding the weapon with an impressed look on her face. 
 
    “This… this is something else.”  
 
    With the weapon held still in her hands, Vince could make out detail that he hadn’t been able to before. The crossbow was made of rich, dark wood, swooping pearl inlays along the side. The weapon wouldn’t have been out of place in the Natural History Museum.  
 
    “Tell me, where did a little girl like you get a big toy like this?” the blonde asked. 
 
    She had some serious height on Sara. While Sara was five feet and some change, the blonde, tall and leggy, was easily pushing six and a bit. Sara had to crane her neck to look up at her. 
 
    “Give that back!” she shouted, reaching out. “It doesn’t belong to me!” 
 
    The blonde was able to effortlessly step away from Sara, her eyes on the weapon as she dodged her grasps. 
 
    “I’m sure it doesn’t. But the real question is, where did you get it from?” 
 
    The blonde pressed a button the side, the limbs of the crossbow folding into the body and locking into place. With another smooth movement, the blonde plucked the bolt out of the rail and gave it a close inspection. 
 
    “Silver… Someone didn’t come to play tonight.” 
 
    Anger was tight on Sara’s face. “Give that back now and I’ll show you I’m not screwing around!” 
 
    The blonde let out an amused snort. “Please. I saw the way your hands were shaking. You would’ve sent this bolt sailing over his head and right into the East River.” 
 
    “How about you explain to me why that would have been a problem?” Vince said. 
 
    The blonde turned her ice-blue eyes to him, still smiling her amused smile. But Sara wasn’t quitting, still rushing toward her to try and snatch back the weapon. 
 
    “I’d love to, Vincent,” the blonde said. “But let me take care of something, first.” 
 
    With another blindingly fast movement, the blonde shot out her hand and struck Sara on the back of the head. Sara’s eyes went wide, her body went stiff, and she dropped to the ground like a sack of dirt. 
 
    Vince wasted no time: he rushed over, dropped to his knees, and checked for signs of life. To his relief, her pulse was there and strong.  
 
    A strange feeling came over him as he felt the thrumming of blood through her veins, as if he were hungry. 
 
    He pushed that aside, shooting his gaze up to the blonde. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” 
 
    “You’re concerned about that? Vincent, she just tried to kill you.” 
 
    “She didn’t seem like she wanted to. It was like… someone was forcing her to do it.” Vince knew that he should have been furious with Sara for what she’d tried to do. But he couldn’t bring himself to feel that way, not after witnessing the fear in her eyes when she’d held the crossbow. 
 
    The blonde pulled a strap out of the crossbow and slung it over her back. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be a little less sentimental to mortals if you’re going to survive, darling.” 
 
    “Mortals?” 
 
    The blonde sighed, as if she realized she’d bit off more than she could chew. 
 
    “Let me get right to it—we’re not safe here. And I don’t just mean we’ve got big-boobed pipsqueaks like her to worry about.” She nodded toward Sara, who was still out cold. “You want to know what’s going on? Then we need to get out of here and to my apartment.” 
 
    “Why should I trust you?” 
 
    “Because I’m the only one who’s looking out for you, handsome. You want to know why this little thing just tried to impale you with a silver bolt? I can tell you—and so much more.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t totally convinced that he could trust this woman. But she clearly did have answers, which he desperately needed at this point. 
 
    “What about her?” Vince asked. “What did you do?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I simply knocked her out. She’ll come to in no more than a half-hour.” 
 
    Vince stood up. “Wherever we’re going, she’s coming with us.” 
 
    The woman cocked her head to the side in confusion. “What? I’d recommend you leave her here. That is, unless you want to deal with another attempt on your life when she rouses.” 
 
    “Not up for negotiation. You want me to come with you, she’s coming too. I want to know why she did what she did.”  
 
    There was more to it. Vince felt protective over Sara, despite what she’d just tried to do. And he sensed that she was going to need his protection. 
 
    “Fine, fine. But we’re tying her up back at my place. And you’re carrying her to my car.” 
 
    Vince didn’t move. “I’m not taking a step until you tell me who the hell you are.” 
 
    The woman grinned. “Where are my manners? My name, Vincent, is Olivia Chere. And I’m most pleased to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, Vincent was in the passenger’s seat of Olivia’s silver sports car, with Sara in the trunk.  
 
    Olivia drove like a bat out of hell through the city, all the way to the Upper East Side where she came to a stop in front of a modern-looking glass condo about ten stories tall. The ride was in silence, the roar of the car’s engine drowning out any possible conversation. 
 
    Olivia pulled into a parking garage underneath the building. 
 
    “Scoop her out,” she said once the car was parked and the engine turned off. 
 
    “You’re kind of bossy, you know that?” 
 
    She flashed Vince a sly smile. “Perhaps. But I do have my more, ah, submissive side.” 
 
    Okay, thought Vince as he stepped out of the car and made his way to the trunk. Who the hell is this woman? One minute she’s stepping out of the shadows and moving faster than anyone I’ve ever seen, the next she’s flirting with me. 
 
    He pushed those questions aside as he opened the trunk. Sara was still there, of course, curled up. She remained motionless as he picked her up and lifted her into a fireman carry, making sure to grip her as gently as he could. 
 
    “This way,” Olivia said. “We’re an elevator ride away from all the answers you seek.” 
 
    Vince remained on guard as he walked with Olivia toward the elevator, knowing there was a damn good chance this was some kind of setup.  
 
    The doors opened and an older, rich-looking woman was on the other side. Her eyes went right to Sara, who was still unconscious. 
 
    “Don’t worry about her,” Olivia said to the woman. “She’s a lightweight.” 
 
    The woman scoffed and shook her head as she blew past the group, heading into the parking garage. 
 
    Vince and Olivia stepped into the elevator, Olivia pressing the button for the eighth floor.  
 
    The elevator whooshed up, and moments later, they were through the hall and into a large, sleek apartment, the glass walls looking out westward onto the neighborhood, the neat rows of townhomes leading to the green of Central Park beyond. 
 
    “Put her in that chair,” Olivia said, slipping out of her trench coat and tossing it onto the ivory-white sectional couch that took up most of the living room. “I’ll get her tied up—she’s not going to be happy at all when she wakes up, and you’re going to be wishing that you’d listened to me about leaving her in the park.” 
 
    Vince carefully placed Sara onto the office chair that Olivia had referred to, more soft moans coming from her as he set her down. He looked her over in the low light of the apartment, seeing to his relief that she was unharmed. 
 
    “Now,” Olivia said as she approached with a nylon rope. “I’m not too worried about this little shrimp putting up a fight, but the last thing I want is her to start trashing my apartment when she gets up. Allow me…” 
 
    She went to work tying Sara’s hands and legs behind her. As she did, Vince took a moment to look around the apartment.  
 
    The place was clean and modern, but the décor on the wall was anything but recent. Above the fireplace was a large crest that looked right out of medieval times, along with artwork that had to be centuries old. There were vintage mechanical devices—typewriters and telegraph machines and such—and tall bookcases packed with the worn spines of old, old books. 
 
    Olivia rose from where Sara was seated, the knots tied. 
 
    “You like what you see?” she asked. 
 
    “Where did you get all this stuff?” Vincent was still looking around at all the antiques. “Estate sales?” 
 
    Olivia chuckled, her slender arms crossed under her breasts. “Something like that. What do you think?” 
 
    Vince didn’t look back at her, his eyes still tracking along the décor. 
 
    “Amazing. If this is all real, it must be worth a fortune.” 
 
    “It’s all real. Take notes—they might come in handy for a collection of your own someday.” 
 
    Before Vince had a chance to ask what on Earth she’d meant by that, Sara let out a groan from where she was seated. 
 
    “Ughh…” 
 
    “Ah,” Olivia said. “The pipsqueak is finally coming to.” She picked up a remote from the glass coffee table in the center of the room, pressing a button. The fireplace behind Vince came to life with a whoosh, casting the room in a flickering, orange glow. “Let me get you all something to drink. I am your host, after all.” 
 
    She stepped out of the room, leaving Vince and Sara alone. He hurried over to her, as she lolled her head left and right and drifted back into consciousness. Her brown eyes opened slowly. 
 
    “What… what’s going on?” 
 
    Vincent stepped back. While Sara might have been tied up at the moment, the fact of the matter was that she’d tried to kill him only a short time ago. 
 
    She looked around, taking in the strange setting. Then she tugged at the bindings at her hands and wrists. Her eyes went wide with panic. 
 
    “Vince! What’s happening? Where are we? Why am I tied up?” 
 
    Vince let out a snort of disbelief. “You just tried to kill me, Sara. You think I’m not going to tie you up?” 
 
    Sara appeared confused. “God, my head hurts. What happened?” 
 
    “You really don’t remember?” 
 
    She closed her eyes, as if trying to search the recesses of her memory. 
 
    “We met at the bar. Then we left… Then I remember the park, then the river, then…” 
 
    “Then you whipped out a three-hundred-year-old crossbow and tried to murder Vincent here.” 
 
    Vincent glanced over his shoulder to see Olivia approach. She had two glasses of wine in her hands, and as she stepped over to Vince’s side, she offered him one. 
 
    “Try this. I guarantee it’s like nothing you’ve ever had before.” 
 
    The wine within was dark, and seemed thicker, more viscous, than any wine he’d seen before. He took the glass from Olivia’s hand and set it down. 
 
    “I’m not trying anything until I figure out what the hell is going on here. I want to know why you’re”—he pointed to Sara—“trying to kill me, and why you’re”—and then he pointed to Olivia—“offering me wine in some swanky apartment. What is this?” 
 
    Sara let out a moan, clearly still working through the pain and grogginess. Olivia kept her eyes on Vince, not jostled at all by his outburst. If anything, she seemed amused as ever. 
 
    “Vince, my dear, explaining everything is the whole reason why I brought you here to begin with.” She narrowed her eyes, as if thinking it all over. “But I believe it would be much, much more amusing—not to mention informative—to have our little friend here tell you what happened. What do you think?” 
 
    Sara’s eyes flashed, suggesting her brain was once more firing on all cylinders. 
 
    “Untie me or you’re not going to hear another word out of my mouth.” 
 
    Olivia smiled a bit. “She’s spunky—I like that. Between that and her sweet little body, it’s easy to see why you were interested enough to take her out on three dates, Vince.” She let out a snort. “But all the same, she’s such a good girl. Aside from the ‘trying to kill you’ thing, that is.” 
 
    Vince made hard eyes at Olivia. “Enough cryptic bullshit. I want to know what’s going on, and I want to know now.” 
 
    “Untie me, then!” Sara shouted. “I can sit here all night with my mouth shut.” 
 
    Vince formed his mouth into a hard line. “I’m going to do it.” 
 
    “Not a fan of tying women up, Vince?” Olivia asked. “That’s… disappointing. Fine, do it. This place is locked up tight. And not like she’s a threat without her oversized crossbow.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention to Sara. “If I do this, you’d better cooperate. Got it?” 
 
    Worry took hold of Sara’s features. Vince could sense that she was scared to tell him the truth. But she nodded. 
 
    He stepped around her and quickly undid the bindings.  
 
    Sara wasted no time yanking her hands free and standing up. Whatever residual pain she might have had from the knockout seemed to be long gone. 
 
    “Where’s my crossbow?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s somewhere in the apartment,” Olivia said. “Don’t worry—I would never toss such a priceless heirloom so carelessly.” 
 
    “Speak up,” Vince said. “Tell me who you are, and why you did what you did.” 
 
    Sara stepped back from the two of them. But the defeated expression on her face seemed to suggest she understood that there was no getting out of it. Her face tightened into sadness, and once more tears began to pour down her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” she exclaimed. “Vince, you have to understand!” 
 
    “Oh, lord,” Olivia shook he head in annoyance. “Here come the waterworks.” 
 
    Sara stepped over to Vince, putting her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    “I… I didn’t have another choice. They told me that if I wanted to join them, I’d have to kill one of you!” 
 
    Vince closed his eyes and raised his palms. “I get that you’re upset. But you’re going to need to tell me specifics. Who are they? And what the hell do you mean by one of me?” 
 
    Sara did her best to compose herself, nodding and wiping away the tears. 
 
    “They are… the Helsing Bureau.” 
 
    “Finally,” Olivia said over Vince’s shoulder. “We get to the good stuff.” 
 
    “The who? Helsing… as in Van Helsing? The Dracula guy?” 
 
    Sara nodded as she sat down on the couch. “I wanted to be a part of them. It’s the only way I’d find the man who killed my mother.” 
 
    Olivia approached, taking a seat on the other side of the sectional. 
 
    “As fun as it sounds to try to wring information out of this little one, why don’t you let me take it from here. Vince, please sit.” 
 
    Part of him didn’t want to. He knew he needed to stay on guard. But he needed them to feel comfortable enough to share their stories too, so he sat. 
 
    Olivia glanced aside, as if trying to decide where to begin. “Vincent, have you ever felt, well… different?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “Who doesn’t now and then?” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not what I mean. I don’t mean like when you’re starting a new job and dealing with imposter syndrome. I mean, do you truly feel like you don’t fit in among normal people? Almost like… you’re not one of them?” 
 
    Vincent wanted to tell her that he had no idea what she was talking about. But as he opened his mouth to speak, he considered there might be something to what she’d just said.  
 
    He had often felt out of sync with the rest of the world. Even his career—which allowed him to work on his own from the privacy of his apartment—he’d chosen due to that fact that he’d always felt as if he didn’t quite fit in with the other workers at his old job. Not to mention that the preferred working in the dark, away from the sun that always poured through the windows of his office. 
 
    Then there was the matter of his condition, the strange sensitivity to sunlight that he’d dealt with for as long as he could remember. He’d never met anyone else who suffered from it.  
 
    On top of it all was what had happened earlier in the evening, when he’d taken care of the would-be robber with a speed and power he’d never felt before. 
 
    He wanted to tell her no, that he was just as normal as anyone else. But try as he might, he couldn’t. 
 
    Vince knew the answer was yes. 
 
    “I don’t know what it is,” he said. “If it’s not my medical condition, it’s a sense of… something else.” 
 
    “Photosensitivity,” Sara said. “Persistent fatigue, weakness, and dermal irritation when in contact with direct sunlight.” She said the words in a strange, mechanical tone, as if reading them from a sheet in front of her. 
 
    “What?” Vince asked. “That’s… that’s what I’ve got. Had it since I was a kid.” 
 
    Olivia grinned, as if she were hearing just what she’d hoped would come out of Sara’s mouth. 
 
    “Go on, Sara,” she said. “Don’t stop there.” 
 
    Sara pursed her lips for a moment and then continued. 
 
    “Vincent Hunter, lives at three-six-one South Fifth Street in Williamsburg. Moved here at age seventeen from Youngstown, Ohio, attended NYU and graduated first in his class in computer science. Began a career at Sine-Corp before quitting after less than a year to start his own company. And that’s what you’ve been doing ever since.” 
 
    She sighed after she spoke, as if she were ashamed at knowing everything she’d just said. 
 
    “Why do you know all this?” Vincent growled. 
 
    Sara nodded, glancing down for a moment. “I know this because you’ve been my target for the last three months. I was given the assignment by the Helsing Bureau to find you and terminate you if I wanted a chance to become a member.” 
 
    “And who the hell are the Helsing Bureau?” 
 
    Olivia grinned, as if she couldn’t wait to step in. “I’ll tell you, Vincent. But first, try the wine—I insist.” 
 
    Vincent was eager for answers, but after the night he’d just had, some booze didn’t sound like the worst thing in the world. He took the glass into his hand and gazed down into the dark, crimson red wine. 
 
    “Cheers,” Olivia said, raising her glass. 
 
    Vince offered a weak raise of his glass in return before taking a sip. He brought the rim to his lips—and as soon as the wine touched his tongue, his eyes went wide. 
 
    The wine, whatever the hell it was, tasted better than not just any wine he’d ever had, but any thing he’d ever had. It was rich and sweet, with a thickness to it that coated his tongue. He tasted raspberries and chocolate and coffee and everything else he loved. 
 
    “Good, huh?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Vince had to use all the restraint he had not to simply drink the rest of the glass with one slug. He closed his eyes and took in a slow breath, warmth spreading in his belly as the drink settled. And as it did, he could feel his muscles strengthen, his hearing sharpen, and his vision clear. It was as though he’d just taken a hit of the most perfect drug he’d ever had in his life. 
 
    “What… what the hell is this?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” Olivia said, a pleased, sensual smile widening on her gorgeous face. “But first, let me tell you a little about just who this Helsing Bureau is.” 
 
    As he regarded Olivia, Vince was able to notice details in her that he hadn’t before. His vision was so sharp that he could make out the throbbing pulse of her neck, the smoothness of her skin, even the faint outline of her nipples through the dress. 
 
    Vince reached for the glass of wine—or whatever it was—but stopped himself, considering he might need to be careful with the delicious drink. 
 
    “Tell me,” he said. 
 
    She smiled. “Ghosts, zombies, werewolves, cryptids. What comes to mind when I say these words?” 
 
    “Bad TV,” he said. “Stuff to scare kids—made-up stuff.” 
 
    Olivia shook her head. “There’s no way to gently guide you into what I have to say. So I’m just going to say it. There’s nothing made-up about any of those things, my dear Vincent. They’re real. All of them.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t sure how to react. He glanced over at Sara to see if, perhaps, she was in on the joke. But she wasn’t. Her face was dead serious—worried, even. 
 
    “You’re… you’re kidding,” Vince said. “You’re bullshitting me.” 
 
    Olivia opened her mouth to speak. But before even a single word came out, she appeared to have a different idea. She rose from her seat and made her way over to Vince with the same sensual, hip-swaying walk that seemed to be second nature to her. 
 
    When she was near, she leaned forward over Vince, placing her hands on the armrests, her silver-blonde hair cascading down, the fire reflecting in her ice-blue eyes, her tantalizing cleavage hanging before him.  
 
    Olivia was a feast for the senses. But Vince had a feel that what she had to say next would be more important than any of that. 
 
    She opened her mouth, her ruby-red lips spreading, revealing two rows of perfect, white teeth, her tongue curled behind them. Then, something strange happened. The two canine teeth on both sides of her fronts began to grow. 
 
    At first, Vince was sure he was seeing things. But the longer they grew, the more certain he was that he wasn’t having a hallucination—what he was seeing was real. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” the words shot from his mouth as the growing teeth came to a razor-sharp point. 
 
    Olivia moved her tongue over the tips of her teeth, drawing trickles of blood that made her lips all the more scarlet. 
 
    “We’ve got oh-so much to talk about, Vince. And I can’t wait to tell you just how important a role you play in it all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince’s first instinct was to look for a weapon. 
 
    After all, a monster had revealed herself just before him. 
 
    His gaze shot around as he scanned the apartment for anything he could use to defend himself, his gaze settling on the nearby wine glass. Vince desperately wanted more of the liquid within, but more than that, he wanted to make sure he survived the next few minutes. 
 
    Surprising himself with his precision and speed, he leaned over and grabbed the wine glass, smashing the side against the end table it had been resting upon. He brought the jagged, broken end toward Olivia, hoping to place it against her neck. 
 
    But she was too quick for him.  
 
    Olivia grabbed his wrist and twisted it. Sara let out a scream as the glass dropped from his hand and shattered on the ground.  
 
    The threat neutralized, Olivia once more clamped his hands down. 
 
    “Vincent!” she cried. “Do you have any idea what you just spilled?” Olivia let out a sigh, shaking her head as she regarded the splatter of red on the floor. 
 
    “No,” Vince replied. “I don’t have any idea. What I do know, sure as hell, is that wasn’t wine.” 
 
    Olivia dropped into the armchair across from Vince, her breasts bouncing as she settled and sighed. 
 
    She raised a finger to him. “You’re lucky I’ve got one of the best stores in the city.” 
 
    “Enough screwing around,” Vince said. “What the hell are you saying about zombies and werewolves?” 
 
    She shrugged and took a sip from her own wine. “That they’re real. And more than that: you’re one of them.” 
 
    Vince blinked hard, as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. “I’m a zombie?” 
 
    “Not a zombie, silly. But you’re a supernatural. Sara, would you like to tell him just what he is, and why you were so keen on tracking him down and putting a silver bolt right through that handsome face of his?” 
 
    Sara wrang her hands together, her eyes on her lap. 
 
    “She’s right, Vince. You’re a vampire. That’s why I tried to kill you.” She snapped her eyes up as soon as she was done. “But it was wrong! I shouldn’t have done it. Please, please forgive me, if you can!” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Vincent,” Olivia said. “You’re thinking we’re pulling some kind of trick on you. Hell, for all you know, we’re in cahoots. Maybe this is some kind of con we pull on young men with money, tricking them into draining their bank accounts for us.” 
 
    It was true—that was what he was thinking.  
 
    “Sounds about right,” he said. “But it also sounds pretty convoluted. I can think of a few ways a couple of beautiful women could fleece a guy out of money that don’t involve antique crossbows and fangs.” 
 
    Olivia nodded, a pleased smile on her face. “Good man. The sooner you accept what’s going on, the faster I can loop you in on who you are, and what role you play in all of this.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Vincent said. After he spoke, his eyes drifted down to the red stain on the floor. His heart skipped a beat when he realized what it was. “That’s not wine; that’s blood!” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “Correct, handsome. And not just any blood. That blood is a vintage—it once pumped through the veins of none other than the viscount of Auvergne all the way from the 19th century. Takes quite a bit of doing to gain access to blood like that.” 
 
    Vince felt sick. The idea that he’d greedily drank down the blood of another person—and more than that, liked it—caused all sorts of emotions to run through him.  
 
    Through the whirlwind in his mind, however, one feeling was greater than all the rest: that he wanted to drink more. 
 
    “I know that look,” Olivia said. “It’s the look of a vamp who’s very, very thirsty.” 
 
    Vince placed his hand on his throat, as if whatever was responsible for his newfound craving was nothing more than a tense muscle in need of a massage. It did nothing, of course.  
 
    He knew that only more blood would satisfy his urge. 
 
    “What have you done to me?” Vince asked. “Did you… turn me into one?” 
 
    Olivia chuckled. “I can’t turn you into what you already are, Vincent. No, I simply teased a craving that you’ve been suppressing for as long as you’ve been alive.” 
 
    “If I’m a vampire,” he said. “Then how have I been able to live? Doesn’t sunlight kill vampires?” 
 
    “It does, yes. But while the blood of a vampire—so to speak—runs through your veins, your powers have been laying dormant. A vampire must drink deeply from another vampire for powers truly begin to develop. And those pills you’ve been taking for ‘photosensitivity’ have ensured that you haven’t had to deal with anything other than mild symptoms.” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to wrap his head around it all. He needed to know more about who these two women with him were, and why they were so interested in him. 
 
    “You.” He pointed to Sara. “Tell me who the hell this Helsing Bureau is. Tell me who they are, why you’re with them, and why you wanted to kill me.” 
 
    Sara eagerly nodded, and he could sense that she wanted nothing more than to help Vince in whatever why she could. 
 
    She might’ve tried to kill me, Vincent thought. But she seems to be wanting to make up for it. Not sure if I’m interested in forgiving her just yet. 
 
    “They’re an organization in charge of monitoring and tracking supernatural creatures. Zombies, vampires, werewolves—everything you’ve heard about in movies, they’re real. And Helsing’s job is to make sure the world of the supernatural and the world of humans stay as far apart as possible.” 
 
    “And where do you come in?” he asked. “Are you one of these beings?” 
 
    She shook her head, her brown bob tossing around her face. “No. Only pureblood humans are allowed to be members of the Helsing Bureau.” 
 
    “The thin, silver line between the known and the unknown,” Olivia said. “That’s their unofficial motto. Keeping the humans and the supernatural apart, they figure, is the best way to prevent what would surely turn into the bloodiest war in history. They work in the shadows, keeping tabs on whatever crypts live in—” 
 
    Vince stopped her. “Crypts?” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “Crypts—short for cryptids, the human name for all manner of creatures strange and supernatural. I’m one, and so are you, Vincent.” 
 
    Vince pushed aside the strangeness of this statement, still in disbelief—not to mention unsure if Olivia was even telling the truth. 
 
    “Helsing… is the guy who hunted Dracula, right?” 
 
    Olivia nodded, pleased with his question. “That’s right.” 
 
    “So, there was a real Dracula?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “But Dracula, as most humans know him, was more of an... abstraction of vampire myth and legend at the time.” 
 
    “So, some rich guy living in a castle sucking people’s blood—that’s all made up?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Olivia said. “There are many extremely wealthy vampires. After all, living forever does come with its perks. And there have been many aristocratic types who preyed upon the helpless. Though, the rich preying upon the poor is hardly a trait exclusive to vampires.” 
 
    A smirk formed on her lips. “But I digress. I’m talking more the ‘black cloaks and slicked back hair and I vant to suck your blood’ sort of thing. That’s Hollywood, through and through. Van Helsing, however… the humans weren’t far off about him. He knew all about vampires, dedicated his life to fighting them and whatever other crypts he encountered. Hard to keep that kind of work secret for long. His legend grew among both humans and crypts. It wasn’t long before he gathered something of a following who wanted to learn all he did. And when the day came that he was simply too old to keep up with the physically demanding nature of his profession of choice, he turned the field work over to the younger generation that he’d been training. That’s how the Helsing Bureau was formed.” 
 
    Sara spoke up. “They have branches in every major city. New York is one of the biggest.” 
 
    “And that’s how they get new members?” Vince asked. “They find new recruits and tell them to just murder crypts?” 
 
    Olivia shook her head. “That’s my question, too. While dealing with dangerous crypts is part of the bureau’s duties, they’re not murderers. This is the part where you need to do some serious explaining, Sara.” 
 
    She shook her head. “All I know is what they told me. I wanted to be a part of the Bureau and sought them out. It didn’t take long before they were in contact with me.” 
 
    “That begs the question, Pipsqueak,” Olivia said. “Why on earth did a five-foot-nothing little thing like you want to be a part of one of the most dangerous and secretive organizations in the world?” 
 
    Sara narrowed her eyes, and Vince could tell that Olivia had touched on a sensitive subject. 
 
    “That’s none of your damn business, bloodsucker.” 
 
    Olivia arched her eyebrows, clearly impressed and amused by Sara’s sharpness. 
 
    “Oh, so the kitten’s got claws.” 
 
    “It’s my business,” Vince said. “You tried to kill me in order to get access to the Helsing Bureau. I want to know why.” 
 
    The fierce expression on her face vanished. “You’re… you’re right. You deserve to know.” She wringed her hands before speaking again. “My mother—she was killed by a member of the Helsing Bureau, an agent named Cutter.” 
 
    Olivia appeared confused. “Why would members of the Helsing Bureau go out of their way to kill humans?” 
 
    “He had his reasons. But he didn’t have to do what he did. Anyway, this was ten years ago, when I wasn’t even a teenager. And I’ve wanted revenge ever since. I’ve been training, making sure my body’s in top shape.” 
 
    Olivia narrowed her eyes, her gaze slowly moving over Sara’s curves. “I can tell.” 
 
    Is she into Sara? I can only guess what kind of freaky bedroom shit vampires get up to. 
 
    He pushed that out of his head. As intriguing as it was, Olivia’s sexual preferences were about the least important thing imaginable in the moment. 
 
    “And I did everything I could to attract the attention of the Bureau, in hopes to get a chance to be admitted, all in hopes of getting revenge against Cutter.” She turned her eyes to Vince, that now-familiar pleading expression taking hold. “You have to believe me, Vince! I only did what I had to do in order to get justice! But you made it so hard.” Her arms fell limp to her side, as if she’d decided her situation was totally hopeless. 
 
    “Let me ask you this, Pipsqueak,” Olivia began. “Did they tell you anything about Vince, who he was?” 
 
    “Just that he was a vampire who didn’t know he was a vampire. But they said especially dangerous blood ran through his veins, and it was only a matter of time before he snapped and hurt innocent people.” 
 
    “What?” Vince asked. “I’ve never hurt an innocent person in my life!” 
 
    “And that’s what I found out,” Sara said. “So, I told the Bureau. They said that it didn’t matter. Once your dark abilities woke up, you’d kill and kill again until you were stopped. Only by taking you out when your powers were dormant would we have a chance of saving innocent lives.” 
 
    “So,” Olivia said, uncrossing and crossing her long, slender legs. “They knew more than they were letting on. Vincent here isn’t just some random vampire. Did you know that, Pipsqueak?” 
 
    Sara opened her mouth to speak. But before she could get a word out, Vince jumped in. 
 
    “You just said I was a vampire?” he blurted out. He’d hardly gotten the time to get used to that idea. 
 
    “If only you knew what manner of power coursed through your veins, the true power of your bloodline, Vince,” Olivia said. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    She smiled. “Dracula.” 
 
    “Huh?” he and Sara said the word at the same time. 
 
    “Dracula. The blood of the vampire lord himself flows through your body.” 
 
    “I thought you said that Dracula wasn’t real.” 
 
    “Dracula as you know him isn’t real. The true Dracula, the true lord of our kind, is much, much older and grander than some medieval duke.” 
 
    “Then who was he?” 
 
    “You’re familiar with the ancient Babylonians?” 
 
    Vince shifted in his seat. “The old civilization, right? The ones from the Middle East?” 
 
    “Correct, handsome. Thousands of years ago, there lived a great king of the Babylonians named Balthazar, grandson of the great Nebuchadnezzar. He was a great king, having come to power through a coup and leading his people to new heights and glory. His reign was so grand, they say, that some thought he had been sent down by the gods themselves to lead his people to paradise on earth.” 
 
    She grinned. “But that never happened. Balthazar grew arrogant, perhaps beginning to believe the myths his people had created about his greatness. His kingdom grew soft and decadent off the riches that he’d provided them. And this made his lands a tempting target for none other than Cyrus the Great. Cyrus invaded from Persia, conquering Balthazar’s lands and slaughtering anyone who stood in his way.” 
 
    Olivia took a sip of her wine and let the information marinate in Vince’s mind. 
 
    “Balthazar, arrogant as he was, refused to believe what had happened. He’d wanted to die with his people, not to live another day knowing how he’d failed them. But his closest coterie, a group of twelve priests and aristocrats, wouldn’t let him. They drugged their king, and snuck him out of the city. Once they were safe, having taking Balthazar to a small cave all the way on the shores of the Mediterranean, the priests asked the gods for guidance. 
 
    “This is where the legend grows murky. It’s said that the priests did indeed get in touch with their gods, who told them that, if they were willing to make the ultimate sacrifice, they would be given eternal life under the rule of their king.” 
 
    “What kind of sacrifice?” Vince asked. 
 
    “The legends state that they were told if they wanted immortality, they would give up the warmth of the sun and the blood in their veins. So, they did. They waited until dusk, then held down their king and drained his blood with ceremonial daggers, watching as the life faded from his eyes. He died, and just when they fear that they’d killed their king, he rose when the moon was at its highest in the sky. But he was different, stronger, fiercer. And he craved their blood.” 
 
    “One by one, he attacked the twelve who’d come with him, draining every last drop of blood from them. And, like him, they rose with a thirst for blood of their own. But the gods had given them what they’d wanted—eternal life. All they had to do was drink blood to survive and stay out of the sun.” 
 
    “And silver?” Vince asked. “And crosses and garlic? Is all of that true too?” 
 
    She nodded. “Silver, yes. The daggers used to drain Balthazar’s blood were of pure silver, and the gods cursed him with weakness to the weapons that took his life. But crosses, sunlight? That’s nonsense—peasant superstition that was propagated through folklore and books and movies. The vampire’s true weaknesses are the sun, and silver. Hence the big, silver bolt that the pipsqueak tried to kill you with.” 
 
    “And vampires are totally invincible otherwise?” 
 
    “Not quite. Minor wounds, stabs and gunshots and even severe impact injuries, we can recover from those given time and rest. But even a vampire couldn’t survive a grievous injury, like decapitation, or worse. But, considering the Helsing Bureau doesn’t exactly have the capability to drive around in tanks blasting us vamps at close range, they tend to stick to silver.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Now, tell me where I fit into all of this.” 
 
    “With pleasure, Vincent. After that night, Balthazar and his twelve minions were vampires—the first ever to walk the earth. Well, once they realized the extent of their powers, not to mention the newfound difficulties of fitting into the world of humans, they forgot all about their dreams of resurrecting the Babylonian Empire. Instead, they prowled the earth, feasting on the blood of others, using their strength and immortality to gain wealth and power. Not to mention creating new vampires. This is where you come in, Vince.” 
 
    Another sip of wine. “The average vampire is powerful indeed. But only a select few—the first turned by the twelve, and the first turned by them, and so on—retained the true power of the originals. These direct lines to Balthazar and his twelve were known as Blood Lords. And you, my dear Vincent, are one of them.” 
 
    Vince had so many questions that he didn’t know where to begin. 
 
    “Wait, so you’re telling me that my parents are vampires? How the hell is that even possible? My dad’s an accountant and my mom’s a teacher and they live in Poughkeepsie. Pretty sure if they were going out drinking people’s blood at night, I’d known about it.” 
 
    The only family member he had whom he might have expected was dealing with the supernatural was his uncle, Richter, who was always a little strange. Vince had enjoyed hanging out with Uncle Richter whenever he got the chance, but he highly doubted his uncle was anything other than an eccentric middle-aged man with an unhealthy interest in motorcycles. 
 
    “But your lineage is in their veins. Blood Lords… they haven’t been seen for hundreds of years. Many thought that the lines were dead and gone for good, that the only vampires left were ones that were from separate branches started by them. But you, Vince… you’re the real deal. And I think it’s long past time for your powers to awaken.” 
 
    Vince didn’t know what to make of any of this. Not only was he supposed to be a vampire, but he was descended from one of the most powerful? 
 
    “Now, Pipsqueak,” she said to Sara. “You see what you were up against, and why they gave you such a weapon to do it with. You ask me, I don’t think the Bureau actually intended for you to do the job. I think, knowing who they were sending you up against, that they were using you to test his powers. I doubt they care if you lived or died.” 
 
    Sara pursed her lips, and Vince could sense by the look on her face that it was beginning to dawn on her just what she’d done. 
 
    “You said I was powerful,” Vince said. “What kinds of powers are you talking about?” 
 
    “Strength, speed, near invulnerability. And that’s just to start. You see, when you become a vampire, you become a type.” 
 
    “A type?” 
 
    “There are six classes of vampires in all. There are Bruisers, who can tap into super strength, enough to smash through walls and bend steel. There are Fiends who… Have you ever see the film Nosferatu?” 
 
    “Sure,” Vince said. “The gnarly-looking vampire with the long fingers and curled fangs?” 
 
    She wagged her finger at him. “You’ve got it. The story goes that Max Schreck, the actor who played the part, knew a Fiend in real life, and based his appearance on him.” 
 
    Vince cocked his head to the side. “You mean there are vampires that actually look like that?” 
 
    “That’s right. They can change at will. The appearance might be… not the best-looking in the world, but they have speed and power to make up for it. They’re quite good at information gathering, too—when you look like that, you learn to stay in the shadows, you see.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Fleshmancers. They’re vampire mages of sorts, able to do strange and horrible things with their bodies, things that make stomachs turn and strike fear into their hearts of their enemies. But it’s not all terror and horror—they’re also known for their, ah, tastes in the bedroom. Shifting your body during sex can open some new possibilities, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    The idea was strange enough for Vince to push it aside in his mind. 
 
    “My own class is the Nightweaver. Observe, Vincent.” 
 
    Vince watched as she raised her hand in front of the fire, the shadow large on the wall before them. At first, the shadow matched her hand. But as Olivia pulled her hand away, the shadow remained. It grew larger and smaller, taking the shape of a man, then a beautiful woman with curves abound. 
 
    “We move in the shadows, move in secret. We’re expert assassins, and pride ourselves on the ability to get into any place we need to. My skills were the reason I was able to follow you two for so long without being tracked. These shadows look like mere party tricks, but you’d be surprised at how effective they are when used as distractions. But the Nightweaver’s true skill lies in our ability to kill from the shadows.” 
 
    Vince was intrigued. “What else?” 
 
    “Shadow Mages,” she said. “They manipulate the shadows as well. But while I can only shape and change them, Shadow Mages can use them to attack, to kill. A Shadow Mage carries no weapons, as a little light and a little dark is all the power they need.” 
 
    She took another sip. This time, as the blood poured into her mouth and her neck bobbed as she drank it, Vince found himself craving the blood like nothing else. 
 
    “The final category is the rarest: Blood Dragons. Half-vampire, half-dragon, these vampires have the ability to shift into a powerful dragon form. Like Blood Lords, they haven’t been seen for quite some time. But who knows? Now that a Blood Lord has returned, perhaps the dragons will too?” 
 
    Vince’s eyes stayed on the blood in her glass. He wanted a sip more than anything. 
 
    “I have to kill, right? To be a vampire. It means that I’ll be addicted to blood and be forced to become no more than a murderer.” 
 
    Olivia shook her head. “More Hollywood fictions. Yes, you will have to drink blood. But vampires can only truly satiate their thirst from the willing.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” he said. “How does the blood know if it’s willing or not?” 
 
    “Simple—a human will not simply stand there and let you take their blood if they don’t want to. If a vampire attacks a human, adrenaline will flow into the bloodstream. We vampires, we have our passions, sure, but adrenaline is too much for our bodies too handle. We can drink blood this way, certainly. But consuming too much adrenaline in too little time has the effect of destroying the conscious mind of the vampire. They become Revenants, creatures of pure hunger. And Revenants don’t last long at all before the Helsing Bureau finds them.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Drink from those who wish to be drank from. You’d be surprised to find out how many humans find something irresistibly sensual about letting a vampire feed from them. And, on top of it all, there’s The Dance to consider.” 
 
    “The Dance?” 
 
    “You’ve so much to learn for a vampire of such great potential. ‘The Dance’ is the informal name we use to refer to the act of keeping our nature hidden from the world around us. I don’t need to explain to you the problems that might arise if humans as a whole knew we existed. The Dance is paramount, the key to all of our safety. And breeches of The Dance have severe consequences. Pray that you never find them out. With a guide like me, however, it will never come to that.” 
 
    Vince was overwhelmed, his head practically hurting from the information laid out before him. 
 
    But Olivia didn’t have any more to say. She rose from her seat, her eyes on him. 
 
    “Now, Vincent. I do believe it’s time for you to finally, at long last, become one of us—to embrace your destiny. Are you ready?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why?” Vince asked. “Why would I want to give up everything I have just to become a vampire?” He was more than intrigued at this point, but he felt like putting Olivia to the test. How would she sell him on vampirehood? 
 
    Olivia wasn’t put off in the slightest by his question, nor surprised. Sara said nothing, still watching him from the seat she’d been tied to only moments before. The fire continued to crackle, the shadows of the flames dancing on the wall behind Olivia. 
 
    “Because of the power,” she said. “Because it’s your destiny. Because the Helsing Bureau’s not going to stop until you’re dead or captured. Because if you want to protect the people you care about, you’re going to need every advantage you can get.” 
 
    Vince glanced downward, thinking of his parents. The last thing he wanted was for anything bad to happen to them. 
 
    Olivia went on. “And more than that, you already are a vampire. The legacy of your ancestors already runs through your veins. There’s no escaping who you are, Vincent. All I offer is to help you become what you were born to be.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to Olivia. 
 
    “What happens if I don’t do it? What happens if I say ‘screw you,’ then get up and walk out of that door?” 
 
    Olivia snorted, as if she were bored by the mere suggestion. 
 
    “You go back to your life as before. You can take your medication to deal with your photosensitivity, and put this evening behind you. That is, until the Bureau sends more agents after you, ones that are a little more competent than the pipsqueak here. And knowing that you’re a Blood Lord, you’ll be lucky if they just kill you. Maybe they’ll try to find some way to mentally break you, to make you work for them. Or maybe they’ll just open you up, try to see what makes you tick. If they’re really feeling spicy, they’ll keep you alive for that.” 
 
    None of these options sounded good to Vince. 
 
    She placed her finger on her chin. “And the Bureau, the way they tried to assassinate you… that’s not their style. Something tells me that there’s strange happenings with the New York branch of Helsing. We’re going to need to find out what it is. And, hopefully, stay alive in the process.” 
 
    But there was more guiding him than the simple desire to avoid death. The more Olivia had spoken to him about his true nature, the more he could feel something inside of him yearning for it. He’d always known, deep down, that he was different.  
 
    Now he knew why. 
 
    And he wanted more. 
 
    “Say I do this,” he said. “Then what? I wander into the night and try to make my way in the world?” 
 
    Olivia’s eyes flashed, as if she’d remembered something. “Not at all, my dear Vincent. I haven’t yet told you about one of the most important parts of being a Blood Lord—your coterie.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “It’s a fancy French word that means your inner circle. Just as Balthazar had his coterie, so will you. With them at your side, you’ll be able to command a force of significant power. They’ll serve you, and serve you well. And more than that, they’ll be just the start. A Blood Lord like you, there’s no limit to the sort of powers you might wield.” 
 
    “So, my personal crew of vampires.” 
 
    She smiled. “Not just vampires. Werewolves, witches, ghouls, spirits—if you can convince them to join you, and take the blood oath, they’ll follow you to the ends of the earth.” 
 
    “The blood oath?” He glanced over to Sara, who seemed to have taken great interest in this last part. 
 
    Olivia winked. “We’ll get to that. But first, my dear Vincent, you’ll need to make the transformation yourself.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Olivia licked her lips, offering him her hand. “You come here, and you kiss me.” 
 
    Vincent was confused. “That’s all it takes? I kiss you?” 
 
    “I don’t want to spoil the surprise. Come here.” 
 
    He glanced at her hand. There was no doubt in his mind that taking it would change his life forever.  
 
    But he was ready. Vince reached out and took it. 
 
    Olivia’s palm was soft as silk, her fingers wrapping around his hand. “Very good. Rise, Vincent.” 
 
    He pushed up from the couch, Olivia leading him over to the windows. The city was alive down below, the evening lights glittering. 
 
    “This,” she said, sweeping her free hand toward the city. “The night. This will be your domain. You’ll bid farewell to the sun forever, becoming what you are—a creature of darkness. Your old life will be gone for good. And a new one, of power and glory, awaits. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Olivia closed her eyes and opened her mouth, her fangs sharp. Vince watched as she closed her mouth slowly, the tips of her fangs sinking into the bottom of her plush, full lips. 
 
    “Hey!” Vince reached out, as if to stop her. Sara gasped, her hands shooting to her mouth. 
 
    If Olivia felt pain from what she’d done, she didn’t show it. If anything, she seemed to enjoy what she’d done. She pulled her fangs back, twin rivulets of dark crimson streaming down her chin. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “Kiss me. And drink deep.” 
 
    Vince took a deep, slow breath, then stepped over to her, closing the distance between them.  
 
    Despite the blood on her face, or perhaps because of it, he couldn’t resist Olivia. He placed his hands on her hips, her curves soft through the thin fabric of her shirt, and leaned in for a kiss. 
 
    She returned it, Olivia’s mouth opening and her lips locking onto Vince’s. The sharp, coppery taste of blood washed over Vince’s tongue. The kiss deepened, Vince feeling himself go hard down below. It was like no kiss he’d ever experienced, her tongue moving slowly over his, moans sounding from her throat. 
 
    Vince opened his eyes to see that Sara had been watching the whole time, chewing on her lower lip as she did.  
 
    Olivia took her lips from Vince’s, bringing her mouth to his ear. 
 
    “Drink, Vincent. Drink as much as you want.” 
 
    The offer was more than he could resist. He brought his mouth to hers, kissing her once more and this time drinking the blood that poured from her lips. The “wine” he’d drank had been delicious. But it was nothing compared to fresh blood from the source. He drank and drank, Olivia moaning with pleasure as he did. 
 
    Right in what felt like the middle of his feast, however, Olivia placed her hands on his cheeks and gently pushed his face away. She grinned, the flow of blood having stopped. 
 
    “Do you feel it?” she asked. “Do you feel the power inside of you?” 
 
    Vince didn’t need to ask what she meant.  
 
    There was a warmth in his belly, one that spread through his entire body, all the way to his fingers and toes.  
 
    The warmth was followed by a sense of strength, like he’d just finished the hardest workout of his life. His muscles tensed and flexed, his senses sharpening. 
 
    “Yeah. I feel it.” 
 
    “Good. You’re almost there.” 
 
    Vince was surprised. “There’s more?” 
 
    Olivia offered a wry smile in response. 
 
    “There’s so much more. The little taste I gave you was only to kindle the flame, so to speak. You should have enough blood in you to use your fangs. Try it, Vincent.” 
 
    “Stick my fangs out? How?” 
 
    “The same way you’d raise your hand or take a step. The blood I just gave you should be enough to allow you to do this. Try it.” 
 
    It sounded crazy. Vince tried it all the same, focusing on the teeth that he’d seen Olivia extend. It was a strange sensation at first, like trying to move a leg that had fallen asleep. But the more he focused on it, the more his fangs came to life. 
 
    They began to stretch, to sharpen and grow. 
 
    “There you are,” Olivia said, her eyes widening. “You’ve almost got it.” 
 
    He strained, stretching the fangs to their capacity. When they were done, he slowly, carefully placed his fingertips on the fangs. 
 
    “Ow! Shit!” 
 
    He wasn’t careful enough. The tip of his fangs were razor-sharp, and when he took his hands away, he looked down to see that there was blood on his fingers where he’d touched them.  
 
    Vince glanced over to Sara to see that she was still watching with great interest, her chest rising and falling as she took one deep breath after another. 
 
    “Careful,” Olivia said. “Those are little blades in your mouth—sharp enough that whoever you drink from will barely be able to feel them penetrate.” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side, exposing the pale, flawless span of her neck. Vince’s attention went right to it, her jugular thrumming with each pulse. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “Put them to use. Drink your fill, Vincent. Become the Blood Lord you were born to be.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince was ready.  
 
    He stepped over to Olivia, placing his hands on her hips once more, yanking her close to him. She gasped, his hardness pressing against her. He stared at the vein, the pulse more appealing to him than any meal he’d had in his life. 
 
    Can I really do this? Can I really drink someone’s blood? 
 
    The thought held in his mind for only a moment before Vince decided the answer was a resounding and crystal-clear yes. 
 
    He bit. A hiss sounded from him as he brought his fangs down, sinking them into Olivia’s delicate neck. Sara gasped in shock, but Olivia let out a cry that was borderline sexual. 
 
    Blood flowed into his mouth. But it wasn’t the mere trickle he’d experienced from her lips. No, it was a torrent of blood straight from the vein. The flavor was exquisite, the warmth in his belly as the blood landed spreading like a wildfire. Power flowed through him, and he could feel himself change into something else. 
 
    Or, rather, become what he’d always known he was, somewhere deep down. 
 
    Olivia moaned as he drank, running her hands through his thick hair, holding him in place. Her other hand reached out to grab his erect cock, her grip tight through his jeans.  
 
    He felt her pulse slow until it was barely there at all. He knew when to stop, taking his mouth away. Blood trickled down his lips as he pulled back.  
 
    Two red puncture marks were on Olivia’s neck, the wounds healing in only a few moments, a smile on her face as she recovered and released his cock from her grip. 
 
    Sara had watched with rapt attention, her breaths still full and deep, her hand on her chest, her mouth open and her eyes wide. If she was still scared by what was happening, she sure didn’t show it. 
 
    “There you are,” Olivia said. “Tell me—how do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel… I feel like I’ve never felt before in my life,” Vince said. “I feel good; I feel powerful.” 
 
    Olivia nodded, as if he’d told her exactly what she was hoping to hear. 
 
    “And this is only the beginning. Your power will grow more and more with each passing day. The more blood you drink, the more you practice your gifts… Your journey as a Blood Lord has only just begun. Let me show you something.” 
 
    A smile on her face, she turned and made her way out of the room, returning moments later with a standing full-length mirror. The thing was huge and heavy-looking. Vince at first found himself wondering just how the hell she’d managed to carry it. 
 
    Oh yeah, he remembered. Vampire. 
 
    “Come here,” she said, placing the mirror against a nearby wall. “Come here and take a look at yourself.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t sure what to expect. But the insistent expression on Olivia’s face made him feel compelled to do as she’d asked. 
 
    “Hurry,” she said. “Your reflection is one of the first things to go.” 
 
    Now he was very confused. Vince hurried over to the mirror and stood in front of it. At first, there was nothing out of the ordinary—his reflection was right there looking back at him. Nothing was out of place in what he saw. His black, ink-dark hair came down to just below his ears, where it was tucked behind them as usual. His green eyes gazed back at him over his short nose, his wide mouth flat, all his features set among a wide jaw and a cleft chin. 
 
    His height—a few inches over six feet—meant he needed to step back a bit to make sure he could see his entire reflection. Not even his clothes were out of place. He wore his leather racer jacket over his broad shoulders, a black V-neck T-shirt underneath. Below, he wore the same dark, fitted blue jeans, a pair of black boots on his feet. 
 
    However, the longer he looked, the more he saw that he was a bit different. His shoulders were broader, his jacket was tighter around his arms and chest. He realized that he didn’t just feel stronger—he looked stronger, too.  
 
    And not only that, his green eyes were no longer just green; they were emerald green, a bright, brilliant green that seemed unnatural. His eyes reminded him of how Olivia’s eyes weren’t merely blue, but ice-blue. 
 
    Sara rushed to his side, placing her hands on his arm as she regarded the mirror with the same confused expression. Part of him still carried suspicion toward her. But between him and Olivia, Vince was confident that they could handle her if she tried anything. 
 
    Not to mention that it felt good to have her against him. 
 
    “What is it?” Vince asked. “I don’t understand what I’m supposed to be looking at.” 
 
    Olivia leaned against the wall next to the mirror, her arms crossed underneath her breasts. 
 
    “Just wait. This typically doesn’t take long to happen at all.” 
 
    Vince opened his mouth, ready to chew her out for being cryptic, for not getting to the point. But before he could even get a word out, he saw it. His reflection began to disappear. 
 
    At first, he was unsure if he was seeing it correctly. But the longer he watched, the more he could see that his reflection was becoming less and less opaque with each passing moment. He clapped his hands onto his chest, as if wanting to make sure it was only his reflection disappearing and not him. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Sara asked. “How is that…” 
 
    Little by little, Vince faded away until nothing was there at all, only the apartment and Sara leaning against something invisible for support. 
 
    “Some vampiric myths are true, some are mere legend, as I said,” Olivia explained. “But one that is true is that we vampires don’t cast reflections. The story goes that once Balthazar realized what he’d become, that he was doomed to walk the earth forever feasting on blood, he begged the gods to not have to look on his reflection.” She shrugged. “Or it could be that the same gift that allows us control over shadow and light affects the way we look in the mirror. Who’s to say?” 
 
    Vince waved his hands in front of him, as if that might be enough to bring his reflection back. 
 
    “So… how do I see myself?” he asked. “I’m not big on walking out of the house with mustard stains on my shirt. And that’s not even getting into other people freaking out when they see that I don’t cast a reflection.” 
 
    “People,” she corrected, raising a finger. “Not other people. You’re no longer one of them, Vince. It’s important to get that through your head sooner than later. Anyway, watch this.” 
 
    Olivia stepped in front of the mirror, her own reflection missing. She closed her eyes and focused. Seconds later, her reflection appeared in the mirror in the opposite way that Vince’s had vanished, same smile and all. 
 
    Vince stepped back, having a hard time wrapping his head around what he’d just seen. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Part of my gift, Vince. Nightweavers can bend shadow, but we can also bend light when we need to. You can have this power, too—if you train it.” 
 
    “And that means I need to become a Nightweaver?” 
 
    She shook her head, closing her eyes for a moment and letting her reflection disappear. 
 
    “Another perk of being a Blood Lord is that you can have access to the other powers of each class. It’ll take you far more work to achieve, but you could become as powerful a Nightweaver as I am. Perhaps even more powerful, given enough hard work and dedication. Here, try it. Step in front of the mirror and focus, bend the light and make it do your bidding.” 
 
    “You make changing the laws of physics sound so simple,” he said. 
 
    “Well, it’s not quite so hard. We’re not changing the laws of physics, you see—merely working within them in creative ways. Now, try it.” 
 
    It all sounded so crazy, but Vince couldn’t argue with what he’d seen before him. He turned to the mirror and began to focus. At first, nothing happened. But as he put forth more effort, he could eventually see his form reappear in the mirror. It wasn’t fully there, not even close, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “There!” he said. 
 
    “You’ve got it, Vince!” Sara exclaimed. 
 
    The outburst, however, was more than enough to break his concentration. The faint, transparent reflection faded, and once more he was unable to see himself. 
 
    “Damnit,” he muttered. 
 
    Olivia placed her hand on his shoulder. “You’ve only been a true vampire for about fifteen minutes, Vincent. Don’t beat yourself up for not being an expert right away.” 
 
    He turned his attention to Sara. Her mouth was formed into a hard line, her eyes intense. It was clear that she had something on her mind, something she could barely keep hidden. Her mouth began to shake, her eyes watering. 
 
    “Vince!” she cried out, dropping to her knees. “Please, please forgive me!” She grabbed onto the front of his jeans. “I’m so sorry for what I did! I… I don’t know what came over me!” 
 
    Vince wasn’t happy with her—she’d tried to blast his skull into pieces with a silver bolt, after all. But there was something about her in those moments, something that made him feel as if he didn’t need to stay mad at her. 
 
    “I just wanted to kill the man who killed my mother!” she said, tears streaming down her face. “But I get now that this was the worst way to do it!” She let her head fall forward, resting on his thigh as she sobbed. 
 
    Olivia let out a snort. “Crying like a little girl—a pretty standard tactic for someone who knows they deserve death. Vince, it’s in your hands what to do with her. But if I were you, I’d put my hand right on the top of her head and give her neck a little twist.” She snapped her fingers. “Take care of the problem just like that. Once a traitor, always a traitor.” 
 
    Sara looked up from where she was on her knees, fear and panic in her eyes. 
 
    “You’re… you’re not going to do that, are you?” 
 
    Vince turned his head, looking out the window as he thought the matter over. 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you,” he said. “But you did try to betray me. How can I trust you? I could keep you with me, and you might try to kill me the first chance you get. Or, I could let you go. If so, how the hell would I know you wouldn’t beeline right back to the Helsing Bureau and tell them everything that happened tonight?” 
 
    She shook her head, as if the idea were the further thing from her mind. 
 
    “Never. I’d never do anything like that, never in a million years!” 
 
    “Words, words, words,” Olivia said. “Anyone can talk. It’s action that really matters.” 
 
    Vince knew she was right. But before he could give the matter any further thought, Sara’s eyes flashed and she shot to her feet. 
 
    “I know! I know how we can solve this problem!” 
 
    Vince glanced over at Olivia, who wore an expression of interest. 
 
    “This ought to be good,” the blonde vampire said. 
 
    “When I was at Helsing, they gave me a crash course in vampirism, told me all about the world you guys live in. One of the things they told me was the concept of ‘thralls’.” 
 
    “A thrall?” Vince asked.  
 
    Olivia nodded in understanding. 
 
    “I see where the pipsqueak is going with this. A thrall is a human that has been drained to the brink of death by a vamp. Once the victim is at the moment just before death, the vamp can ‘gift’ the victim a small amount of his or her blood.” 
 
    “And what does this do?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It brings the human back to life… in a sense. The human, fueled by nothing more than a trace of vampiric blood, is instilled with a craving for more vampire blood, more and more—an addiction, if you will. And more than that, only the blood of the vampire that brought him or her back to life will do. The thrall becomes mindless, in a sense, ready and willing to do anything for the vampire to get another hit.” 
 
    Vince was taken aback. “So, like a slave?” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “More like a pet, really. Some vampires have been known to collect thralls, to tease them with hopes of another taste of blood.” 
 
    “And what happens if the thrall can’t get any more blood?” 
 
    “They go insane, driven mad by an addiction from which they’ll never be clean. Usually, they end up on the street—a common fate for thralls that the vampire has grown bored of.” 
 
    Fear came over Sara’s face. She took a deep breath and spoke. 
 
    “I don’t care. I’ll do it. If that’s what I need to do to prove to you that I’m sorry, then that’s what I’ll do. I almost killed you, so it’s only fair that I put my life into your hands, to do with what you wish. Besides, I’m dead anyway. I failed in my mission to Helsing. I can’t go back to them now.” 
 
    Vince didn’t even need to think it over. And looking into Sara’s big, brown eyes, there was no doubt that she wasn’t bluffing—she really wanted him to do this. 
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    “No,” Vince said. “Not going to do it. I’m not going to steal your free will like this. Not going to happen.” 
 
    Olivia made a pouting face. “Oh, Vince, you’re no fun. Look at those big, brown eyes. She’s practically already a puppy dog. And I’m sure you’d be able to find some very interesting things to do with her.” 
 
    “Not going to happen. I want a coterie, but I want them to all have free will—no slaves.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Olivia said. 
 
    Equal parts disappointment and relief washed over Sara. 
 
    “Then what can I do? Anything, just name it!” 
 
    “Olivia,” Vince asked. “What can I do?” 
 
    “There’s one option,” she said. “If you’re into that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to need to begin a coterie. You could start with Pipsqueak here.” 
 
    Sara’s eyes lit up. “Yes! Please, Vince—make me a vampire! Let me join you!” 
 
    She rushed over to him, Vince holding up his palms as she approached. 
 
    “Easy, easy. I want to know what this is going to take.” He glanced over at Olivia, and she nodded. 
 
    “It’s very simple. You drain her blood. Drink deeply from her, take every last drop. Then, she’ll die. And in that moment of death, you say these words: ‘Do you accept my dark embrace?’ And she will say, ‘I accept it, and bind myself to you from now until the sun shines upon me and burns me to ash.’ Once that happens, you cut your wrist and let her drink from you. She’ll need a day of rest to fully be reborn, but once the blood is in her, she’ll be a vampire. And she’ll be bonded to you until death.” 
 
    “But she’ll have free will, right?” 
 
    “Right. Her being part of your coterie means that her powers will be stronger when she’s near you. And she’ll be able to share in the experience and grow strong along with you the more time you two spend together, and the more you battle at one another’s sides. But she’ll have her free will, all the same.” 
 
    Sara clasped her hands together. “This is what I want, Vince. I want to be by your side, to give myself the chance to make up for what I’ve done. And maybe, if you’ll allow it, I can get my revenge.” 
 
    Vince took a moment, looking Sara up and down. While he could sense she was regretful, he didn’t quite trust her—not just yet.  
 
    But having an ally would be useful.  
 
    And more than that, even though she’d done what she’d done, he liked her. He’d had fun with her in those few dates, and sensed it wasn’t all a lie just to get close to him. 
 
    “Alright. I’ll make you a vamp.” 
 
    “Yes! Thank you so much, Vince!” She rushed over to give him a hug. 
 
    But he didn’t let her get close. Instead, he raised his hand and stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    “But listen to this, and listen good. You’re still on my shit list, Sara. I don’t care how good your reasons were, you tried to kill me. And I’m not going to forget that anytime soon. So, once I do this, you’d better fall in line and help me every step of the way. And I won’t hesitate for a second to finish the job if I get the slightest whiff that you’re going to try to stab me in the back again.” 
 
    Fear flashed on her face. But she nodded. 
 
    “I get it, Vince. You could kill me right now and be justified. The mercy you’re showing is truly a gift, not to mention not turning me into your slave. There’s nothing I can do but promise you that I’ll be loyal to you from here on out. In time, you’ll see you made the right decision.” 
 
    There was sincerity to her words. Vince felt more comfortable in making her the first member of his coterie. 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” Olivia said. “You’re going to have to choose what kind of vampire you want to be.” 
 
    “And how do I do that?” Sara asked. 
 
    “You drink the blood of the type you wish to become. Lucky for you, I’ve got a little of each in my wine room.” 
 
    Sara pursed her lips. “I… I don’t know. Which is the best?” 
 
    “There’s no best, Pipsqueak. There’s whatever you think would be a good fit for you.” Her eyes flicked down to the crossbow. She stepped over and picked it up, pressing a button to open the arms with a mechanical click. She raised it to her face and looked down the length. “This is incredible. I’m no expert, but I think this might be a Van Helsing original. Maybe not used by the man himself, but perhaps by one of his closest companions.” 
 
    Olivia closed the arms and lowered the bow. “Shadow Mages aren’t close combat fighters. They do their work from a distance, casting spells and providing cover with ranged weapons such as these. High-level ones are even capable of enchanting the weapons, making them more powerful. If you want to actually learn how to use this thing, little one, the path of the Shadow Mage is the one that I would suggest.” 
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll do!” she said with a smile and a nod. “I’ll become a powerful mage, and use the weapon that I tried to kill Vince with to defend him. That sounds perfect!” 
 
    “Good,” Olivia said. “Give me a moment.” She left the room, returning moments later with a dusty wine bottle filled with blood. “This is the blood of Abraxin, one of the most powerful mages of New York. You won’t have near her power when you drink it. But in time… we’ll see. Now, Vincent—do what needs to be done. Drink her down to nothing.” 
 
    Vince locked his eyes onto Sara. She was small before him, her brown eyes still wide and her red mouth opened slightly. Like with Olivia, his attention was drawn to the flawless curve of her neck, the big vein inside pulsing quicker and quicker. 
 
    He hungered for her. He was ready to feast. 
 
    With speed he didn’t knew he possessed, Vince rushed over to Sara and wrapped his big arm around her slender waist. She gasped, Vince swooping his head over her hair and tilting her head back, exposing her neck even further. He opened his mouth, extended his fangs, and plunged them into her neck. 
 
    Sara gasped one more time as Vince began to drink her blood. But the shock soon turned into something else. Her body went limp in her arms, soft moans of pleasure pouring from her lips. 
 
    Her blood was delicious, fresh and rich and warm. It settled in his belly and spread outward, his power growing with each gulp he took. As he drank, Sara turned and curled against him, her full breasts pressing against his chest. His cock became erect, and he felt her nipples harden against him. Almost as if she wasn’t intending to, she reached into his jeans and gripped his cock. Slowly, she started to pump her hand up and down, but her pace grew increasingly fast. Soon, she was jacking him off while Olivia looked on with hungry eyes.  
 
    Before he could reach his climax, however, Sara suddenly ceased her ministrations.  
 
    It had taken less than a minute to drain her to nothing. When she was empty, her body cold and her skin translucent enough that he could see the roadmap of veins beneath, he pulled away. She turned to him, and Vince could see by the look on her eyes that she was on the brink of death. 
 
    “There you go,” Olivia said. “I bet she was a nice little snack. Now, say the words. You do remember the words, don’t you?” 
 
    Vince snapped back into the moment. 
 
    “Do accept my dark embrace?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded weakly, seeming to use what little bit of energy she had left to do so. Sara closed her eyes, swallowed, then opened her dried, cracking lips to speak. 
 
    “I… accept it, and bind myself to you from now… until the sun shines upon me… and burns me to ash.” 
 
    Vince felt something shift in him as she spoke the words, a pulling toward Sara. 
 
    “Good,” Olivia said. “Now, open your wrist and let her drink. That is, unless you want a corpse on your hands. Hurry!” 
 
    Vince didn’t waste another moment. He turned his right arm over, then leaned down to slash open his wrist. His teeth were so sharp that he barely felt a thing, rich, dark blood oozing from the cut. Sara’s eyes lit up as she laid eyes on the blood. She licked her lips, then turned her eyes to Vince. 
 
    “May… may I?” her voice was weak, and in those moments, he knew he held her life in his hands. He could simply say no, and let her die right there in his arms. 
 
    But he didn’t. “Drink.” 
 
    He held his wrist up, and Sara wasted not a second clamping her mouth down onto it. She sucked him, greedily drinking down the blood, her mouth so tight a seal that not a single drop escaped her mouth. The power from her blood stayed within him, and as he watched her drink deeply from the wound, one though, above all, was on his mind—he noticed he was more turned on than he’d ever been in his life. 
 
    Vince wasn’t sure if it was her mouth on him. But he was so aroused he could hardly think straight. He was so turned on, in fact, that he didn’t even notice Olivia move in. She swept her hand over Vince’s arm, breaking the seal of Sara’s lips. 
 
    “Careful now, fledging,” Olivia said. “You’ve got a strong hunger, but you’ll need to learn to pace yourself. Not to mention save room for the Shadow Mage blood.” 
 
    Sara breathed in heavily, blood gathered in the corners of her mouth and trickling down her lips.  
 
    Her skin was no longer sallow but was ivory white and flawless.  
 
    And her eyes were no longer a dark, rich brown, but were a brilliant, golden brown. Something about being a vampire, Vince realized, made one’s eyes a more dramatic shade of their former color. 
 
    Though Sara was technically undead, she seemed full of life. Her lips were a deep, dark red, her eyes fixed on Vincent. She gazed at him hungrily, and he began to get the sense that she wanted much, much more than simply more blood and a few tugs on his cock. 
 
    “How do you feel, fledgling?” Olivia asked, a smile on her face as if she already knew the answer. 
 
    “I feel… I feel fucking amazing.” 
 
    “Good.” She opened the bottle of Shadow Mage blood, pouring it into a crystal glass. Vince noticed something as she poured it—the liquid itself cast no shadow as it went into the glass. 
 
    The blood must have power of its own, Vince thought. 
 
    “Here.” Olivia handed over the glass. “It’ll take a little time for your powers to kick in, but drink this now so the process can start.” 
 
    Sara snatched the glass of wine with incredible speed, bringing the glass to her lips and guzzling it down. 
 
    “Good girl,” Olivia said. Again, she moved her eyes over Sara’s body. “Now, tell me how else you feel.” 
 
    “I feel… really, really turned on.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “And Vince, how about you?” 
 
    Down below, Vince’s cock strained against his jeans. He could feel the wetness of his boxers from precum. He felt as if he’d explode if he didn’t get some kind of release.  
 
    And soon.  
 
    He couldn’t take his eyes off Sara, imagining ripping off her shirt, peeling down her jeans, tearing off her bra and panties and ravishing her on the spot.  
 
    She met his eyes as he feasted upon her with his gaze, and the smile that formed on her blood-stained lips made it clear she felt the same way. 
 
    “More turned on than I’ve ever been in my life,” he said. 
 
    “Well, your human life is over. Now, you’re experiencing just how… passionate we vamps can be.” She glanced at Sara, then back at Vince. “I do believe now is a good time to learn one of the most important lessons of being a vampire.” 
 
    She grinned. 
 
    “How to fuck like one.” 
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    While looking deep into Vince’s eyes, Olivia slowly brought forward her hand, and brought it to rest on Vince’s cock through his jeans. She rubbed him slowly, feeling out the contours of his shaft before pressing hard against the underside of his tip. 
 
    “There we go,” she said. “If I wasn’t sure you were already good and ready, feeling that piece of steel in your pants would’ve let me know.” 
 
    She took her hand away, and the second it was gone, Vince yearned for her touch once more. 
 
    Olivia placed her fingertip on her chin, her eyes moving back and forth from Sara to Vince. 
 
    “Well, it actually seems as if I’ve got two students in need of a lesson.” 
 
    Sara grinned. “I’m ready to be taught.” 
 
    Olivia stepped over to Sara, giving the small, curvy girl a once-over. She reached forward, placing her hands on Sara’s breasts and fondling them through her shirt.  
 
    Sara closed her eyes and began moaning, biting down on her lower lip, her fangs protruding. Her golden-brown eyes were locked onto Vince, and he could tell she was ready and willing for whatever he wanted to do to her. 
 
    “Good,” Olivia said. “Because you’re going to get a crash course. You’re not merely pleasing some random vampire, or Balthazar forbid, a human. No—you’re going to be giving pleasure to a Blood Lord himself. This is a great honor, and one that any vampire would die to have.” 
 
    Sara licked her lips. “Where do I start?” Her eyes went down to Vince’s cock, and he could tell that she had some ideas on where to begin. 
 
    “Strip,” Olivia said. “Get down to your underwear.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    She began. Her eyes still locked onto Vince’s, Sara slipped off her jacket and let it fall to the ground. She was in her white sleeveless shirt, jeans, and sneakers. First, she stepped out of her shoes, bending down for just long enough to peel off the socks underneath. That done, she crossed her arms over her belly and grabbed onto the hem of her shirt, pulling it off over her head. 
 
    Sara’s middle was trim and toned, the dark-blue bra she wore barely enough to contain her full breasts. A playful smile still on her face, she reached back to undo the clasp of her bra. 
 
    “Not quite yet, Pipsqueak. Leave a little to the imagination and take off your pants, first.” 
 
    “Yes, Olivia.” 
 
    Her hands went to the front of her jeans, and she quickly undid the button of her pants. Sara stuck her ass out and peeled the denim down, revealing a red and white flower-patterned pair of panties, along with her shapely legs. Once the jeans were down to her ankles, she stepped out of them and kicked the pants aside. 
 
    She stood back up, letting Vince take a good look at her body.  
 
    However, sexy he’d imagined her to be underneath her clothes, the reality was more than that.  
 
    Her tits were big and round, her hips wide, her legs smooth.  
 
    And the sly smile she wore on her face made it clear she was ready for whatever Vince wanted to do with her. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. “I’ve been thinking about getting you naked since we first met. Have you been thinking about the same with me?” 
 
    Vince grinned right back at her. He was about to step forward, saying “Let me show y—” when a blur flashed in front of him, followed by a hand against his chest. It was Olivia, stopping Vince in his tracks. 
 
    “Not quite yet, Blood Lord,” she said. “Let me sample her first, make sure she knows what she’s doing.” 
 
    “Sample?” Vince asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” She moved over to the first bottle of blood-wine she’d brought up, pouring a glass and handing it over to Vince. “Take a seat; let us entertain you for a bit.” 
 
    The glass in his hand, Olivia guided Vince down onto the couch. Once he was seated, Olivia leaned in and kissed him one more time. 
 
    “Don’t worry, handsome—you’ll end this evening more than satisfied.” 
 
    With that, she turned her back to Vince and moved toward Sara, placing her hands on her bare shoulders. 
 
    “Come here, little one.” 
 
    Olivia leaned in and placed her lips on Sara’s. For the first time since her transformation, Sara’s eyes went wide in that way Vince had seen so many times before. She clearly hadn’t been expecting Olivia to do what she’d done. 
 
    Olivia pulled her lips back, grinning. 
 
    “Never kissed another woman before?” 
 
    Sara shook her head. “Never once.” 
 
    “What did you think?” 
 
    “It was… surprising. But nice—soft.” 
 
    “Good. You’re going to be having quite a few firsts with a woman tonight. And I’m going to be the one to teach you.” She put her hands on Sara’s hips. “Now. Take your bra off.” 
 
    Sara nodded. She reached back and took hold of the clasp of her bra, unhooking it and slipping the straps down her shoulders.  
 
    Vince was stiff as a stone, using all the restraint he had to simply watch the show.  
 
    He took a sip of his wine. And as soon as the drink was in his belly, a fresh wave of arousal blasted through his body. It was hard for him to even sit straight. 
 
    Olivia glanced over at him. 
 
    “Oh my,” she said. “I forgot to tell you something very, very important. Vampire blood… it’s really something else. I’ve heard it told that it’s not really even blood, but something different, something more potent. You’ll both find that the blood of a willing human is more than enough to satisfy your appetite. But vampire blood is almost like a drug—a non-addictive drug with zero come-down effect. And one of its most important effects is that it functions as a stellar aphrodisiac among both humans and vamps.” 
 
    “That would explain the way I’m feeling,” Vince said. “I can hardly think.” 
 
    “Then don’t. Just watch. And let me assure you that the release you’ll get will be like anything you’ve ever experienced.” She turned back to Sara, who’d stopped halfway through taking down her bra. “Now, you were in the middle of something, my dear…” 
 
    Sara smiled, then finished. She pulled the bra down and off, revealing a pair of what had to be the most perfect tits Vince had seen in his life. They were round and big, more than two handfuls each and topped with large, pink nipples. They were perky, too, in spite of their size. It was strange to see a petite, tomboyish girl like Sara with breasts like those, but Vince wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    “Very nice,” Olivia said, taking Sara’s breasts into her hands and caressing them. She moved her fingertips to Sara’s nipples, teasing them with light touches. Sara’s eyes closed, her mouth opening into a small o as she began to moan. “Does that feel good, little one?” 
 
    “Y-yeah. It feels really good.” 
 
    “You’ll learn to hold back the pleasure, to let it build and build. But for now, you’ll find it quite easy to simply… let it come. Watch.” 
 
    She leaned down and scooped one of Sara’s huge breasts into her hands, forming a circle around her nipple with her finger. Olivia took her nipple into her mouth and began to suck. 
 
    Sara’s eyes went wide. “Oh… oh my God.” She placed her hands on the back of Olivia’s head, weaving her fingers through her hair.  
 
    Olivia kissed and licked the other woman’s nipples, moving from one to the other, a smile on her face as she did her work.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Sara’s legs began to shake. 
 
    “Oh… oh!” Sara cried as she came, Olivia putting her hands on her back to make sure she didn’t fall over.  
 
    But the pleasure was too much, and Sara stepped back and fell onto the couch, her head tilted over top, her back arched, and her breasts rising and falling as she caught her breath. 
 
    Olivia stayed where she stood, watching Sara recover her breath with a look of amusement on her beautiful face. 
 
    “And how was that?” 
 
    Sara came to, sitting forward again. 
 
    “I’ve… I’ve never come like that before. Not even close.” 
 
    “And that was just a hint of what’s to come—no pun intended. There’s a reason I’m teaching you both about what it’s like to fuck like a vamp. If you’re not expecting it, it might be too much.” 
 
    Vince’s eyes drifted to Sara, who was still in nothing but her panties. Watching her come had taken his arousal to the next level, and he wanted her like mad. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Olivia said. “But remember, handsome—good things come to those who wait. And besides, Sara still needs to pay me back for the pleasure I just gave her.” 
 
    Sara looked up. “Pay you back?” 
 
    “That’s right. Tonight, you’re going to be me and Vincent’s little toy. I hope you’re ready.” 
 
    “I… I think I am.” 
 
    “Good.” Olivia moved over to the chair across from the couch and stood in front of it. Once there, she took hold of the hem of her dress and pulled it up. Her legs weren’t as thick and round as Sara’s, but they were long and lean and shapely all the same. She pulled the dress up until she exposed the triangle of the black thong she had on underneath. “Because it’s you’re turn to make me feel good.” 
 
    Sara raised her eyebrows. “But… I told you I’d never kissed a girl before! I wouldn’t even know where to begin!” 
 
    Olivia sat back on the couch, her luscious thighs magnets for Vince’s eyes.  
 
    The vampiress hooked her thumbs underneath the hips of her thong and pulled them down, kicking them off when they were at her ankles.  
 
    Vince didn’t have a clear look at her pussy from where he was seated, a quick flash of it when she raised her leg let him see that it was pink and glistening, a small patch of blonde hair above it. 
 
    “Now, come over here. And because you’re our little pet for the night, I want you to crawl.” 
 
    Sara nodded. “Of course.”  
 
    Sara wasted no time getting on all fours, her thick ass up in the air, her tits hanging down. She made her way over to Olivia, her breasts shaking with each step she took. It wasn’t long before she was between Olivia’s spread-open legs. 
 
    Olivia flicked her eyes up to Vince. Sara’s ass was pointed right to him, and he couldn’t help but imagine taking off her soaking wet panties and mounting her from behind.  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Vincent,” Olivia said. “But be patient.” 
 
    “I’m doing my best,” he said. 
 
    “Why don’t you help out our little friend? Surely, you’ve pleasured a woman this way before. Tell her where to begin.” 
 
    Vincent thought the matter over. “Start slow. Kiss her thighs, tease her a bit.” 
 
    Sara nodded, looking back at him. 
 
    “Good idea. Do as Vincent says, my little pet.” 
 
    Sara turned her attention back to between Olivia’s legs. She moved her head forward, turning her face and placing her lips on Olivia’s thigh. She kissed softly, her full mouth moving along the length. Olivia let out a soft moan of pleasure. 
 
    “Very good. Keep going, little one.” 
 
    Sara nodded, turning her head and kissing Olivia’s other thigh.  
 
    The wet sounds of her lips against skin filled the air, blending with the crackling of the fire.  
 
    Vince took a sip of his wine, more warm arousal flowing through his body as he watched the show. His desire was still there, but he was keeping it in check—no doubt a powerful skill to have as a vamp. 
 
    “Now, Vincent,” Olivia said. “What should she do next?” 
 
    “Put your fingers on her lips,” Vince said. “And spread them open.” 
 
    Sara glanced back at him, an expression of mild confusion on her face. 
 
    “O-Okay.” With that, she reached up and placed her fingertips on the lips of Olivia’s mouth. 
 
    Olivia laughed. “Not those lips. The ones down below.” 
 
    “Sorry!” Sara said, her cheeks turning red with embarrassment. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re learning. But while you’re up here…” Olivia took Sara’s hand into hers, bringing one of her slender fingers to her mouth. Olivia wrapped her lips around Sara’s finger, sucking on it gently. She fixed her blue eyes on Vince’s gaze, and as she moved her mouth up and down Sara’s finger, he knew there was no doubt what she wanted him to imagine. 
 
    When she was good and ready, Olivia placed her hands on both sides of Sara’s face, guiding her down between her thighs. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “Spread me open.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Olivia cocked her head to the side, as if something had occurred to her. 
 
    “While you’re servicing me, you won’t be referring to me as ‘okay’; you’ll refer to me as ‘mistress.’ And when you’re servicing Vincent, you’ll refer to him as ‘master.’ You might be a member of his coterie, but as far as I’m concerned, you’ve got a hell of a long way until you’ve atoned for what you’ve done.” 
 
    Sara nodded, not objecting to her words. “Of course,” she said. “Anything for forgiveness.” 
 
    “Good little pet. Now, spread me open and place your mouth on me.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    Vince watched as Sara put her right hand on Olivia’s pussy, spreading her lips. Once that was done, Sara moved her mouth toward Olivia and gently placed her lips on Olivia’s clit. 
 
    Olivia smiled, moaning with pleasure and closing her eyes. 
 
    “Now, l want you to lick me.” 
 
    “How?” Sara asked, looking up. 
 
    “You’ve pleasured yourself before, haven’t you?” 
 
    Sara’s cheeks turned red again. “Well, yes, mistress.” 
 
    “And you’ve had a lover pleasure you with his mouth?” 
 
    The red of Sara’s cheeks deepened. She didn’t answer. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure it out, pet.” 
 
    Sara nodded once more, then lowered her head.  
 
    Vince craned his neck a bit to see what she was doing, watching her open her mouth and stick out her tongue, placing it on the pink, glistening line of Olivia’s sex. The tip of her tongue found Olivia’s clit, the vampire closing her eyes and smiling with delight. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. “I knew you’d figure it out before too long.” 
 
    Sara glanced up. “This feels good?” 
 
    “It sure does. But less talking, my dear, and more eating.” 
 
    Sara went back to it, Vince sipping his wine as he watched. His heart beat faster, his cock growing stiffer in his jeans.  
 
    Sara’s ass was pointed toward him, and all he could think about was mounting her from behind and shoving himself all the way into her. 
 
    Olivia moaned more, her hand moving over her breasts. Her back arched as Sara pleasured her, the soft sounds of Sara’s tongue against her pussy taking Vince’s arousal to another level. 
 
    “There you are,” Olivia said, shoving her hands into Sara’s hair and holding her head in place. “Don’t stop—don’t you dare stop.” 
 
    Not a word came out of Sara’s mouth, her jaw working as she licked and sucked between, Olivia’s thighs. 
 
    “Just… just like that. Oh, pet, you’re going to make me…”  
 
    She didn’t finish with words, instead letting out a long, slow sigh of delight, a smile spreading across her face as she reached her orgasm. Her back arched hard, and she held that position for a long moment before relaxing. 
 
    Sara sat up, wiping Olivia’s juices off her lips. 
 
    “Was that good, mistress?” 
 
    Olivia grinned, shuddering as the last traces of pleasure moved through her. 
 
    “Quite. You’ve got plenty to learn, of course. But there’s time for that.” Olivia’s eyes, her gaze still glassy from her orgasm, drifted up to Vince. “But for now, I believe we’ve kept Vincent waiting for long enough.” 
 
    Sara turned and smiled. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “Vincent, Sara here is the first member of your coterie. The more time you spend with her, the more battles you win together, the more her power will grow—and so too will her standing in your group. But for now, she’s but your humble servant, yours to command. So, tell her what you want from her, and I’m sure she’ll be more than eager to provide.” 
 
    “And this is all of her own free will?” he asked.  
 
    “Of course. She’s not a thrall. If she so wanted, she could get up and walk out of that door right now. Sure, she’d be bonded to you as all fledglings are to their makers. But just like now, she would make her own decisions.” 
 
    Vince looked at Sara. “Is that right?” 
 
    Sara nodded. “Yes, master.”  
 
    The sight of her on her knees in nothing but her panties was almost too much to take.  
 
    Olivia placed her fingertip on her chin, as if considering something. Then she placed her hands on the armrests of her chair and pushed herself up. 
 
    “Perhaps you need a little help, Vince,” she said as she made her way over, her hips swaying from side to side. “It’s not easy going from a human to a Blood Lord.” She sat down next to Vince, the heat from her body palpable on his skin. Then she wrapped her arm around Vince’s shoulders and looked into his eyes. “Let me help you, Vincent. Does that sound good?” 
 
    “Depends on what you have in mind.” He placed his hand on her bare thigh and squeezed her soft, warm flesh. 
 
    She chuckled. “I know you want me, dear. And perhaps I feel the same way. Nonetheless, I’m not going to give myself over to you until you’ve proven you’re worthy of the title Blood Lord. For now, let’s enjoy the skills of our little pet, no?” 
 
    Olivia teased the back of his neck with her fingertips, tingles spreading out across his body. 
 
    “Let’s.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now, the first thing you need to know is how to command. Watch.” She snapped her fingers at Sara, then pointed to the floor in front of Vince. “Pet, come over here. And do it on all fours.” 
 
    Sara nodded. She crawled over, her breasts swaying underneath her. When she was in front of Vince, she sat up and attentively waited for her next command. 
 
    “Now, you give it a try,” Olivia said. 
 
    Vince rubbed his chin, thinking it over. An idea occurred to him. 
 
    “I want you to do what you’ve been thinking about since our first date.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with excitement. “God, I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “Use your imagination.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded, placing her hands on Vince’s knees and spreading his legs. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about a lot of things,” she said. “But I guess I need to start somewhere.” 
 
    Her fingertips danced up Vince’s legs, coming to a stop at his zipper. Through it, Sara pressed down on his hardness. 
 
    “Is this because of me?” she asked, her eyes wide. “Did you get turned on watching me pleasure her?” 
 
    “I did,” Vincent said. “A hell of a lot.” 
 
    She smiled and opened the buckle of his black, leather belt, then his button, and finally his zipper. Out of the corner of his eye, Vince could see Olivia watching eagerly, her left arm over his shoulders and her right hand on Sara’s arm, as if guiding her along. 
 
    With a tug, Sara yanked down Vince’s jeans, exposing his gray boxer-briefs and the top of his stomach. 
 
    “How experienced are you with doing this to men, my pet?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Sara formed her mouth into a hard line. 
 
    “Not really at all. I’ve been with men before, but never… doing this.” 
 
    Olivia chuckled. “So innocent. We’re going to have to do something about that. How about you start by kissing his stomach?” 
 
    “I’d love to.” She tugged Vince’s shirt up a bit more, exposing his belly. To his surprise, his abs were shredded, his six-pack visible like it’d never been before. Vince had always been trim and toned, but this was another level. Vince chalked it up to the vampiric transformation. 
 
    “Very nice,” Sara said as she leaned in and placed her lips on his stomach. He closed his eyes, the sensation of her mouth gently kissing him over and over enough to make him let out a low growl. And as she kissed, Olivia grazed the back of his neck with her fingers. 
 
    “There you go,” Olivia said. “Now, take him out and let’s see what we’re working with.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    Sara pulled down the waistband of Vince’s underwear, his stiff cock springing out. Sara’s eyes went wide as she took in the sight of his long, thick cock. 
 
    “How… how on earth am I supposed to put all of this in my mouth?” 
 
    Olivia chuckled. “A little at a time. Go on—give it a try.” 
 
    Sara nodded, wrapping her fingers around Vincent’s girth as she hesitantly approached him. 
 
    “Start with a kiss,” Olivia said. “You don’t need to go from zero to a hundred right away.” 
 
    “A kiss,” Sara echoed. “Okay. I think I can handle that.” 
 
    Sara leaned in, puckering her lips and putting them on the end of Vince’s cock. Tingles of pleasure shot out from where her lips landed, Vince taking in a slow, deep breath as she put her lips here and there. 
 
    “Very good,” Olivia said. “Now, open your mouth and take in the tip.” 
 
    Sara did as she asked, spreading her lips hesitatingly. Vince couldn’t help but chuckle to himself at her lack of experience. 
 
    “What?” she asked, glance up at him with worried eyes. “Do l look that stupid?” 
 
    Olivia snorted. “You’re going to have to work on your confidence, too, dear. It’s going to be impossible to please a Blood Lord the way he wants if you’re so concerned about looking silly.” 
 
    Sara’s cheeks blushed again, and she turned her attention back to Vince’s cock, her fingers still wrapped around it. Slowly, she moved closer, opening her mouth and wrapping her lips around his head. Her mouth was warm and wet and perfect. But instead of moving up and down, she stayed still. 
 
    Olivia sighed. “I swear, do I have to do everything?” She hopped out of her seat and moved onto the ground next to Sara. “Watch. Pay close attention.” 
 
    Olivia looked up at Vince, her blue eyes flashing with mischief. 
 
    “Keep your hand on his cock. I’ll show you how to do the rest.” 
 
    “Yes, mistress.” 
 
    Olivia put her hands on Vince’s thighs, her eyes locked onto his as she opened her plush lips and wrapped them around his cock. She formed a tight seal around his thickness, maintaining eye contact as she slid her mouth down, down, all of him down to the last few inches where Sara’s hand remained. She went back up, the sensation of her mouth on Vince forcing a groan out of him. 
 
    “You see that?” she asked. “Up and down. Oh, and don’t forget to use your tongue. Watch.” 
 
    She leaned in again, sticking her long tongue out and dragging it along the length of Vince’s cock. Once she reached the bottom of his head, she moved the tip in a slow circle, knowing all of the sensitive spots to hit. 
 
    “Stroke him while I do this,” she said to Sara. 
 
    Sara nodded, moving her hand up and down Vince’s length as Olivia licked and sucked his end. The twin sensations were like nothing he’d ever experienced, and there was no doubt that Olivia knew exactly what she was doing.  
 
    The vampiress took more of him into her mouth, moving her lips down as Sara did the same with her hand.  
 
    Sara pumped, Olivia sucked.  
 
    Vince leaned back, folding his hands behind his head and enjoying the sight of the two beautiful women working on his cock. 
 
    Vince’s orgasm began to build in his balls. But before he could get close, Olivia took his manhood out of her mouth and sat back. 
 
    “Vincent, my dear, I do believe that’s enough of a taste of what I can do for you. For now, Sara ought to be doing the work. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m ready.” 
 
    Olivia wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Good. Do it and I’ll watch to make sure my lesson wasn’t wasted on you.” 
 
    Sara moved in again, opening her mouth and wrapping her hand around Vince’s prick. She took his head inside of her once more, and this time she formed a tighter seal with her lips. She sucked and stroked him, the pleasure almost too much to bear. 
 
    “Don’t forget eye contact—or his balls.” 
 
    Her mouth full, Sara nodded.  
 
    Olivia sat a bit back, watching as Sara sucked faster and faster, her eyes locked onto Vince’s, her free hand cupping his balls. Vince spotted Olivia’s hand moving between her legs, and she began to touch herself as she watched Sara suck. 
 
    The sight was too much for Vince. He placed his hands on both sides of Sara’s head and guided her off him. 
 
    “Take your panties off,” he said in a commanding tone. 
 
    “There you are, Vince,” Olivia said. “That’s how a Blood Lord gets what he wants.” 
 
    Without a word, Sara stood up, slipped her thumbs under the waistband of her panties and peeled them off, swaying her hips from side to side as she worked them down her legs. Her mouth was open slightly and her eyes were soft, as if she weren’t sure if her nudity was pleasing to him. 
 
    It was.  
 
    Vince grabbed her by the curves of her hips, spun her around, then brought her onto all fours on the couch. Sara let out a cry of surprise as he did it, Vince effortlessly moving her.  
 
    Once she was on all fours, she shoved her round, firm ass toward him. 
 
    “Please, Vince,” she said. “Fuck me. I need it.” 
 
    He felt the same way. 
 
    “You’re going to find that your bedroom skills are more… intense,” Olivia said. “Be careful with the pipsqueak.” 
 
    Vince was too focused on the gorgeous ass in front of him to pay much notice. He clapped his hands down hard on her cheeks, a crack sounding out and Sara pulling in a sharp gasp. She turned and watched him with eager eyes. 
 
    “Wait!” she exclaimed. “Do we need protection?” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “My dear, vampires breed when they want to, not by accident.” She said the last word with no small amount of disdain, as if the way humans reproduced was beneath her. “Now, shove that big cock into her. I’m eager to see what you can do, Vince.” 
 
    He took hold of his throbbing member, guiding it to Sara’s lips and putting it right at her opening. She was wet and slick, and with a hard push, he had no trouble burying himself into her, his inches vanishing between her pink lips. 
 
    Sara moaned, her head falling forward and her ass sticking up. 
 
    “Oh… oh my god,” she cried. “Vince, you feel so good.” 
 
    Vince kept his hands on her ass, pulling back and driving into her once more. She cried out again, her ass shaking from the impact, her tits swinging underneath her. 
 
    “There you go, Vincent,” Olivia said. “Give it to her as hard as you can. The more you can please your coterie, the more eagerly they’ll serve you.” 
 
    He put his hand on the span of her upper back, holding her in place as he thrust again and again. Sara could do nothing but moan and shriek as she gripped the couch, holding on as tightly as she could. 
 
    “Vince!” she cried out. “You’re going to make me… ahhh!” 
 
    Her pussy gripped him hard as she came, nearly pushing Vince over the point of no return. Instead, he continued his thrusting through her orgasm. Not only was he able to fuck harder, he realized, he was able to more easily handle his orgasm. He knew that he was going to come when he wanted to, and not a moment too soon. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    Olivia’s voice cut through the screams coming from Sara. 
 
    Vince did as she asked, more out of surprise than desire to obey her. 
 
    “Something wrong?” he asked, his cock still buried inside of Sara. 
 
    Olivia was flushed, one hand on her breasts and the other on her pussy. 
 
    “I’m… I’m having a little trouble just watching. Vincent, my dear, would you mind flipping the lovely young woman over onto her back?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Olivia grinned. “I’ve got something in mind for her—something to double the pleasure.” 
 
    Vince was intrigued. He took his cock out of her, putting his hands on Sara’s waist and effortlessly flipping her over. Her breasts shook as she landed, her eyes open wide with surprise. He loved his new strength, and was eager to find all the ways he could use it, especially in the bedroom. 
 
    “There we are,” Olivia said. “Now, you’re going to eat me again, Sara. And you’re going to come when you’re told, understand?” 
 
    Sara nodded. “I do, mistress,” she said, sounding a bit confused. 
 
    Olivia didn’t waste any time showing her what she meant. The vampires climbed over top of Sara, positioning her sex over the other woman’s face and lowering herself down. 
 
    “There. Now Vincent and I can both get what we want at the same time. Do what you do so well, Sara.” 
 
    Vince watched as Sara wrapped her arms around Olivia’s legs, holding her close as she opened her mouth and began to lick her.  
 
    Olivia closed her eyes and licked her lips, letting out soft moans of pleasure. 
 
    “Just like that, pet.” She nodded to Vince. “Go ahead. She’s wet and ready for you, dear.” 
 
    Vince glanced down at Sara’s beautiful body underneath him, her legs spread and her pussy soaked. He reached forward, putting his hands on her breasts and teasing her nipples. Sara moaned as she licked Olivia, her hips squirming in anticipation of Vince’s cock. 
 
    He didn’t keep her waiting for long. Vince took hold of his prick, slipping it back into her. Sara let out a cry of pleasure as he entered, and he wasted no time grabbing onto her ankles, lifting her legs, and holding her in place. 
 
    Vince resumed pounding her furiously, her tits bouncing back and forth in front of him. Olivia began to moan, her breath quickening as she moved closer and closer to orgasm. 
 
    “Now, Vincent,” Olivia said. “I want you to get used to telling your coterie what to do. Come here and kiss me, and tell the little one here to come. We’re going to finish all at the same time.” 
 
    “Got it.” It was hard for Vince to speak, the pleasure total and overwhelming. 
 
    He managed to lean forward, Olivia doing the same as they brought their lips together. 
 
    “Tell her,” Olivia moaned. “Command her.” 
 
    Vince worked through the pleasure, taking his lips from Olivia’s. 
 
    “Come, Sara.” 
 
    With that, her body tensed up below him, shrieks sounding from her as another orgasm blasted through her body. Vince grabbed Olivia’s head, bringing her lips to his once more. They kissed hard and deep as Sara came, Olivia moaning and shaking as she had an orgasm of her own. 
 
    Vince was done holding back. He let his orgasm loose, his cock pulsing inside of Sara, filling her tight pussy with hot seed, her hips writhing as he did. The orgasm was more intense than any he’d ever experienced. And as he came, he saw for the first time just what this new world of vampirism meant. 
 
    Their orgasms faded at the same time. Vince slipped his cock out of Sara, cum trickling out and down her thigh as he did. Olivia moved off Sara’s face, Sara beneath them limp with pleasure as she gasped for breath. 
 
    “That was something else, Vincent,” Olivia said as she lay back on the couch with a sigh, crossing her legs. “The first of many, many lessons to come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The three of them lounged on the couch for some time, sipping their blood wine and watching the fire. Olivia was curled on one side of Vince, Sara on the other. 
 
    When he’d started this day, he’d had no idea it was going to end with him in a luxury apartment, a beautiful woman on either side of him. 
 
    If this is life as a vampire, I sure as hell could get used to this. 
 
    “Where do you live, Vincent?” Olivia asked, breaking the silence and speaking over the crackle of the flames in the fireplace. 
 
    “Williamsburg.” 
 
    “How big is your apartment?” 
 
    He let out a snort. “A little over five hundred square feet. Not like I need anything more than that.” 
 
    Olivia tsk-tsked. “That’s not going to do at all for a Blood Lord. New York is a fine city for your base of operations. But when your power grows, along with your coterie, you’re going to need space for them all.” 
 
    “They’re going to live with me?” 
 
    “Of course. You’ll feed off one another’s power. And trust me, living together makes it much, much easier to have fun nights like this evening.” 
 
    “An apartment that big in New York? I do alright for myself, but not that well.” 
 
    She laughed. “Trust me, with the powers you now have, it’ll be quite easy for you to amass a fortune.” 
 
    Vince glanced around Olivia’s apartment. 
 
    “This place is pretty nice. Maybe I can just commandeer it now that I’m a Blood Lord?” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “Nice try. But I like where your head is at, Vincent.” 
 
    Vince chuckled. And as he did, he glanced down at Sara. Her head was resting on his chest, but there was a preoccupied look on her face. She was worried about something. 
 
    “Sara,” Vince said. “You okay?” 
 
    She flicked her eyes up to him. “Yeah. I mean, yes and no.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I’m just… conflicted. I’m feel great now that I’m a vampire, don’t get me wrong. And I’m more than happy to be a part of your coterie. My old life is over for good. But that’s fine. It’s like… I know that this is where I’m supposed to be.” 
 
    “Then why the worried face, Pipsqueak?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “It’s my mother. I’m mad at myself for almost betraying Vince. But the Helsing Bureau was the only shot I had at getting to the man who killed her. Now that I’m joining up with you, Vince, how am I supposed to do that? And then there’s the betrayal itself. How are you ever going to forgive me?” 
 
    She seemed defeated. Vince didn’t waste a moment before taking her hand and squeezing it. 
 
    “You’re with me now,” he said. “You took the blood vow, became a vampire. Yeah, you’re going to need to do some work to get back on my good side. But if you stick with me and show that I can trust you, we’ll fight together and get you your revenge.” 
 
    Sara smiled, squeezing his hand right back.  
 
    Vince knew he needed to keep a close eye on her, but so far, she was proving herself to be worthy of his trust. After all, she had offered herself to become his thrall—you didn’t do something like that unless you really meant it when you said you were sorry.  
 
    But only time would tell if she was truly worthy of his forgiveness. 
 
    “So,” Vince said. “What’s the next move? We’ve got to get info on the Helsing Bureau, right?” 
 
    Olivia rose, pulling her dress up over her breasts. “That’s right. Something’s going on with them. The Helsing I know… well, they can be assholes, like any people with power. But there’s not a chance that they’d simply execute a Blood Lord the way they tried to use Pipsqueak here to do.” 
 
    Sara narrowed her eyes. “Any chance you could cool it on that nickname?” 
 
    Olivia smirked. “When you’re not on my bad side anymore, I’ll call you something else. But for now, it’s Pipsqueak.” 
 
    Sara hissed, baring her fangs. Olivia did the same, though her action suggested she was more amused than anything else. 
 
    “Anyway,” Olivia said, tucking her silver-blonde hair back behind her ears before refilling her wine, “something’s going on with Helsing—the New York City operation, at least. I have no doubt in my mind that they’d be most interested in a Blood Lord living within the city limits. But I’ve seen how they operate…” she trailed off, shaking her head in disbelief. 
 
    “And how do they operate?” Vince asked as he pulled his pants on and went for his shirt. 
 
    “They’d want to know about you, certainly. But that would involve a formal introduction, followed by an invitation to their headquarters. They’d tell you who they were, explain to you to the rules of living as a supernatural under their jurisdiction. Hell, they might even ask you to help them out here and there.” 
 
    “That’s not at all what they wanted,” Sara said. “They told me to kill Vince. I asked if it was okay for me to tell them who I was working with and see if he might be able to turn himself in. But they weren’t okay with that at all. They told me that Vince was dangerous, that he needed to be killed before he could do any harm.” 
 
    Olivia elegantly slid into the chair across from the couch, sipping her wine as she considered the matter. 
 
    “This is all so strange. Helsing can be pricks, but they have a code.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Then it sounds like the first order of business is to figure out what the hell’s going on with them, why they wanted to kill me. Where would we begin?” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Vince spotted Sara put her underwear back on, followed by the rest of her clothes. It pained him for Olivia and Sara to no longer be nude, but Vince had a feeling this evening wasn’t the only chance he’d get to have some fun with the girls. 
 
    That’s the last thing I need to be thinking about, he considered. Right now, I’ve got a whole operation of monster hunters out there who want to kill me. 
 
    Olivia leaned forward, cradling the glass of wine in her hands between her knees. 
 
    “That’s a good question. If you ask me, we need to find a member of Helsing, get him or her alone. Then we can do a little interrogation, and—” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to finish. A strange, shrill chime cut through the apartment, one that sounded more like an alarm than any doorbell. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sara asked. 
 
    Olivia didn’t respond. Instead, she jumped out of her seat and ran over to the computer in the corner of the room. She pressed a few buttons, the screen turning on and filling with what appeared to be a security camera feed. Vince couldn’t make out anything on the screen other than that five or so figures were on it. 
 
    “Shit,” Olivia said. “We’ve got some uninvited guests.” 
 
    “What?” Sara asked. “Who is it?” 
 
    Olivia shot out of her seat, turning her eyes to the elevator doors. She bared her fangs, her eyes flashing a more brilliant shade of ice blue. 
 
    “Helsing. You guys just learned how to fuck like vampires. Now it’s time to learn how to fight like them.” 
 
    Vince whipped around toward the elevator doors just in time for a cheery chime to sound out—a chime that was followed by an explosion. The boom rocked through the apartment, the stainless-steel doors of the elevator bursting open and sending shards of hot metal flying through the air. 
 
    Vince moved without thinking. He jumped toward Sara, tackling her to the ground. Olivia dropped with them, the debris from the explosion sailing overhead and crashing through the windows. The acrid scent of burning followed, and when the boom quieted down, Vince opened his eyes to see Sara underneath him, though in a much different context than she’d been only a short time ago. 
 
    Olivia turned her head, spotting the crossbow. She reached for it, tucking the thing under her body and rolling over. Toward the entrance, Vince heard the crunch of boots on glass and wood. 
 
    “Oh, Blood Lord?” one of the Helsing called out, a man with a supercilious tone. “Are you there?” 
 
    “This is the Helsing Bureau,” spoke another, another man, this one with a deep, commanding voice. “You’re hereby ordered to show yourself. Keep your fangs retracted and your hands up.” 
 
    Vince’s heart began to trace. 
 
    “Stay down, Vince,” Olivia said. “Let me do the talking. Helsing is bound by all sorts of rules and regulations.” 
 
    Vince moved slightly so that he wasn’t crushing Sara. He could feel her shaking underneath him, her eyes wide with fear. He knew that he should have maintained his distrust of her after what she’d done. All the same, he couldn’t help but want to protect her. 
 
    “I’m standing up!” Olivia said. 
 
    “If you make any move that leads to us to believe that you’re going to reach for a weapon or a vampiric power,” spoke a woman, “we won’t hesitate to kill you on the spot.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Olivia replied, a touch of weariness to her voice as she stood up. “Geez, when did you Helsing boy scouts get so hardcore?” 
 
    Not one of the agents said a word.  
 
    Olivia sighed. 
 
    “Look what you did to my apartment!” she shouted, sticking her arm out toward the group. “You blew up the whole front end! Do you have any idea how much the co-op is going to ride my ass for this?” 
 
    “Where is he?” the first man asked. “Where’s the Blood Lord?” 
 
    “We know you’re harboring him,” the woman said. “Give him up now and we won’t be forced to kill you.” 
 
    “Kill me?” Olivia asked, incredulity in her voice. “That doesn’t sound like the Helsing Bureau that I know. Can you at least tell me why you saw fit to blast open the doors of my elevator like this?” 
 
    “We don’t owe you any explanation,” the man with the stern voice spoke. “You’re in New York, which means you’re under the jurisdiction of the NYC Helsing Bureau. Part of living under that jurisdiction entails complying with all Helsing Agents as per the—” 
 
    “—as per the Peacekeeping Code, blah-blah-blah,” Olivia interrupted. “And under normal circumstances I’d be more than happy to do just that. But exploding the door to my apartment is most certainly not a normal circumstance. Now, tell me why you’re here.” 
 
    “We’re here for the Blood Lord,” the woman said. “If you’re not going to comply, we’ll be forced to take deadly measures to secure him. This is your last chance to do as we ask.” 
 
    “No.” Olivia’s voice was sharp and fearless. “I’m not simply going to let you barge into my home like this and threaten me, all for… what? So you can—” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to finish. A pop sounded, and the next thing Vince knew, something sharp and silver was jammed into Olivia’s shoulder. Her eyes went wide, and she looked down at the thing. 
 
    “You… shot me!” She dropped to her knees. 
 
    Vince decided he was done standing around. He shot to his feet, and was greeted with the sight of five men and women, all dressed in sharp, dark suits that seemed fresh from the tailors at Saville Row. Their eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, their hair slicked back. In their hands were small, pistol-sized crossbows, all loaded with silver darts. 
 
    “You want the Blood Lord?” Vince growled. “Here I am!” 
 
    “We have the target,” said the man in the lead as he reloaded his pistol-crossbow. 
 
    “Orders, sir?” the woman asked. 
 
    A small smile formed on the man’s face. 
 
    “Neutralize him.” 
 
    The rest of the group wasted no time obeying. They raised their pistol-crossbows and fired directly at Vince. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What happened next happened seemingly out of Vince’s control. Time seemed to slow down, the silver bolts zipping through the air quickly, but slowly enough that Vince could watch them as they flew.  
 
    Confused, he waved his hands in front of his face, noting that he moved at normal speed. 
 
    This… this is kind of cool. 
 
    He turned his attention to Olivia. She was still on her knees, the silver bolt stuck in her shoulder. Strange, veinlike marks grew from the bolt, spreading further with each passing moment, the largest ones heading toward her heart.  
 
    Vince had only been a true vampire for an hour or so, but he could sense that this wasn’t good. 
 
    He shot his hand out, grabbing the silver dart and wrenching it from Olivia’s shoulder. The silver veins ceased spreading as soon as it was out, and Vince tossed the bolt aside before glancing back to the other danger at hand. 
 
    Each of the silver bolts converged right to where he stood. The problems was easy enough to solve, he figured. Vince simply stepped to the side, then watched as the bolts flew through the air where he’d been standing, zipping harmlessly over to the other side of the apartment. 
 
    Then he decided to experiment. He stepped over to the five Helsing agents, taking position in front of the biggest one. He squared his shoulders, pulled back his fist, and slammed it hard into the agent’s jaw. The blow landed at full speed. As soon as the force transferred to the agent, however, it slowed down. The agent flew backward, his glasses launching from his face.  
 
    Vince grinned as the agent fell to the ground, landing with a slow, deep thud. 
 
    Shit, he thought, glancing to the rest of the agents. I guess this is some kind of Blood Lord power. If I can do this, then all I need to do is knock the rest of these assholes out. 
 
    He wasted no time stepping in front of the next agent. This time, however, something happened. Right as he pulled his fist back for the blow, a terrible, terrible hunger exploded in his belly. Vince was ravenous, his hunger like nothing he’d ever known before. The hunger was followed by weakness, his legs dropping out from underneath him as he fell to his knees. 
 
    The slow motion stopped, everything going back to normal. The agents all looked at the downed agent, then turned to Vince. 
 
    “Get him!” the head agent shouted. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The agents raised their crossbows, preparing to fire. 
 
    “Vince!” 
 
    Vince turned to see Olivia, able to stand once more, jump toward him. The agents fired, but Olivia grabbed Vince by the collar and yanked him out of the way, tossing him across the apartment. He landed on the couch, and despite the softness of the cushions, pain blasted through him. 
 
    The hunger remained, but not nearly to the extent it had been while he’d moved in slow motion.  
 
    Vince rolled from the couch onto the floor just in time to see Olivia grab the female agent and toss her into the fridge. 
 
    “Vince!” Sara shouted. “What the hell are we supposed to do?” 
 
    That’s a damn good question. 
 
    “Uh, use your fangs?” 
 
    Sara closed her eyes for a moment, the sounds of fighting filling the air as Olivia took on the guards.  
 
    When Sara opened her eyes once more, she grinned, showing off the fangs sticking out of her mouth. 
 
    “I’m coming, Olivia!” 
 
    Vince did the same. He protracted his fangs, this time able to do it with the same ease of pointing a finger. Olivia was in the middle of combat with the agents, the four remaining ones in tight circle around her, barraging her with skillful kicks and punches. 
 
    Olivia was fast, however, her arms blurs as she blocked one blow after another. She handled the agents well, but Vince sensed that it would only be a matter of time before one of them got the better of her.  
 
    Vince closed the distance between him and the rest of the agents, but Sara was already there. She snuck up behind the lead agent, hissing as she bared her fangs and sank them into his neck. 
 
    The agent gasped as Sara drained him, blood trickling down from the puncture wounds. Vince grabbed the arm of one of the two remaining agents, spinning him around and punching him hard enough to drop the helpless man. The rest of the agents gone, Olivia had no trouble jabbing the remaining one in the gut, followed by a knee to the face. 
 
    Gargles sounded by the agent being drained by Sara. Vince turned to see that the agent’s skin was sallow, blue veins showing through it. 
 
    “She’s going to kill him!” Olivia shouted. “Help me pry her off—she’s in a frenzy!” 
 
    Vince had no idea what was happening exactly, but he rushed over all the same and grabbed onto Sara’s shoulders. He’d expected to simply yank her off and be done with it, but the tiny girl possessed an enormous amount of strength, far more than he’d been expecting. 
 
    It took him and Olivia together to pull her off, the agent dropping into a heap, blood spurting from his wounds. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Olivia said. “Right now, we need to worry about this little blood-sucker, along with the dozen or so agents on their way into the building.” 
 
    Sara, wild-eyed with blood trickling down her chin, was crouched in the corner like a feral animal. She snarled and hissed, scraping her nails on the floor. 
 
    “What?” Vince asked. “What dozen agents?” 
 
    “The Helsing Bureau is huge. And more than that, they’re sticklers for protocol. And part of that protocol is never letting agents make moves without lots and lots of backup. Go check the street from the balcony.” 
 
    Vince hurried across the room, opening the balcony door and stepping out into the cool night air. He poked his head over the railing to see two sleek cars—like the ones he’d seen at the convenience store. More agents poured out of them, looking to Vince like another six in total. 
 
    “Here, look,” Olivia said, standing over the computer. The screen was cracked from the explosion, but the display worked enough for Vince to see that the camera was on the stairwell, another half-dozen agents running up. “They’ve got the front sealed off and the elevator is down. If they’re coming up the stairs, then that means we’re trapped.” 
 
    After she spoke, her eyes closed and she fell forward. Vince swooped in to her side, wrapping his arm around her and holding her up. Her wound still looked bad, the silver veins still snaking out from it. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine. Fine for now. You did the right thing taking the silver out, but… I still need medical attention.” 
 
    “What, like the hospital?” 
 
    Sara snarled again, sinking her teeth into the nearby couch like a rabid dog. Whatever had happened to her, she was out of control. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re giving up.” 
 
    She flashed a wry smile. “Not a chance in hell. We’re going to get out of here. Come, let me show you another vampire trick.” 
 
    Without another word, she snatched the black bag with the ancient crossbow inside it and hurried out of the main room of the apartment. 
 
    “Grab the pipsqueak,” she shouted over her shoulder as she disappeared around the corner. “I don’t have a leash, but I’m sure you’ll find a way!” 
 
    Vince looked at Sara, her eyes furious, blood still dripping down her mouth. 
 
    “Uh, come on,” he said. “And don’t bite me.” 
 
    Hesitantly, he approached her.  
 
    When Vince was near, he shot his hand forward and grabbed her wrist, yanking her to her feet. Sara snarled and pulled against him, but he was able to drag her along without too much effort. 
 
    Vince looked back at the heap of agents. The woman and the bigger man were both moaning, the rest out cold. The agent Sara had drained seemed in pretty bad shape, but there was nothing he could do for him, even if he wanted. Besides that, his agent allies would be there soon to help him. 
 
    All the same, the sight of the blood sent a ravenous hunger through him. It took all the restraint he had not to feast on them like a wild animal, like Sara had. 
 
    They might have been his enemies, but Vince wasn’t sure if he was ready to take a life just yet.  
 
    Vince dragged Sara down the hall and around the corner Olivia had disappeared around. He found her in the bedroom standing in front of a large mirror with an ornate, gilded border. Her reflection wasn’t visible. 
 
    Banging sounded down below. 
 
    “That’s got to be them, right?” Vince asked, his heart racing. 
 
    “That’s them,” she said, her eyes on the mirror. “They coming up through the maintenance stairs. Should be here in… oh, four minutes.” 
 
    “Then is there a reason why we’re in your bedroom standing in front of a mirror and not, I don’t know, running up to the roof?” 
 
    “Because,” she said with an easy, confident smile. “This is our ticket out of here.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come over here. And bring the beast.” 
 
    Sara snarled, the blood on her mouth now dried and dark.  
 
    Vince did as Olivia asked, stepping in front of the mirror with Sara next to him. As he’d expected, there was no reflection. 
 
    “Now,” Olivia said. “Mirrors aren’t just unreflective surfaces for us vamps. They have powers, the ability to function as tunnels of sorts.” 
 
    “Tunnels?” 
 
    More noise from down below. 
 
    “Right. We summon a little magic, and we’re able to step through them and out through another mirror. If we have time to properly plan, we can use them to travel between predetermined locations. But since we’re doing this in a rush, we’re going to have to wing it.” 
 
    Vince couldn’t quite wrap his mind around what he was hearing.  
 
    For the time being, however, he was willing to put aside the insanity of using a mirror as a “tunnel.”  
 
    He’d seen enough craziness over the course of the evening to make him a little more open-minded to such things. 
 
    “Say this works, where are we going to step out?” 
 
    “The mirror near us that’s charged with the most magical energy. New York’s huge, so there’s bound to be a few hundred of them around here. Hopefully, we don’t step out of one in the middle of a Helsing safe house.” 
 
    The agents in the stairs were close enough that Vince could hear them through the floor. 
 
    “You’re low on power, Vince. But I’ll get this good and charged for you. Just focus on stepping through. That should do it. Oh, and make sure you’re holding the barking pup when you do. Come on, we don’t have a second to waste.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, placing her hand on the wound from the bolt. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Fine. It hurts like hell, but you pulled it out in time. Just hurry and come through the mirror after I step through. Ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I’m going to be.” 
 
    A door slammed open in the distance, agents pouring into the apartment. 
 
    “We’ve got agents down!” shouted one of them. “Fan out and find them! Shoot on sight!” 
 
    “That’s our cue to leave,” Olivia said. “See you on the other side, handsome.” 
 
    With that, she flashed Vince one more smile before hauling the black bag over her shoulder and stepping toward the mirror. And sure enough, Olivia strode into the sheet of glass. It shimmered and rippled, as if she were stepping into a flat, vertical sheet of water. One step brought her halfway through, and the other caused her to vanish.  
 
    The mirror rippled once more and then was still. 
 
    “Shit,” Vince said. “Am I really going to do this?” 
 
    Sara growled, struggling against him. 
 
    “Come on, Sara. No time to waste.” 
 
    He stepped up to the mirror and took a deep, slow breath. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    “There! Found them!” 
 
    Vince glanced over his shoulder to see an agent at the door, a crossbow-pistol in his hand. 
 
    “Opening fire!” 
 
    He raised his weapon and took aim. 
 
    Vince knew he couldn’t stick around for another moment. He closed his eyes and stepped into the mirror, to whatever awaited him on the other side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A deafening commotion erupted, followed by pain blasting through Vince’s body, followed by many objects of hard metal raining down on him. 
 
    Soon enough, though, it all came to a stop. Vince rubbed his head, then picked up one of the small, circular things he’d crashed into. It was disc-shaped, with a label that was bright pink and adorned with a picture of a… cat? 
 
    He squinted his eyes at the thing to make sure he wasn’t imagining things. Sure enough, Vince was holding a can of cat food.  
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Sara was next to him, still growling and snarling. But she seemed to be getting over the worst of it, her movements lethargic and her snarls weak. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    She let out a snort, her eyelids drooping. 
 
    Olivia, he remembered. Where the hell is she? Where the hell are we? 
 
    “Now, look at this little shithead who went and made a mess of my stockroom. I swear, Libby, you bring the worst damn guests ‘round my humble little shop.” 
 
    The voice was heavy with a Cajun accent. And more than that, it was familiar. 
 
    Vince turned in the direction of the voice to see a tall, powerful-looking, bearded man covered in tattoos, some of them on his shaved skull, dressed in a camouflage shirt with the sleeves ripped off, along with a rugged pair of jeans and brown, leather boots. His eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, an amused smirk on his face. 
 
    “Sorry, champ.” The voice belonged to Olivia. “The kid’s a little bit of a newbie. Doesn’t know how to mirror-phase without shooting out of the other end like a cannon.” 
 
    “Well, that’s fine. But someone’s going to clean this here mess up—and it sure as hell isn’t going to be poor little me.” He cocked his head to the side. Even though his eyes were hidden, Vince could tell that he was looking at Sara. “And man, don’t tell me you’ve got a blood-drunk little baby vamp there with him. I swear to the good lord above, Libby, you know how to make an uninvited entrance.” 
 
    “What have I told you a million times about calling me Libby?” 
 
    “Oh, now don’t get testy with me, chérie. A hard-as-hell woman like you could use a nickname to soften her up a bit. Otherwise I’d get scared of you, y’hear?” 
 
    Vince cocked his head to the side as he regarded the man, and it finally clicked where he’d seen him before—he was the clerk at the convenience store who he’d saved from being held up. 
 
    Normally he would have noticed something like that straight away—it was less than 24 hours since he’d seen the guy—but it had been a batshit insane day.  
 
    The clerk’s mouth slacked open, and he seemed to be making the same connection as Vince. 
 
    “Now, hold on just a little moment—I know who this cat-food-covered young man is!” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Olivia asked. “You know him?” 
 
    “I do indeed—he helped me out a bit when a pup was here earlier trying to give me a bad time. Took down a werewolf all on his own. Well, with a little help from me.” 
 
    Olivia appeared, stepping around the shelf Vince had knocked over. She crossed her arms over her chest, regarding Vince with a skeptical expression. 
 
    “I’ll have to hear about this. For now…” 
 
    She closed her eyes again, putting her hand on the wound as she winced in pain. 
 
    The clerk shook his head and eyed Olivia. “For now, we need to take care of that mean-looking little silver poisoning you got coursing through them veins.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Jerry,” Olivia said to the clerk. “Vince here took it out in time.” 
 
    The man laughed. “Wow, my garçon here’s saving lives left and right tonight! Not bad for a newbie little bloodsucker!” 
 
    By this point, the pain had left Vince’s body.  
 
    He was ready for answers. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked, pushing himself to his feet. “Why are we in the back room of a bodega?” 
 
    The man scoffed. “This ain’t just any old bodega; this is Jerry’s, the finest purveyor of supernatural goods on the Lower East Side. You should know, kid, what with you being here less than four hours ago. And I’m Jerry Beauvoir, your humble shopkeeper.” 
 
    Vince opened his mouth to speak. Before he could get a chance, Sara snarled and snapped her jaw behind him. 
 
    “You want to know what’s going on?” Jerry asked. “Well, that’s a question that seems to be going both ways. In the meantime, what say you and I take care of that pretty little thing behind you who’s doing her best impersonation of a rabid pup?” 
 
    “Good call,” Olivia said. “Allow me.” 
 
    She zipped in, grabbing Sara by the shoulder and bringing her over to Jerry. 
 
    “You got some mellow blood?” 
 
    “You kidding?” Jerry asked. “As if you’d even need to ask if I had such an important thing for my vamp friends. Come on. And you too, garçon.” 
 
    Vince was still confused, but he understood that fixing whatever was wrong with Sara was more important at the moment than answering his questions. He hoisted himself up to his feet and followed the trio. 
 
    When he found his way around the metal shelf that he’d slammed into, Vince looked around to see that he was in a perfectly normal-looking bodega backroom.  
 
    The few dozen shelves were there, all stacked with brown boxes of snacks and beer and all the other things one might find in a New York bodega, bright, fluorescent lighting washing over the place.  
 
    A big freezer against the wall was packed full of frozen goods. Vince’s eyes jumped from food to food, but despite the hunger that had taken hold of him, none of the food had any appeal.  
 
    It was as if he were looking at shelves stacked high with bricks of dirt. 
 
    Jerry led them over to the freezer, opening one of the doors. At first, Vince wasn’t sure what was going on. The closer he looked, however, the more he was able to see that the racks of ice cream inside were fake. On top of that, no cold came out of the freezer. 
 
    Jerry placed his hand on one of the pints. “You know, every time I go back here I kick myself for making the door opener a fake pint of Cherry Garcia—always gets me in the mood to crack one open, you know?” 
 
    “Jerry,” Olivia said. “Let’s get all of us fixed before you start thinking about what kind of ice cream you’re going to be binging on tonight.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he said, raising his palms in mock surrender. 
 
    With that, he placed his hand on the fake pint of ice cream and gave the top a twist. An electronic beep sounded, followed by blue lights illuminating around the border of the fake door.  
 
    Something pneumatic hissed, and the door began rising, disappearing into the ceiling above. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Vince said, craning his neck to get a better look at what was beyond. “This place is huge!” 
 
    Jerry chuckled, stepping aside and sweeping his hand toward the entrance. “Welcome to my little workshop. Take a look around, get comfortable.” 
 
    “Come on,” Olivia said, wincing with pain as she rubbed the wound. “This… this injury isn’t going to get better on its own.” 
 
    “Oh, my apologies, chérie. Here I am going on about dessert while you’ve got a bad case of silver poisoning. Right this way, mes amis.” 
 
    Vince stepped through the small hallway in the freezer and into the massive workshop. It was a huge space, two stories, and all awash with calm, blue-white light.  
 
    There were racks and racks of weapons, along with workshop tables cluttered with gear, tall fridges against the wall packed with vials of various chemicals.  
 
    Vince spotted a small bed in the corner of the second floor, and guessed that this was where Jerry lived. 
 
    “Welcome!” Jerry said once more. “Y’all sit yourselves a spell, and let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    Vince said nothing, his eyes tracking along the weapons. There were swords, knives, and strange-looking pistols and rifles. They appeared to be weapons that he was familiar with. But all were different, in their own ways. 
 
    “Yo, new vamp!” Jerry stepped over to one of his tables, picking up a long, wooden rifle adorned with silver. “Get a load of this thing!” Without giving Vince a chance to react, Jerry pointed the rifle at Vince and fired. A bang filled the air, Vince’s arm shooting out by pure reflex to stop whatever payload had been fired. 
 
    A tightness formed around his wrist, and Vince glanced down to see that a circle of rubber, silver balls all over it, was wrapped around him. But Vince was only able to hold his arm in front of himself for a moment before his arm went numb and fell to his side. 
 
    “What the hell?” Vince called out. 
 
    Jerry chuckled. “That’s a little something I’ve been working on. Fire’s a ring of silver that, if you aim it the way you ought to, goes right around the neck of a vamp or werewolf that might be bearing down on you. If I’d had this little number when that pup had shown up earlier, I might not have needed your help, no?” 
 
    Vince ripped the band off and tossed it aside, the feeling returning to his arm moments later. 
 
    Olivia shot Jerry a hard look. “Stop screwing around, unless you want to worry about disposing of my corpse.” 
 
    “Always such a drama queen,” Jerry said. “Now, sit your butt in the transfusion chair and let me get you some fresh blood.” 
 
    Sara, who’d broken free from Vince’s grip, stayed by the door. She stood upright, snarling and licking her lips. 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    Jerry sighed, rubbing the back of his shaved head. “See one of those cages over on the other side of the room? Toss her in one of those and lock it up tight. That is, unless you want to worry about her trying to drain your blood when you’re not looking.” 
 
    Vince spotted the cages. They were all about eight feel tall, more than big enough for a person. 
 
    “What do you even keep in these?” Vince asked. 
 
    Jerry grinned. “Oh, you know—feral vamps, werewolves who don’t know how to play nice, zombies that wander up from the sewer. Whatever I need to test my new toys on, you dig?” 
 
    Olivia made her way to a big chair situated among medical equipment. She dropped into the seat, weariness coming over her. Once she was in the chair, she slumped her head and looked as if she wasn’t long for this world. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Vince asked. 
 
    Jerry ran over to one of the fridges in the room, opening it up and pulling out a large jug of what appeared to be blood. 
 
    “She’ll be fine once I take care of her. You worry about that little blood-drunk girl, my friend.” 
 
    Sara snarled, the dried blood around her mouth cracked and flaking.  
 
    Figuring he might as well use the element of surprise, Vince rushed over to her and grabbed her by the wrists without saying a word. She snarled and snapped her jaw at him, her fangs bared as she tried to move in for a bite.  
 
    She was strong, but Vince was able to overpower her and hurry her to the nearest cage. Once she was there, Vince shoved her inside, shut the door, and closed the padlock.  
 
    Sara didn’t take kindly to this at all, wasting no time grabbing onto the steel grid of the cage and trying to shake it open. 
 
    “Those are solid titanium, kid,” Jerry said. “She’s going to have a hell of a time getting through, blood-drunk or no.” 
 
    Vince watched Sara for a few more moments. She banged hard, even trying to bite through the bars. But she didn’t manage to do even a little bit of damage. 
 
    “Is she going to hurt herself in there?” 
 
    “She just might,” Jerry said. “Here.” 
 
    He grabbed a small pistol from a nearby table and tossed it over. Vince nearly caught it and looked it over. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “Stun gun that’s uniquely tuned to the specific electrical current that’s in a vamp’s body. Give it a try. Unless, of course, you want that pretty little thing to smash her face against the cage.” 
 
    Vince raised the stun gun toward Sara, taking aim and firing. Two prongs shot out, connecting with Sara and sending a surge of electricity through her.  
 
    Sara’s eyes went wide, then she dropped like a sack of stones. Vince then stepped over to her and yanked the prongs out.  
 
    She was alive, still breathing. 
 
    “Now, get your ass over here, kid,” Jerry said. “Bouge ton cul, as we say down south.” 
 
    Vince’s mind raced with a million questions. In those moments, however, he knew there were bigger matters than his curiosity. 
 
    “Strap her down,” Jerry said, nodding toward Olivia. “We’re going to pump some new blood into that one. And once it gets going, she’s going to feel like ripping a dang hole through the wall.” 
 
    Vince stepped over to Olivia in the chair. Her head was still slumped over, the wound on her shoulder looking ragged and raw. 
 
    “She was hit by a silver bolt,” Vince said. “I pulled it out.” 
 
    “And damn good thing you did, young ‘un.” Jerry loaded the big container of blood into a holder above the chair. “Back in the good ol’ days—or the bad ol’ days, in this case—getting a silver dart was about as close to a death sentence a vamp could get. These days, however, we’ve got the tech to handle little problems like that.” 
 
    Once the blood-filled container was loaded, Jerry attached a tube and stuck the needle end of it into Olivia’s arm. With that secure, he loaded another container, this one empty, into a holder on the other side of the chair, then stuck another tubed needle into Olivia’s other arm.  
 
    A few button presses later, and the empty container began to fill with silver-tinged blood. 
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    Jerry put his hands on his hips and watched the process. “Silver poisoning—it can take a vamp down hard if they’re not prepared for it.” 
 
    “Prepared how?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Armor, for one. And neutralizing pills can help if it’s just a bit of silver. But a dart like poor Olivia here got? You’re going to need a full transfusion for something like that. Lucky for you vamps, the process don’t take too long. Once we get the bad blood out and the good blood in, she’ll be good as new.” 
 
    Vince glanced back over his shoulder at Sara, who was still slumped over in the cage. 
 
    “And what about her? You said she was ‘blood-drunk’.” 
 
    Jerry chuckled, rubbing the back of his head. “That’s the nickname for it. I’m sure Olivia told you that one of the most important rules of being a vamp is that you only take blood from the willing. You take it from the unwilling, and take too much of it like a newbie bloodsucker might, and it can induce this, ah, feral mania that we call being ‘blood drunk’. Not a pretty sight.” 
 
    “But it wears off, right?” 
 
    “Sure does. Well, the first few times. See, taking blood from the unwilling is bad. But it’s also oh-so good, you know?” He chuckled. “Easy to get addicted. But you drain a few humans down to the last drop like that one too many times and you turn into a Revenant. And then it’s only a matter of time before you get put down, one way or another, if you get what I’m saying.” 
 
    Vince leaned against the nearest wall, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “So, what’s your deal?” he said. “You a vampire, too?” 
 
    The bodega owner shook his head. “No, I am most certainly not. I’m human, through and through.” 
 
    “You’re a human, but one who has a workshop where you come up with weapons and gear for vampires?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Why I’m here, doing what I do, is a long, long story, garçon. But for now, all you need to know is that I’m a former member of the Helsing Bureau. Did my time with them, ended up not liking how much they were into their rules.” He said the word as if it were the most disgusting thing he could imagine. “Anyway, I went freelance, you could say. I sell gear to whoever needs it.” 
 
    “You were a member of Helsing?” 
 
    “Sure was. And I’ve got the fancy suits to prove it.” He made his way over to one of the fridges and opened it. Inside was shelf after shelf of beer. He grabbed one, then cracked it open and took a swig. “Damn, that’s just what I needed. Here, kid.” Jerry squatted down and grabbed a bottle, tossing it over to Vince, who caught it and looked at the label. The label wasn’t much, a piece of tape with the words “Jerry’s Blood Brew” written in sharpie. “A little something I’m working on. Go on, give it a try.” 
 
    Vince cracked the cap off and tossed it into a nearby waste bin. Then he brought the bottle to his lips and took a sip. The taste was strange. It was foamy and sudsy like beer, but with the delicious copper tang of blood. 
 
    “That’s… not bad,” Vince said. 
 
    “One of the downsides of being a vamp is that booze doesn’t quite hit the same. But a little fermented blood… that’ll get you feeling parfait.” 
 
    Vince took another sip, then spoke. “Tell me what’s going on. You worked for Helsing—why did they try to kill me?” 
 
    “Friend, you’re mistaking me for someone who wasn’t just minding his business before a trio of vamp flew in through his storage mirror. I don’t know nothing about what the Helsing Bureau’s up to.” He put his hand on his chin, leaning back as he sipped his beer and through it over. “They tried to kill you? Now, it’s been a few years since I worked with those bad boys, but last I heard, they weren’t in the business of slaying vamps without, you know, proper cause.” 
 
    “Blood Lord.” 
 
    The voice was weak, and there was no doubt it belonged to Olivia. Vince and Jerry turned to see Olivia in her seat, her blue eyes barely open. By this point, the fresh blood was half into her. 
 
    “Blood Lord?” Jerry asked. “What in the good lord’s creation are you talking about? What Blood Lord?” 
 
    Olivia raised her arm weakly, pointing to Vince with a smile on her face. 
 
    “That’s him right there. That’s a Blood Lord.” 
 
    Jerry nearly spit out his beer. “You’re telling me this kid is a damn Blood Lord? Shit, no wonder Helsing was after him. But all the same, it’s not their style to want to just kill him on the spot like that.” 
 
    Olivia yanked the cords out of her, then pushed herself out of her seat. 
 
    “Now, what the hell are you doing, girlie?” Jerry asked. “You need to finish that there transfusion!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, making her way slowly over to the fridge. “You still have that blood beer?” 
 
    Jerry sighed, as if he were well used to Olivia’s stubborn ways. “On the bottom. But don’t you drink it all, you hear? Once my labels come in, I’ll be selling it to vamp bars all over the city.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” She bent over, grabbed a beer, cracked it open, and took a long sip. “Holy shit, that’s good.” Olivia nodded in Sara’s direction. “How’s she?” 
 
    “She’ll be fine once the tase wears off,” Jerry said. “But, ah, make sure you impart to her the importance of not draining humans empty. Only so many chances she’s going to get before she goes rev.” 
 
    “Goes rev?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Revenant,” Jerry said. “Be a damn shame to have to put a little hottie like her down. But, c’est la vie.” 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Olivia said. “But for now, we need to worry about our next move. Got any ideas, Jerry?” 
 
    “I might have one or two. But in the meantime, you’re going to need to give me the full run-down on just what the hell is going on, and why there’s a damn Blood Lord in my humble workshop.” 
 
    Olivia killed the rest of her beer, then tossed the bottle across the room and into the waste bin. Only to get to work on her next beer in the same breath.  
 
    Then she told Jerry what had happened, how Sara had been enlisted to kill Vince, how Olivia put a stop to it, taking him back to her place and letting him drink her blood, allowing Vince to step into his powers and start his journey of becoming a true Blood Lord. 
 
    Vince chuckled to himself as she glossed over the fun they’d had. But when she was done telling Jerry about the break-in, she’d brought him up to speed. 
 
    “This is damn strange,” he said after taking another sip of his beer. “Helsing loves their rules. But they’re not murderers.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. Her eyes seemed brighter, and the silver veins near her wound were fading by the minute. 
 
    “That’s my thinking. Something’s rotten at Helsing. And we need to find out what it is.” 
 
    Jerry rubbed his chin through his beard. “Yo, Blood Lord—you got any of those powers yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vince said. “When I was at the apartment, I was able to move like everyone else was in slow motion except for me. That’s how I managed to get the bolt out of Olivia.” 
 
    “And not a second too soon,” Olivia said. “If it’d been in for any longer…” She shook her head, as if she didn’t want to think about it. “Anyway, it’s amazing that your powers are developing so quicky. You hadn’t been fully turned for an hour and already you’re able to use Vamp Speed.” 
 
    “Vamp speed?” Vince asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jerry said. “You said like you were moving normally and everyone else slow as a beetle in December. But what was really going down was that you were moving at an incredible speed while the rest of the world was moving normally. They only felt slow to you.” 
 
    “Vamp Speed is a skill that only the most powerful vampires have access to—it takes centuries of practice and training.” 
 
    “That is,” Jerry said. “Unless you’re a Blood Lord.” 
 
    “I wasn’t able to do it for that long,” Vince said. “After only a minute or so I got really hungry. All I wanted was blood.” 
 
    “That’s how your powers work,” Olivia said. “They’re fueled by blood. It’s impressive that you were able to use such a high-level skill so soon after turning. But you managed to burn through your entire blood supply. In time, you’ll be able to make the powers last longer using less blood.” 
 
    “You can’t drain the unwilling,” Jerry said. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t take a drink every now and then in the middle of a fight. Might be a good way to recharge your powers.” 
 
    “But always be wary of The Dance, my dear Vincent,” Olivia said, raising her finger. “You expose yourself to humans as a vampire and you’ll catch the eye of vampire society in a way that you’re not going to want.” 
 
    Vince took another sip of his drink, running his hand through his hair. 
 
    “This is a hell of a lot to take in.” 
 
    “You’ll get it all,” Olivia said. “Don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “For sure,” Jerry added. “Especially with the baptism by fire that you’re getting put through.” 
 
    Olivia scrunched her forehead, thinking the matter over. “Right now, the move is for us to figure out what Helsing knows about Vincent.” 
 
    “That’d be my suggestion,” Jerry said. “Those Helsing folks are as meticulous as they come. There’s not a thing they know that’s not jotted down somewhere. If you want to find out more about Vince here and what they know about his powers, that’d be the way to do it.” 
 
    “What about other Blood Lords?” Vince asked. “Is it possible that there are more?” 
 
    “Could be,” Olivia said. “It’s been hundreds of years since they’ve walked the earth. But if you’re back, then it stands to reason that there might be more. Either way, finding out what Helsing knows would be the best way to learn more.” 
 
    “And how do we do that?” Vince asked. “I don’t know much about Helsing, but considering the way they nearly killed us, I’m guessing they’re not going to be too hot on us walking in and asking to poke around their file room.” 
 
    “You’re most definitely right about that, mon ami,” Jerry said. “They love their records, for damn sure. But almost as much as that, they love keeping them to themselves. Unless you’re with Helsing, there’s not a chance they’ll even let you in the building, let alone poke around.” 
 
    “What about Sara?” Vince asked. “She’d been in contact with Helsing. Maybe we could use her?” 
 
    “Not a chance of that,” Jerry replied. “She wasn’t a member of Helsing just yet—she needed to kill you for that. As far as the Bureau’s concerned, she’s another normie.” 
 
    Olivia sighed. “There’s got to be some way that we can get access to their records.” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea!” 
 
    Sara’s voice sounded through the workshop, and the group turned to face her. Sara stood gripping the grid of the gate, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Well, first, you guys can let me out of here.” 
 
    Jerry laughed. “Looks like the wee one’s back to her old self. Let me grab the keys.” 
 
    Vince hurried over to the cage. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Sara looked aside, as if giving the matter some serious thought. 
 
    “I… I think so. I feel weird, though.” 
 
    “You went blood-drunk,” Olivia said as she made her way over with slow steps. “You did the one thing you’re not supposed to do: emptying those who haven’t willingly given you their blood.” 
 
    Vince could tell by her eyes—once again less feral, more human—that she was back with them. She did seem confused, however. 
 
    “What was I supposed to do? They were going to kill us. I had to do something.” 
 
    “You did, Pipsqueak. But the something you did could’ve worked out very poorly for you. Drinking like that typically isn’t bad. However, there have been fledgling vamps who’ve gone feral after one drain. You need to take time, to learn how to control your powers.” 
 
    Sara crossed her arms. “I’m not going to apologize for protecting Vince. I did what I needed to do.” 
 
    Olivia snorted. “That’s the precise sort of attitude that will get you, or even the rest of us, killed. I made you a vampire to help us, little one. Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    Sara narrowed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter what you think. I’m part of Vince’s coterie. I don’t need to take orders from you, or care if you’re happy that you turned me.” 
 
    A bright, mocking laugh burst from Olivia. “That’s just the sort of arrogance that I’d expect from a fledgling who doesn’t know what she’d gotten herself into. Keep up the attitude; I can’t wait to see where it gets you.” 
 
    Vince had heard enough. “Both of you—enough.” 
 
    His voice cut through the workshop. Olivia and Sara stopped their argument, turning to Vince. 
 
    “Sara, Olivia is right. You’re new to this whole vampire thing, and that means you’re going to have to be careful. Last thing I want is to lose you so soon after we both got turned.” 
 
    Sara’s face fell, a pleased expression forming on Olivia’s. 
 
    “But Sara’s right, too,” Vince continued. “She did what she did because she wanted to protect the group. Instead of mocking her for making a mistake, you need to train her so she doesn’t make it again.” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes. “Fine, fine. I suppose her heart was in the right place.” 
 
    Sara pursed her lips. “And… okay. Fine. I guess I’ll be more careful and do my best to listen to more senior vamps.” 
 
    Vince felt a big hand clap down on his shoulder. He turned to see that Jerry was next to him, a big smile on his face. 
 
    “And look at that! We’re all amis once again. Now, unless you ladies want to turn this little fight into the cat variety, I suggest we put aside our differences and figure out our next step. We do have the damn Helsing Bureau after us.” 
 
    Olivia turned away from Sara, placing her hand on her chin as she thought something over. As she did, Vince stepped to the cage with a key card in his hand, swiping it in front of the electronic lock and opening the cage. Sara happily stepped out. 
 
    “We need to get into the files,” she said. “Jerry, is there anywhere else Helsing keeps their info? Some backups, maybe?” 
 
    His eyes flashed as he tucked the keycard back into his pocket. 
 
    “Backup—I know just the place! The way Helsing works is that they consider any new information to be evidence. There’s this joint called The Evidence Room where it’s stored. Once it’s processed, they transfer it to the HQ in Midtown. I’d bet y’all anything that they’ve got the information on Vince there being updated. If y’all can break in, then there’s a good chance you can get to it.” 
 
    “A break-in, huh?” Olivia asked. “Might be dangerous.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jerry said, a grin forming. “And that’s why y’all are going to need lots and lots of guns.” 
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    Jerry was all smiles as he stood next to the racks of weapons. 
 
    “One of the best things about living in the world of crypts,” he said, “are all the fun toys you get to play with.” 
 
    He pressed a few buttons on his tablet’s control panel. One of the racks hissed to life, light washing over it and illuminating the weapons within. 
 
    “See, when you’re a vamp,” he said, dragging his fingertips over the display of bladed weapons before him, “your powers aren’t going to be enough. Sure, you can move fast, hit hard, and drain a human of blood in seconds. But there aren’t just humans out there you’re going to have to deal with. You’ve got zombies, bigfoots, skinwalkers, ghosts… Man, you’ve got more creepy-crawlies out there then you’re going to know what to do with.” 
 
    Sara raised her hand, Jerry chuckling in response. 
 
    “Speak your mind, little lady,” he said. “This isn’t no school house.” 
 
    “Well, I was just curious how you managed to get a place set up like this without drawing the attention of Helsing. Wouldn’t they come after you if they knew this was here?” 
 
    “You’re damn right they’d be crawling up my butt about it if they knew. My secret is that I move around quite a bit. And I’ve got some contacts around town who keep me posted. I’ll know when Helsing’s looking for me before you can say heebie-jeebies.” 
 
    “What would happen if they found you?” Sara asked, a tinge of worry to her voice. 
 
    Jerry sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “That’s a damn good question, little lady. Normal circumstances is that I stay off their radar to avoid having to license and register all my shit with them. See, Helsing thinks they’re the kings of the crypt world, that we all live under their jurisdiction—and, what’s more, that we should be thanking them for the privilege. They’d tax me to high heaven, and confiscate my weapons whenever they needed them.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But now… damn, things seem like they’re changing, and changing fast. If they’re sending out their little squads to kill poor Vincent here on sight, then I don’t even want to think about what they’d do to someone like little old Jerry.” 
 
    “You need to take precautions,” Olivia said. “Keep yourself safe.” 
 
    Sara’s eyes lit up. “You guys never let me share my idea!” 
 
    “What idea?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Why don’t we just leave the city? We could go leave New York, maybe go to LA or Chicago or even out of the country. There’s no reason we need to stay here, right?” 
 
    Jerry let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “That might be a good idea. Unless, of course, Helsing had operations in just about every major metro area on the planet. We go to LA and it’s only a matter of time before Helsing on the West Coast starts crawling up our butts. And that’s assuming New York doesn’t just follow us.” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “We’re not running. We’re staying and fighting.” 
 
    He didn’t say it, but his parents were on his mind. The last thing he wanted was for them to be in danger because of him. 
 
    “Good man,” Jerry said. “And as far as I’m concerned, I’ve got some connections with the witchy types in the city. They owe me some favors, so I’m thinking I might call one in and have them put a magical barrier on this place so Helsing can’t find me so easily. But don’t you worry about me. I’ll make my way; I always do.” 
 
    He nodded toward the weapons. Vince couldn’t help but admire the display before him. There were guns in other racks in the workshop, but the weapons Jerry had set out seemed to be exclusively the bladed sort. 
 
    “But if you’re all ready to stay and fight, then I’ve got the goods for you. Take this little beauty, for instance.” He reached down and picked up a steel weapon, something that reminded Vince of a shovel. Though, there were two key differences: the handle end came to a foot-long, curved, razor-sharp edge, while the shovel end was half-missing. The flat edge was also sharp, catching the blueish light of the workshop. 
 
    “Call this little number ‘the shovel from hell’. You got your scythe on one end, while this here shovel-looking end is perfect for cutting off heads.” 
 
    “That seems a little gruesome,” Sara said. “Why would we want to cut off people’s heads?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be cutting off people’s heads, cutie pie—you’d be cutting off zombies’ heads. Trust me, you find yourself in the middle of a horde of flesh-eating freaks, this is exactly the sort of thing you’d want on your side.” He hefted the weapon in his hands, smiling to himself as if he were recalling fond memories of slicing off zombie heads left and right. 
 
    “We’re going to be dealing with mostly human sorts of enemies, Jerry,” Olivia said. “But I commend you for your imagination.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, you never know. Anyway, with humans you’re going to want something small and sharp. Like this bad boy here.” He reached and picked up a silver sword, one with a sharp point but with a body that remined Vince of a machete. The handle was ornate, looking to be made of ivory. “This one here is an antique. Well, most of them are antiques, but with little adjustments made by yours truly. Give this a try.” He handed the weapon over to Vince, then pressed a button on his tablet. A section of the wall opened, a row of practice dummies affixed to a metal bar emerging from the darkness. 
 
    Vince held the weapon in his hand, feeling the smooth coolness of the ivory. He waved it through the air, checking the weight and balance of the thing. Something about it felt right. 
 
    “That there weapon,” Jared went on, “is steel on the inside, and coated with pure silver. It’d cleave a human in twain with barely a swing, and the silver is just what you need for taking out other vamps or werewolves. And there’s more to it than that. You see that amulet in the hilt?” 
 
    Vince moved his hand. Sure enough, a ruby red amulet was inset in the hilt. It was perfectly smooth, and a little warm. 
 
    “What is this?” Vince asked. “Some kind of jewel?” 
 
    “It’s a jewel, alright—a magical one. The way that little thing works is that it’s tied to your fighting. The more you kill, the more powerful that amulet grows. And the more powerful the amulet becomes, the more useful the blade. Truth be told, I’ve been a little, ah, scared to use a weapon like that. I like to work with machines, stuff that I can trust. But you, my little Blood Lord friend, might disagree.” 
 
    Jerry picked up the long, leather scabbard that had been lying next to the blade and tossed it over to Vince, who caught it. Written in the leather words in what appeared to be French. 
 
    “Man-jay-coo-e-ur.” 
 
    Jerry grinned. “Mangecoeur,” he said in perfect French. “Forgot to tell you that legend has it that belonged to a vampire of great power back from all the way in the French Revolution. Means ‘hearteater’. Pretty gruesome name, but going by the way that thing gets more powerful the more blood it drinks… I’d say it’s fitting.” 
 
    Vince turned to the dummies, raising the blade in his hands. 
 
    “Never swung a sword that wasn’t in a video game,” he said. 
 
    “Give it a try,” Olivia replied. “Blood Lords are legendary swordsmen. And their power is in your veins.” 
 
    Vince focused on the dummy in front of him, not sure where to begin. He took a deep breath, then swung the weapon. It seemed to sing as the blade cut through the air, the silver slicing through the dummy and cleaving it in two.  
 
    Vince pivoted on his heels, turning toward the next dummy and jabbing the blade forward, piercing it cleanly through the dummy’s chest. 
 
    “Not bad kid,” Jerry said. “You keep practicing and you’ll be able to really slice some heads off.” 
 
    “That’s a fine weapon for a Blood Lord,” Olivia said with a smile. “In time, you’ll have to make your own blade, to name it, to give it a legend of its own. But for the time being, I’m sure you’ll be able to do some real damage with that.” 
 
    Vince pulled the blade from the dummy and slipped it into the scabbard as Olivia turned her attention to the other weapons. 
 
    “All of my gear is back at my apartment,” she said. “Decades of collecting all in the hands of Helsing. Such is life as a vampire, however.” She moved along the rack, as if trying to decide which blade she wanted. 
 
    She stopped at a crisscrossed pair of daggers, the handles pure black, the blades silver. She picked them up and flourished them in front of her in a display of pure skill. With a smooth motion, she took the small scabbards on the rack and tied them to her belt, then slipped the daggers into them. 
 
    “These should serve my Nightweaver needs just fine,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “Good choice, Olivia, my dear,” Jerry said. “Those are some of the oldest pieces in my little collection here—some say they go all the way back to the Crusades.” 
 
    “What about me?” Sara asked.  
 
    “You’ve got your crossbow.” Olivia turned around and grabbed the black bag she’d taken from her apartment. “I figured it might be one thing worth taking with us.”  
 
    She opened up the bag and displayed what was inside, showing the contents to Jerry. 
 
    “Now, that’s a real antique,” he said as he looked up at Sara. “I bet a little lady like you could do some real damage with that. But when it comes to my guns, I like to work with things a little more modern. Come with me.” 
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    Jerry made his way over to the stairs and went up to the second floor. Once there, he pressed a few more buttons on his tablet. More racks came out of the walls, these covered in guns of various size and shape. 
 
    At first glance, most of them appeared to Vince like any other gun he’d seen. There were some that looked like pistols—Glocks and Sigs and even Desert Eagles. There were long guns and shotguns, and guns small enough to be tucked up one’s sleeve. 
 
    “Now, these here are something special,” Jerry said, the expression on his face like that of a proud father looking over his kids. “Totally refitted weapons that are custom-built to take out crypts.” 
 
    “Tell me about them,” Vince said, his eye lingering on a shotgun. 
 
    “I’d rather show you, mon ami.” 
 
    He reached forward and picked up one of the guns, a rifle that, as far as Vince could tell, looked like any other MP5. But the more Vince looked, the more he could tell that they were different. There were extra magazines on the side, and the gun seemed to have extra electronic gear built into it. 
 
    “Now,” Jerry said, pressing some more buttons on the tablets and bringing out some targets at the far end of the hall. “These pretty little things can fire just like any other gunpowder weapon. Watch. Y’all might want to cover your ears for this one.” 
 
    Olivia picked up some ear protection and passed them around to Vince and Sara. 
 
    Jerry raised the MP5, clicked off the safety, then squeezed the trigger. The gun fired one round after another, three in total.  
 
    “Simple stuff, right? Now, these things fire in full auto, too—a little adjustment of mine.” 
 
    He pressed a button on the side, the gun clicking over to full auto. Then he raised the gun and held the trigger, a burst of gunfire sounding out and shredding the target at the far end. 
 
    “Full auto’s cool and all, but I’m guessing you’re wondering what extra tricks ol’ Jerry has up his sleeve. When you’re out there fighting crypts, you’re going to need all the firepower you can get. You face down a bigfoot or a sasquatch and regular rounds aren’t going to do you a damn bit of good. Check this out.” 
 
    He clicked another setting on the gun, a whirring sounding from the inside of it. Jerry then tapped a few more buttons on his tablet. Another compartment opened at the far end, a huge target that looked like a crude Bigfoot coming out. It was massive, and Vince guessed it was over eight feet tall. The thing looked like a horrible combination of a caveman, a gorilla, and a bear, its face in an expression of pure rage. 
 
    “I designed this here bad boy to be as close to durability as a real one of these,” Jerry said. 
 
    “You just have huge, fake bigfoots here?” Vince asked, cocking his head to the side. 
 
    “He’s kind of cute,” Sara said. “In an ugly kind of way.” 
 
    “Let ol’ Jerry do his thing,” he said. “And you’ll see just how ugly he can get. But first, let me show you what not to do.” He reached over to the rack and picked up a pistol. Then he raised it, clicked the safety, and fired. The bullets pinged off the fake Bigfoot harmlessly. “See what I mean? You get one of these storming down on you and you take some pot shots with a little pea-shooter, you’re going to do nothing but make it made. But with some explosive rounds…” 
 
    He raised the MP5 and fired. Boom, boom, boom. Each round connected, each blasting massive chunks off the fake bigfoot, the final one blowing its head to pieces. 
 
    Jerry clicked the safety back on before bringing the end of the gun to his mouth and blowing away invisible smoke. 
 
    “Pretty nice, no?” He set the gun back onto the rack in front of him. 
 
    “So, we can use these on vamps, right?” Vince asked. “Pop some heads?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Jerry said, a touch of sadness to his voice. “Big bang bullets like this move a little more slowly than the regular sort. For a huge mamajama like a Bigfoot, that’s no problem at all. But for vamps…” 
 
    “Here,” Olivia said, picking up the gun and handing it back over to Jerry. “Let’s give him a demonstration.” 
 
    Jerry grinned. “You’re the boss, lady.” 
 
    Olivia stepped over near the fake bigfoot’s remains, an easy grin on her face. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Jer.” 
 
    He chuckled, clicking off the safety and raising the gun. “You know I hate that nickname, darling.” 
 
    Sara’s eyes went wide as she held her hands in front of her mouth. “I can’t watch. This is going to be so bad.” 
 
    Jerry took aim and fired.  
 
    Boom.  
 
    Olivia raised her hand, and as if it had appeared by magic, the bullet appeared in her fingers. 
 
    “Now, watch this.” Bullet in hand, she stepped over to the group, reared her arm back as if she were getting ready to throw a baseball. She whipped the bullet through the air with incredible force, another explosion appearing on the bigfoot dummy. This one connected with its elbow, the arm blowing into pieces and dropping to the ground in heavy plops. 
 
    “Impressive as always, darlin’,” Jerry said, giving her a slow clap. 
 
    “Thank you,” Olivia said with a small bow. “Just part of the power you both now have access to.” Her eyes flicked from Sara to Vince. “Now, this doesn’t mean you’re impervious to bullets, so don’t go dancing into the middle of a fire fight.” 
 
    “What happens if I get shot?” Vince asked. “If I take a bullet to the face?” 
 
    Olivia crossed her arms and leaned against the nearby wall. 
 
    “Little rounds… they can hurt, but it takes a hell of a lot more than a few nine-millimeter rounds to take down a vamp. Anything that doesn’t involve a blown-up head or a body getting severed into pieces is something that we can recover from.” 
 
    Sara spoke up. “So, these explosive rounds can kill us? You really risked your life just now?” 
 
    Olivia grinned. “All for the purpose of proving a point.” 
 
    “What can I say?” Jerry asked, shaking his head with a smile on his face. “This woman is wild.” 
 
    Olivia shrugged. “But even a fledgling like you, Pipsqueak, can manage to dodge these rounds. It’s the silver bullets that you have to be worried about.” 
 
    “Like your silver poisoning,” Vince said. 
 
    “You got it,” Jerry said. “Silver bullets can do the job, no doubt. But a big bolt jammed into vamp like that… whoo-wee, that’ll hurt.” 
 
    The cocky expression on Olivia’s face faded for a moment, as if she’d remembered how close she’d come to death. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Anyone who’s serious about killing vamps will use bolt-pistols and crossbows.” 
 
    “Which means that Helsing came to kill tonight,” Vince said. 
 
    “Strange shit,” Jerry added, looking away as if considering the matter. “No idea why those nerds at Helsing would be like this. All the more reason to figure it out as fast as we can.” 
 
    He stepped over to one of the racks, this one lined with pistols. He picked up three, tossing one to Vince, then Olivia, then Sara. 
 
    “We can go over some of the bigger weapons later,” he said. “But for the mission in front of y’all, stealth sounds like the way to go.” 
 
    Vince held the gun, looking it over. It was sleek and black, slightly bigger than his hand. The lines were smooth and polished, futuristic, even. And next to the safety there was a small button. He placed his thumb on it and pressed, seeing that it moved three ways: left, right, and down. A different, pinhead-sized light—silver for the left, and explosive for the right—illuminated as he clicked. 
 
    “These are a little project of mine, based off the Glock 43. But with a few improvements of my own. Those carry three different types ammo: silver rounds, standard, and explosive. Vince, my man, I see you’ve already found the switch to change it over. Left lets you use the silver rounds. Good for vamps, werewolves, and other such baddies. The right clicks over to explosive. You got the lights to help you remember. Those subsonic rounds means they’re extra quiet, and with the built-in suppression I’ve installed, they’re damn near whisper low.” 
 
    Olivia raised the gun, pointing it downrange. “Perfect for stealth.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jerry said. “Because that’s what you all are going to need for this mission of yours. That, and some disguises. But first, lets take some shots with those guns.” 
 
    He gestured for the group to join him at the firing range.  
 
    Jerry pressed a few more buttons on his tablet, bringing a fresh round of targets for them. He instructed them on how to fire, how to switch between regular rounds and silver. Once they’d gone through that a few times, he brought in another bigfoot dummy to test the explosive ammo.  
 
    “Never shot a gun before in my life,” Sara said, holding the thing in her hands. 
 
    “It’s easy as hell,” Vince said. “Only three rules: don’t aim at anything you don’t want to kill, and always keep the safety on.” 
 
    “And what’s the third rule?” Sara asked. 
 
    Vince winked as he raised the MP5 toward the remains of the bigfoot. 
 
    “Have fun.” 
 
    The shots had some decent kickback, and the explosive damage wasn’t as much as with the MP5. Little by little, however, the group was able to take chunks off the bigfoot—more than enough to reduce it to near nothing. 
 
    Jerry let out a wild cry as he unloaded the rest of his magazine, the full-auto burst shredding what had remained of the bigfoot to nothing. When he was done, he slinged the gun in a hip holster and swept his hand down the hall. 
 
    “Come on, kids!” he said. “One more important thing before I send you on your merry way!” 
 
    He led them around the second-floor balcony to an open space, tapping on his tablet and bringing another set of racks out of the wall. These weren’t loaded with guns, though, but with clothes. 
 
    “Now, if you’re going to sneak into a Helsing joint, you’re going to need to dress like them. And as I’m sure you’ve noticed, those Helsing boys and girls like to dress sharp.” 
 
    “I have noticed,” Vince said. “What’s up with that? You’d think they’d want more tactical gear for the kinds of operations they do.” 
 
    “They dress that way out of tradition,” Olivia said. “The original Van Helsing was one of the toughest crypt hunters ever to walk the face of the earth. But he was also a gentleman who liked the finer things in life. He dressed in expensive suits, custom bespoke shoes, even preferred the most expensive Swiss pocket watches. And when he trained his first recruits, the first new members of what would become the Helsing Bureau, he had them dress the same way, too.” 
 
    “Fancy stuff,” Sara said, touching one of the suits and rubbing the fabric between her fingertips. 
 
    “And to answer your other question, young man,” Jerry said. “This is tactical gear. Go on—take your new pistol out and take a shot.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    Still apprehensive, Vince raised the pistol and pointed it at the nearest suit. He clicked over to normal rounds and fired. A pop sounded out, followed by the soft thud of metal on fabric, and then the clatter of the discharged round on the floor. 
 
    But the gray, windowpane-patterned suit in front of him was undamaged. 
 
    “Damn,” Vince said, moving in for a closer look. “These are bulletproof?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jerry said. “Well, bullet-resistant. These’ll shrug of pistol rounds, but don’t go thinking you’ll be able to stand in front of a Gatling gun and laugh it all off. All the same, these will keep you good and protected if things get hot with Helsing.” He swept his hands toward the suits. “Go on, try them on. Should be something for everyone’s size.” 
 
    It was all so strange to Vince, but he put all that aside and turned his attention once more to the clothing in front of him. He and Sara and Olivia browsed what was there, Vince eventually settling on a gray suit with light pinstriping. He stepped behind the rack and quickly changed, Sara and Olivia doing the same. 
 
    “Now, now, now,” Jerry said, shaking his head as if in disbelief. “You all are looking mighty fine, if you ask me.” 
 
    Vince glanced over at the women. Sarah was dressed in a dark-blue suit with flowing pants and a double-breast up top. Olivia had opted for something a little more eye-catching, a dark-brown suit-skirt combo that clung to her shapely body. 
 
    “Now, this will do just fine,” Jerry said. “How’s it fit, my man?” 
 
    Vince moved around, rolling his arms and stretching his legs. “Fits perfectly. Comfortable, too.” 
 
    Jerry grinned. “Got a deal with a tailor in Savile Row. I keep him in gear, and he keeps me well-stocked in suits.” 
 
    He clapped his hands together. “Now! You got your guns; you got your suits. I think it’s time for a little fun.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The evening lights of New York City rushed by on both sides of the car as Jerry drove them through Manhattan. Jerry’s ride was a sleek BMW crossover—a car that looked good and was functional. 
 
    “Let me ask you this, Jerry,” Vince said, interrupting a short stretch of silence. “What do you get out of all of this?” 
 
    “Now, what do you mean, my friend?” His tone suggest that he knew exactly what Vince was talking about but wanted to hear the words out of his mouth. 
 
    “All of this,” Vince said. “The guns, the suits, protecting us from what sounds like one of the most powerful organizations in the world. Why would you risk yourself like this?” 
 
    He chuckled, pulling a hard turn. “You’re absolutely right, mon ami, that in normal circumstances it would be all kinds of dumb to get on the bad side of Helsing. They’re one of my biggest customers, after all. But with this Blood Lord business, I get the impression that these aren’t normal circumstances at all.” 
 
    “Jerry’s a bloodless businessman,” Olivia added. “But he usually knows which way the wind is blowing.” 
 
    “Ah, ma chère, I don’t know whether to be flattered or insulted. Or maybe a little of both; that’s often the way with you, isn’t it, belle?” He winked at Olivia in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “So,” he went on, “I’m thinking that something’s rotten in the state of Denmark. If Helsing is as cuckoo as I’m thinking, then things are going to get good and shaken up here in the Big Apple. I’m placing a bet—and that bet is on you, Mr. Blood Lord. Don’t let me down.” 
 
    Vince nodded, turning his attention back to the city. He’d barely just become a vampire and already he caught up in a whirlwind of events he could barely understand. 
 
    “So where is this place?” he asked. 
 
    “Just up here,” Jerry said. “The sort of place that you’d never know even existed unless you were looking for it.” 
 
    They were in Brooklyn, making their way to Red Hook. It was a part of town Vince rarely ventured in. Men and women made their way up and down the sidewalks, all dressed for the night. He wondered how many of them were vamps or werewolves or whatever other type of secret crypt he now knew lived in the city. It was a whole world of its own, one that existed in parallel to the one he’d known—the one he’d thought was the end of the story. 
 
    Jerry pulled the car to a stop on the side of a small street between two large warehouses. One of the buildings had a long line of twenty or so people, all dressed in dark colors, a pair of massive men in sleeveless shirts and big beards guarding the door they all seemed to want to get past. 
 
    “And here we are, mes amis.” 
 
    “What is this?” Vince asked. “Why do all of these people want to get into an evidence room?” 
 
    Olivia opened her door, stepping out and glancing back over her shoulder. “You don’t get it, Vince. This isn’t a evidence room—this is The Evidence Room.” 
 
    She didn’t give Vince a chance to ask what she meant before she stepped out and shut the door behind her. 
 
    Sara harrumphed in the back, crossing her arms over her shoulders. “Why the hell does everything with vampires have to be so damn cryptic?” 
 
    Jerry only chuckled as he reached back and opened the door for her. 
 
    “Oh, and one more thing,” Jerry said to Vince as Sara stepped out. “Open the glove compartment.” 
 
    Inside was a leather case, the size of a small paperback book. 
 
    “Take that out and give it a look over.” 
 
    To Vince’s surprise, it was a mirror. He gazed into it, still having a hard time coping with the fact that he was unable to see his own reflection. 
 
    “That right there, if things get dicey, is your ticket out of this joint. The way you vamps get around, we like to call that Dracula’s Road. That mirror is tuned to my place, so if you hop in, you’ll be looking at this handsome face before you know it.” He winked. “It’s got limited uses, and I’m not sure how many it has left since the witch who rigged it for me wasn’t the most helpful type—typical witch, really—but it should do you good for at least a few trips.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Vince said. 
 
    “My pleasure,” he said, placing his hand on his chest and bowing his head slightly. Then he narrowed his eyes, as if seeing something in Vince that only he could see. “Be careful out there, mon ami. There’s power in you, and I’m not the only one who can see it.” 
 
    Vince nodded, not sure how to respond to his words. Then he stepped out of the car and joined Sara and Olivia.  
 
    Now that he was outside, Vince could hear the low thumping of bass through the walls of the warehouse. The women at his side, he approached the two men at the head of the line on both sides of the doors. The men were indistinguishable, huge and bearded and dressed in black T-shirts and black jeans and black boots. Both were easily around seven feet tall. 
 
    “Hey,” Vince said. “We’re looking for—” 
 
    “Back of the line,” said the one on the right. 
 
    “And before you even think of saying anything,” said the one on the left, “there’re no exceptions.” 
 
    Vince’s first instinct was to try and talk his way in. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Olivia said before he could think of something to say. “If we try anything, we might just draw attention to ourselves. And that’s the last thing we want.” 
 
    She wrapped her fingers around his upper arm and guided him toward the end of the line. The people waiting were beautiful to the last, towering men and stunning women, most of them dressed in anything black and skin-tight. More than a few of the women in line glanced at Vince in a manner that made it clear they were interested in him. It was hard to take his eyes off them—any of the women in line would have qualified as the hottest he’d seen on a given day. 
 
    “Try not to ogle, my dear Vincent,” Olivia said as they made their way to the back of the line. “That is, unless you want to make me jealous.” 
 
    Sara stood up on her tiptoes, trying to get a look further down the line. “I don’t understand. Why are all of these people trying to get into an evidence room?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Olivia replied. “For the time being, we’re going to need to hope that we can get past those hulking men at the front doors somehow.” 
 
    Vincent nodded. “Yeah, how are we going to do that?” 
 
    Olivia turned and glanced over her sunglasses. “The same way one gets into any place where they’re not allowed—by being calm, confident, and very persuasive. Don’t worry, Vincent. I have a feeling that, when the time comes, you’ll know just what to say.” 
 
    “Everyone’s so damn cryptic tonight,” Sara said. “Is that how vampires talk or something? Just one riddle after another?” 
 
    Olivia grinned, the line moving on. Vince watched as some people in line were let in, others turned away. There was no apparent method to the choice—as far as he could tell, everyone in line looked like a model. 
 
    Before too long, they were at the entrance, the bass pounding their eardrums. The two guards they’d spoken to were there, giving the trio a once-over. 
 
    “You three with Helsing?” the one on the left asked. 
 
    “Sure are.” 
 
    “Your IDs?” asked the other. 
 
    Vince’s gut tightened. 
 
    “We don’t have our IDs,” Olivia said. “We don’t need to carry them with us everywhere we go, do we?” 
 
    “Nope,” said the first guard. “But you’re gonna have a hell of a lot harder time getting in without them.” 
 
    The other guard spoke up. “You know what? I think we got plenty of Helsing in tonight. And if you’re not working in the back, there’s no reason for you to be here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said the other. “Take a hike. Maybe some other night.” 
 
    Olivia wasn’t dissuaded in the least. “Vince? Why don’t you explain things to our new friends?” 
 
    “Nothing to explain,” said the second guard. “You three need to get the fu—” 
 
    “It’s important that we need to get in,” Vince said. “Very important.” 
 
    Olivia leaned in. “Focus. Tap into your powers.” She spoke in a low whisper. 
 
    Vince tried to focus the way he had back at the apartment. Something shifted in him, and like before, he felt like he could tap into his pool of blood power. He still hadn’t replenished himself from what he’d used before, though. The blood was draining by the second. He needed to do something. 
 
    “Just talk to them, Vince,” Olivia said. “Be persuasive.” 
 
    What the hell does she mean? 
 
    Still confused, he stepped up to the men and cleared his throat. 
 
    “We need to get in here,” he said. Right away he noticed something different about his voice. It was smoother, deeper, as if honey dripped off each word. There was a resonance to it that caused the huge men to perk up and pay attention. 
 
    “You what?” asked the guard on the right. There was no annoyance to his tone. If anything, it was the tone of someone sympathetic and eager to help out. 
 
    Vince was on to something. 
 
    “It’s important that we get in,” he continued. “There’s important business inside that only we can sort out.” 
 
    The guards said nothing, both regarding one another with the same confused expression. 
 
    “You know about this guy?” asked the one on the right. 
 
    The other shook his head. “Nope. No one inside said anything. But he doesn’t sound like he’s screwing around.” 
 
    Vince was even more confused than he’d been before. With just a few words and a certain tone, he seemed to be able to influence these men’s minds. 
 
    He could feel the last traces of his blood supply draining by the second. Vince understood that he didn’t have the power to keep up what he was doing, whatever it was. 
 
    “Let us in now,” he said. “Or there are going to be serious problems.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince’s words and tone seemed to put the fear of God into the men guarding The Evidence Room. The same apprehensive expression appeared on both of their faces. 
 
    “Let him in,” said the one on the right. “I don’t want to mess around with this shit.” 
 
    “Yeah. Good call.” 
 
    The guard on the left stepped aside and opened the door, the bass thumping growing even louder. 
 
    “Shall we?” Olivia said, stepping forward.  
 
    Sara and Vince shared a look of confusion before following her inside.  
 
    The door shut behind them.  
 
    Vince focused in order to cease his use of his blood supply as he looked down the hallway, where the ceiling and floor were suddenly lit with neon red and white lighting. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Vince asked. “How was I able to talk those guys into letting us in?” 
 
    “Come along,” Olivia said. “They frown upon people lingering in the entry hall.” 
 
    Vince put aside his question for a moment as he and the women started down the hall. 
 
    “Vampires aren’t only able to suck the blood of humans,” Olivia explained as they walked. “Humans, you see, find us intriguing, painfully interesting. If you spend time around them, you’ll find that they can’t take their eyes off you. What you just used was a power known as ‘glamouring.’ This allows us to manipulate the pull that humans feel toward us and use it to our own ends. We can cause humans to fall under a spell of persuasion, to do whatever we ask.” 
 
    “Like a Jedi mind trick,” Vince said. 
 
    Olivia smiled. “Very similar.” 
 
    “So, we can just tell people what to do?” Sara asked. “What about doing really bad things, like shooting someone else?” 
 
    “It depends on the power of the vampire. For many, it takes decades to hone such a power. But for you, my little Blood Lord, I had a feeling that you’d be able to wield it right away.” 
 
    “Wait, so you didn’t know that I’d be able to use that power? For all you knew, I could’ve failed and gotten my ass kicked?” 
 
    “That’s right. But I had faith. A true Blood Lord would have no issues stepping into his gifts. And be prepared—your power is only going to grow.” 
 
    Before Vince could respond, the world began to swirl around him. He felt drunk—not in any fun kind of way, more the kind of drunk when the good feelings have worn off and all that remains is nausea and the inability to take even a single step. 
 
    There was something else too: a ravenous, unquenchable hunger. 
 
    He wanted blood. 
 
    He put his hand on the wall to steady himself. 
 
    “Vince!” Sara called out. “Are you alright?” 
 
    She rushed over to his side and put her hand on the small of his back. The sensation of her hand on him allowed Vincent to focus and calm himself, to come back into the moment.  
 
    The drunken feeling faded, and with great effort of will he was able to push the hunger down, so that the roar quietened to a mere murmur. 
 
    A bang on the door behind, the one they’d entered through, fully brought him back to the moment. 
 
    “Yo!” shouted one of the guards. “Get a move on! Only one group’s allowed in the hallway at the same time!” 
 
    “We need to move, Vincent,” Olivia said. “Come. We can get you sorted out once we’re in the club.” 
 
    “Club?” he asked. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Olivia said. She approached the door at the far end of the hallway and pushed it open for Sara and Vince. 
 
    What awaited them on the other side was a club—one unlike Vincent had ever seen. 
 
    The space was massive, the dance floor packed with the sort of impossibly good-looking people that Vince had seen outside—except now there were dozens upon dozens of them, all dressed in dark colors, tattoos on their bodies, the dancers writhing against one another. 
 
    Low, sensual beats blasted through the air, the resonance low enough that Vincent could feel it in his bones. Red and white laser lights cut through the air at odd angles, mist swirling up to the second- and third-floor balconies that overlooked the dance floor. 
 
    It was an impressive sight.  
 
    All Vince could think about, however, was food. Olivia could tell. 
 
    “You need to eat,” she said. “Come on.” 
 
    By this point, Vince could hardly stand, but Sara helped him stay on his two feet. 
 
    “There.” Olivia raised her slender finger to a corner booth that wasn’t occupied. “Sit there and I’ll take care of your meal.” 
 
    “What about one of us?” Sara asked. “I can let him drink from me.” 
 
    Olivia shook her head. “Drinking the blood of our kind is for amusement, not for nourishment. For Vincent to be satisfied, he needs the blood of a willing human. I’ll sort this out—you get to the booth.” 
 
    “G-got it,” Vince stammered. 
 
    “Come on, Vince,” Sara said. “I’ll look out for you.” 
 
    As Sara helped him toward the booth, it occurred to Vince that he was weak, helpless, and that he was alone with a woman who’d tried to kill him only a short time ago. She didn’t make a single move that could have given him pause, however; instead, she handled him with care as she helped him over to the booth and eased him into a comfortable seat.  
 
    It felt good to be off his feet. But he knew that he’d be in serious trouble if he didn’t get something to eat; he couldn’t get comfortable and let himself sink into sleep.  
 
    He somehow feared that if he fell asleep now, he wasn’t sure when he might wake up. 
 
    He didn’t need to wait for long.  
 
    Olivia approached the booth, and she wasn’t alone. At her side was a gorgeous young woman dressed in a skin-tight black gown, her hair long and red, her eyes bright blue. Olivia’s arm was draped over the woman’s slender shoulders. Her body was thick and curvy in all the right places, her breasts on the verge of tumbling out of the top of her dress. 
 
    Whoever this woman was, she seemed eager. Her eyes were on Vince from the moment she stepped over, and it seemed as if she wanted him more than she wanted anything else in the world. 
 
    “My dear Vincent,” Olivia said. “Allow me to introduce Anna. She’ll be your dinner for the evening.” 
 
    Even through his weakness, it struck Vincent as strange that a human would be in a crypt club like this. 
 
    As soon as he had the thought, however, something else occurred to him—he could tell that she was a human, just by her smell. Anna carried with her a scent that was like cake and sex mixed into one, like she was nothing more than a treat made especially for him to snack upon. 
 
    “You serious?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Very, very serious,” Olivia said. “When I pointed you out, I practically had to restrain her to keep her from running over here and offering herself to you without any ceremony.” 
 
    Vince turned his eyes to Anna. But before he could even ask a question, she slid into the booth next to him. Her body was warm, hot even, as if she was a fresh-baked pastry and hunk of tender meat.  
 
    As if to drive the point home, she placed her hand on his inner thigh, then leaned in close to his ear. 
 
    “I want it,” she whispered, her breath hot on his skin. “Drink as much as you want.” 
 
    Anna turned her head, allowing Vince a good look at her flawless neck, her jugular throbbing tantalizingly with each beat of her heart. He couldn’t resist any longer; he bared his fangs and hissed. 
 
    “Vincent,” Olivia said, raising her eyebrows. “I know you’re hungry, and I know she looks like the queen of snacks. But remember the rules—don’t drink her all the way empty. Drink a bit, and let her go. Just because this little one would be more than happy to be drank down to nothing by a powerful vampire such as yourself doesn’t mean you can.” 
 
    Vince nodded, bringing his eyes back onto her neck. 
 
    “And make sure you’re discrete,” Olivia said. “We don’t want to go giving away who and what we are just yet.” 
 
    Anna pouted and said “Boo.” 
 
    Vince couldn’t hold back any longer. He leaned forward and hissed, sinking his teeth into her neck and piercing through her skin like a pointed razor through silk.  
 
    Anna gasped, the rich, warm, thickness of her blood washing over his tongue and pumping down his throat. He closed his eyes in delight, drinking and drinking.  
 
    His victim moaned, her chest rising up and down, up and down.  
 
    Vince felt the life restore in his body with each pull of her blood into him. 
 
    In the throes of the draining, she took his hand and placed it between her legs. The sensation was enough to remind him that he needed to stop. He pulled his mouth from her neck, twin streams of blood trickling down into her cleavage. 
 
    Anna wasn’t bothered at all. If anything, she seemed unsatisfied, like she wanted more. She turned to him, pure sexual hunger in her eyes. 
 
    “I know just the place if you want to feast on more than just my blood.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough.” Olivia reached in and took Anna by the wrist, guiding the girl up to her feet. “You got what you wanted; don’t be greedy.” 
 
    Anna appeared disappointed for a brief moment, but the expression vanished when she laid eyes on Vince once more, waggling her fingers goodbye at him before vanishing back into the crowd. 
 
    Sara perked up. “Did she… did she just go back out there without cleaning up the blood?” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “Humans like her are as proud of their bite wounds as middle-schoolers are of hickeys. There’s nothing blood bags love more than showing to all of their friends they were chosen for a feeding.” 
 
    “Blood bags?” Vince asked. His strength grew by the moment as the blood pooled in his belly. 
 
    Olivia let out a snort of a laugh. “Humans like her… think of us as rockstars, and themselves as groupies. ‘Blood bag’ is the little nickname some of them have for those types. But, ah, don’t tell them that; it’s a bit offensive. And don’t think of me as a cockblocker; if human women are what you crave, you’ll find that being a vampire will bring more of them into your bed than all the fame and fortune and good looks in the world put together. In fact, if you do decide to go down the manwhore route, I suggest you pace yourself so you don’t get bored. You don’t want to see what vampires who numb themselves to sex end up needing to do to get their rocks off.” She shuddered, as if she was picturing precisely what that was. 
 
    Vince wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, rising from the table. He felt like a new man, a smile forming on his face as he swept his eyes over the club.  
 
    He was eager and ready to get on with what needed to be done. 
 
    “Now, Vincent,” Olivia said, raising her finger like a schoolteacher about to give a lesson. “I hope you learned something very important.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I did. I’ve got powers as Blood Lord, but that means I need more blood to use them. If I burn through my blood too quickly, I risk bad shit happening.” 
 
    “Correct. The last thing you want is to crash in the middle of a fight. So, you’ve got two powers so far. The first is what’s referred to as ‘Vamp Speed’—the ability to move so quickly that it seems as if everyone else is moving slowly. The second is ‘glamouring’—the power to influence the mind of humans.” 
 
    “Great,” Vince said. “What else?” 
 
    She smirked. “Don’t want to spoil the surprise. But seriously, I can only guess. Blood Lords have been absent for so long that it’s hard to separate fact from legend as far as their powers are concerned at this point. And the powers you’ve developed so far… they’ve come along very, very quickly. I can only guess what you’ll be capable of a week from now.” 
 
    Vince could detect the sincerity in her voice.  
 
    Rather than pressing her for more information, he turned his attention to the crowd behind them.  
 
    The dance floor was packed, the first floor lined with booths. The second floor seemed more low-key, with men and women talking and drinking and watching the show below.  
 
    And as far as Vince could tell, the third floor was made up of VIP rooms, dark windows obscuring whatever was happening inside of them. 
 
    “What’s the deal with this place?” Sara asked. “It’s a vampire club?” 
 
    “It’s a Helsing club,” Olivia corrected. “Helsing has huge reach, and owns hundreds and hundreds of crypt clubs and bars all over the world. They provide a place for vamps and other crypts to cut loose, and in exchange, the Helsing get to keep their eyes on them while they party. It’s a decent arrangement. That is, unless Helsing were to change their mind and decide that vamps are fair game for murder.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention back to the club. Now that he knew they were here, he was able to spot more than a few Helsing agents in the crowd, easily identifiable by their sharp suits. 
 
    “OK,” he said. “What’s the next move?” 
 
    “The Evidence Room is a club, sure,” Olivia said. “But, like all Helsing clubs, the back areas function as meeting areas and archives and storage spaces. So, that’s where we need to get.” 
 
    “And how are we going to do that?” Sara asked. “Oh, wait—Vincent can use his glamouring powers, right?” 
 
    “Afraid not,” Olivia said. “Helsing agents are trained to resist that sort of thing. Maybe when his powers grow, but not just yet. On top of that, we don’t want to give ourselves away. If an agent were to spot us, that would be the end of the show.” 
 
    “Then what’s the plan?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Easy,” Olivia said, turning her eyes to Sara. “We’re going to use you, Pipsqueak. 
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    The group approached the back of the club, a sealed door guarded by a Helsing agent preventing them from going any further. 
 
    Olivia approached the guard with total confidence. Vince and Sara stayed behind, exchanging nervous looks. 
 
    “We need in,” Olivia said. “Now.” 
 
    Even though the agent’s eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, Vince could tell that he was regarding them with a look of suspicion. 
 
    “You need access? Why? And let me see your identification.” 
 
    “Don’t have any,” she said. “We were out on a mission and shit went sideways. Lost our info, lost our weapons.” 
 
    What the hell is she thinking? Vince thought. If they bother to check us for weapons, we’re screwed. She’d better know what she’s doing. 
 
    “Yeah?” asked the guard. “What kind of mission?” 
 
    Olivia glanced back over her shoulder, nodding to Sara. “You want to tell him?” 
 
    So now it was Sara’s turn to jump in. Luckily, Vince knew, she didn’t have to lie. She approached the guard, a sheepish expression on her face. 
 
    “We… we were supposed to take out a Blood Lord.” 
 
    That got the guard’s attention. “You… you were the ones on the Blood Lord op? What happened?” 
 
    “That’s none of your business,” Olivia said, her tone sharp. 
 
    “I was told to check in with Agent Bright,” Sara added. “If the mission were complete, or if anything had gone wrong. Well, something went wrong. And now the Blood Lord knows we’re after him.” 
 
    “Shit.” The agent’s composure had broken. The Blood Lord matter was clearly a huge, huge deal. The agent looked over the group, as if trying to see if he could, with one final glance, suss out whether there was anything amiss about their story. 
 
    “You’re reporting to Agent Bright?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Sara said. “And the longer he has to wait for more information, the more upset he’s going to be.” 
 
    A small smile appeared on Olivia’s face for a fraction of a moment. Vince got the impression that she was most pleased at the little flourish of a lie that Sara had spun up in the moment. 
 
    “God,” the agent rubbed the back of his neck, trying to figure out in the moment what he needed to do. “Last thing I want is Bright on my ass. Alright, this is majorly against protocol to let you in here without ID. But since it’s about the Blood Lord thing, I’ll make an exception. Just get in there, check in, and get back out. And make it fast.” 
 
    “Wil do, agent,” Olivia said. “And thank you.” 
 
    He grunted in response, then slipped an ID card out of his inner suit pocket and used it to unlock the door behind him. Once that was done, he stepped aside and allowed the trio to pass.  
 
    They stepped through and into another hall, the door shutting behind them and the thudding bass beat quieting down enough for them to speak at a normal volume. 
 
    “That’s one part down,” Olivia said. “But now comes the important part. We need to find this location’s archive room and see if there’s anything on the Blood Lord.” 
 
    The hallway was totally devoid of any décor, nothing there but low, white lighting and the occasional door. The group turned a corner, a pair of suited agents coming from the other direction. To Vince’s relief, they were too occupied to do anything but nod at him and Olivia and Sara as they passed. 
 
    The group moved past another door, this one open and revealing a large security room with a handful of agents inside, all of them situated in front of a camera bank that looked out on not just the club, but other locations around the city. 
 
    Helsing’s got this whole town under their eye, Vince thought. Gonna be hard to do anything without them finding out. 
 
    They continued, turning one more corner and reaching a stairwell that went up. Vince knew there was nothing to do but take it, even if the last thing he wanted was to travel further and further into the belly of the beast. 
 
    “Going to guess the important stuff is on the third floor,” Olivia said. “Come on.” 
 
    “Can’t we find an elevator or something?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Hey, if you’ve got an ID that’ll let us use it, then be my guest.” 
 
    Sara sighed, knowing that Olivia had made a good point. 
 
    The took the stairs past the second floor and then the third.  
 
    As Vince marched up, he took the time to notice just how damn good he felt. The blood he’d drank from Anna coursed through his veins, and he had enough power inside of him to feel like he could punch a hole through the nearest wall. And when they reached the third floor, his legs didn’t burn with fatigue in the slightest. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, they moved through another door and entered another hallway. A large door on the far end was open, leading to a meeting room with a large glass table and a massive TV on the wall at the far end. From close by, Vince saw that the windows looked out over the club, the writhing bodies down below hardly appearing human. 
 
    “Vince, get your cute butt over here,” he heard Olivia say.  
 
    He turned away from the conference room, spotting Olivia and Sara behind him at the entrance to another room. He hurried over to where they stood and noticed right away that he was in the right place.  
 
    The room was packed with filing cabinets, along with two computer setups. This must be where Helsing kept their files in this location. 
 
    “Perfect,” Vince said, but then his brow furrowed. “We need to find a file on me among all this.” 
 
    Olivia guided them into the room, shutting the door behind her. “All we can do is start looking. There’s got to be something in here that’s got information on you. Best we can do is check it out.” 
 
    “I can look at the computers,” Vince said. “Computers tend to agree with me.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “Perfect. Sara, you check out the paper files. I’ll be out in the hallway keeping watch. Move fast, and be ready to get the hell out of here as soon as I give the word.” 
 
    Vince slipped the mirror that Jerry had given him out of his suit jacket. 
 
    “Got this for when we need to make a getaway. Is it going to be too small?” 
 
    Olivia smiled and shook her head. “That’ll do just fine. Now, you both get to work.” 
 
    Without another word, Olivia ducked out of the room and shut the door behind her. Vince locked it behind her. 
 
    Sara put her hands on her hips and looked around. “This is nuts. I don’t even know what I’m looking for.” 
 
    “Do your best,” Vince said as he took a seat.  
 
    He booted up the computers, using what he’d learned in certain unsavory parts of the internet to bypass the login screen and make his way to the computer desktop.  
 
    Once there, a little poking around led him to the file system. As he worked, he heard behind him the opening and closing of drawers and the rustling of paper. 
 
    “You finding anything?” Vince asked, without interrupting his own search. 
 
    “Nothing useful. Just paystubs and email printouts. God, these guys don’t even send a single text message to one another without making a record of it. It’s going to be impossible to find anything in here.” 
 
    “Do what you can. Anything on the subject of Blood Lords is going to be useful. Right now, we’re totally in the dark.” 
 
    Vince typed away at the keyboard, diving deeper in the file system, opening interesting-looking files he came across and giving them all a quick skim. 
 
    He chuckled at what he found. 
 
    “It’s the same situation over here,” he said. “Transcripts of meetings, emails about expenditures… There’s even receipts for suits.” 
 
    “You want a big stack of pay tubs?” Sara asked, holding up a huge, chock-full envelope. “Because I’ve got ‘em.” She plucked one out and looked it over. “Hey, these guys make pretty good money.” 
 
    Vince was close to giving up hope, when, while clicking through recently-altered files, he found something: a text document labeled “BL IDs.” 
 
    He clicked it eagerly.  
 
    On the screen appeared a list of ten people.  
 
    Frustration took hold of him as he realized the names had been redacted—the names was exactly what they needed. All he had to go on was location and a list of powers.  
 
    A bit of scanning brought his eyes to the one that had to be for him, the location reading New York City. 
 
    He hit print, and immediately a printer whirled to life in the corner of the room. 
 
    “You find something?” Sara asked. “Because I think I did.” 
 
    Before Vince could answer, a commotion erupted in the hallway. 
 
    “Hey!” spoke a man’s voice. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “What, I need a hall pass or something?” responded Olivia. 
 
    “Let me see your ID.” 
 
    Sara and Vince shared a nervous look. 
 
    “Look at this,” Sara said in a low voice. She held up a blood-red folder. A tag on the end read “BL Info.” 
 
    Vince let out a laugh. “That… that looks like what we need.” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked. “Find anything on the computer?” 
 
    Once more, Vince didn’t get a chance to speak. Noises erupted from the hall. It sounded like a scuffle. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Olivia. “Get your grubby little hands off me!” 
 
    “Throw the silver cuffs on her,” said another man. 
 
    “Shit,” Vince hissed as he closed the computer windows and tried to remove all the files he opened from the recently opened list, covering his tracks on the screen, then shutting down the system. Then he sprang out of his seat and snatched up the still-warm papers from the printer, folding them and tucking them into his suit jacket. 
 
    “What do we do?” Sara asked, her big brown eyes wide. “Do we leave her here?” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “Not a chance in hell. We go out there, we grab her, and then we get the hell out as fast as we can.” 
 
    Sara nodded, but Vince could sense the anxiety in her eyes. Sara’s apprehension had worked for him before, when she’d chickened out of shooting him with the crossbow. Now, however, it was working against all of them. 
 
    “Store that file away,” he said. “And let’s go help her.” 
 
    As soon as Vince had spoken, someone pounded on the door. 
 
    “Whoever’s in there, give yourselves up now! If we need to break this door down, we will use deadly force.” 
 
    Vince reached into his suit jacket pocket and slipped out the pistol.  
 
    Sara, taking his cue, did the same. 
 
    “Then go ahead!” he then called out. 
 
    Silence fell out in the hall. But it didn’t last long before a strange humming filled the air. At first, Vince had no idea what it was coming from. But he soon spotted a small circle of pure white light forming around the doorknob. It grew brighter and brighter, the smell of burning accompanying it. 
 
    Then the light went out, the white turning to a molten orange, before the knob and the circle of wood plopped out and onto the ground. 
 
    Through the hole, Vince could see flashes of a fight going on in the hallway. Olivia seemed to be holding her ground. 
 
    With a thud, someone on the other side kicked the door wide open, revealing a team of six or so Helsing agents in the hallway, small bolt-guns raised, the silver bolts in the weapons glinting in the light coming from the ceiling. And, without ceremony, they fired. 
 
    “Sara!” Vince shouted. “Get down!” 
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    The bolts zipped through the air, and Vince realized that he had no option other than to use Vamp Speed. He closed his eyes and focused, the power activating. Time seemed to slow down to a crawl all around him. He spotted the silver bolts shooting through the air, four shooting toward him and the other two toward Sara. 
 
    But they went so slow that Vince could actually take a breather. He could feel the blood he’d only recently drunk from Anna rapidly burning up. He’d have to use his powers wisely. 
 
    Vince moved toward Sara, gently placed his hands on her shoulders and brought her down to the ground, out of the path of the bolts. Then he raised his gun, switching over to regular ammo and firing off two rounds at the agents in the process of slow-motion-rushing into the room.  
 
    This was enough to drain nearly half of his blood supply, so Vince switched off his power once he’d shot. 
 
    Time rushed back to regular speed. The silver bolts clanged into the wall behind him, two pops sounding out from his gun. The Helsing agents in front dropped, each taking a round to the forehead, red mist momentarily appearing in the air behind their heads as the hapless agents dropped. 
 
    “Two men down!” one of the other agents called out. 
 
    “How the hell did he move like that?” asked another. 
 
    “Who cares? They’re fucking vamps! Kill them!” 
 
    More bolts shot through the air.  
 
    Vince grabbed on to Sara, rolling her away from the barrage and back behind the nearest filing cabinet. It wasn’t much, but it would at least provide them a moment’s cover. 
 
    “What the hell do we do?” Sara asked. 
 
    Vince assessed the situation. More Helsing agents were going to pour into the room at any moment. On top of that, they had Olivia. Vince grabbed onto the filing cabinet, pushing it over to give them more cover. 
 
    “We shoot,” he said to Sara. “And keep our heads down!” 
 
    Staying behind the cabinet, he opened fire. The bullets pinged off the walls, and not a single one sounded like it hit home. Sara joined in, raising her gun and opening fire too. All her shots went wide, too. 
 
    “Take cover!” one of the agents shouted. 
 
    “Vince!” Olivia shouted from the hall. “Get out of here while you can!” 
 
    Vince ignored her words. There wasn’t a chance in hell he was going to leave without Olivia.  
 
    He had to get out there somehow.  
 
    A plan started forming in his mind. 
 
    “Vince,” said one of the agents. “That could be the Blood Lord!” 
 
    Vincent winced. So his identity was blown; well, there was nothing to be done about it. In all likelihood, they would have found out anyway who’d broken in once Helsing realized what files had been taken. 
 
    “Call for backup!” one of guards streaming in shouted. “We need all hands to take this prick down!” 
 
    Time’s not on our side, Vince thought. Nothing to do but move. He turned to Sara, taking his gun and clapping it into her open hand. 
 
    “Here’s the plan,” he said. “When I say so, I want you to open fire with both of these. Got it?” 
 
    Sara’s eyes flashed with disbelief. “You want me to shoot both at the same time? Are you serious?” 
 
    Something else occurred to Vince. He clicked his pistol to explosive rounds, reaching over and doing the same to Sara’s. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want you to do. Haven’t you seen The Matrix? Pretty much the same thing.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    Vince was totally shocked by her words. But those moments were not time to school her on the classics of contemporary action cinema. 
 
    “Keep your head down and shoot, that’s all you need to do.” 
 
    “But what if I can’t hit them?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You don’t need to worry about that. You’re doing what’s called suppressing fire—that means taking random shots so they keep their heads down. Once I’m out, I’m going to free Olivia, then we’re going to come back in here and leave through the mirror. Got it?” 
 
    She didn’t look like she did. All she looked was overwhelmed. In a sense, it was a relief to Vince to know that she was a new vampire who seemed even more out of her element than him. 
 
    “Got it?” he asked again, more firmly. 
 
    “Got it,” she finally said and nodded, at least giving him the impression she was ready. 
 
    “Get ready to move in!” called out an agent. 
 
    Vince turned to Sara and roared: “Fire!” 
 
    She flashed him one more panicked look before ducking down and sticking her arms over the top of the overturned filing cabinet. Then she closed her eyes and began pulling the triggers of her two guns, the kickback jerking the guns in her hands as she fired. 
 
    Boom, boom, BOOM. The thundering of the explosive rounds ripped through the air. 
 
    “Take cover!” shouted one of the agents. 
 
    As Sara fired, Vince slipped the blade Jerry had given him out of his suit jacket, extending it. The silver-coated steel glistened, and he grinned at the bloody work in front of him. 
 
    “Stop!” he then shouted to Sara.  
 
    She complied right away, and Vince didn’t waste another second. He sprang over the filing cabinet.  
 
    On the other side was a doorway packed with agents, all of them in the process of taking cover from Sara’s barrage of bullets.  
 
    Vince knew that this was the time to move. 
 
    He rushed over, raising his blade over his head and bringing it down toward the nearest agent. His face flashed with surprise as the blade jammed down into his neck, the point so sharp that Vince barely felt it puncture through the skin. Once it was in one end and out the other, Vince jerked it back and pulled it clean through, severing the agent’s jugular and sending a shower of blood over the nearby agents. 
 
    In the confusion, he turned and slammed his back into the chest of the nearest agent, the force so hard that he felt the agent’s ribs break on impact. His staggered backward, and Vince jabbed his blade forward, smashing through his sunglasses and into his eye. Another push and a twist, and the agent was dead, limp on the end of his blade. 
 
    Vince yanked it out, noting that the agents around him were in the grips of panic at the gory display around them. 
 
    He spotted Olivia, who was at the far end of the hall, in the process of being manhandled by a pair of agents who’d slapped a pair of silver handcuffs on her wrists. One agent punched her hard in the face, the other holding her in place by a handful of her hair. Rage flowed through Vince at the sight. 
 
    “Vince!” Olivia shouted when she spotted him. “Take Sara and get the hell out of here! I’ll find my own way out!” 
 
    The agents at her side raised their bolt-pistols, taking aim and firing. Vince had no choice other than to tap into his Vamp Speed once more, the world slowing down around him.  
 
    The long silver forms of the two bolts careened through the air toward him.  
 
    Vince squatted down, watching them sail over his head and toward the rest of the agents. Once he was clear and standing before Olivia and the agents at her side, he turned off his Vamp Speed and let the world come back to normal. 
 
    Not a moment too soon.  
 
    The instant his powers were turned off, Vince could feel that he was running on fumes. The agents at Olivia’s side regarded Vince with twin expressions of surprise, as if they wanted to know just how he’d appeared in front of them like that. 
 
    His eyes went down to the silver cuffs. Olivia, seeming to sense what was on his mind, shook her head. 
 
    “Vince, don’t you even think about it.” 
 
    He didn’t think about it—he did it.  
 
    Vince reached forward and grabbed on to the center chain of the silver cuffs, as hard as he could. 
 
    The pain was unlike anything he’d ever known before. The silver against his skin was like electricity and burning all at once, like his flesh was melting off his bones. But he fought through the pain, using his strength to squeeze even harder, and finally snap through the silver. The two now separate cuffs fell open, and he tossed the shards of silver in his hand to the ground, his skin already blistering. 
 
    “How… how the hell did a vamp just do that?” asked the agent on the right. 
 
    “He’s not just a vamp,” Olivia said as she raised her hands, her wrists now free from the cuffs. “He’s a Blood Lord.” 
 
    She jammed her fist hard into the stomach of the agent, the air rushing out of his lungs. Another punch to the throat was enough to snap his spine, his neck twisting at an irregular angle. She turned to the other agent, brandishing her fangs and quickly sinking them into his neck. But instead of drinking, she dragged the fangs through his skin, blood spraying against the wall behind him. 
 
    Vince and Olivia then turned their attention to the crowd of agents down the hall, who seemed stunned by the violence they had just witnessed. 
 
    “We need to get out of here right now,” Olivia said. “Where’s the pipsqueak?” 
 
    Vince didn’t have time to answer. An explosive round ripped through the air, this one connecting with one of the agents at the entrance to the file room. The small explosion ripped through the man, blasting his right shoulder to shreds, blood erupting from the new hole in his body as he dropped to his knees, and then into a lifeless heap on the floor. 
 
    “Did I get him?” Sara called out. 
 
    “I think that’s as good of a diversion as we’re going to get. Come on, Vincent.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” he agreed. 
 
    The two of them rushed down the hall, Vincent’s stomach burning with pure hunger as he ran. When they reached the agents, the pair slammed into them, sending the hapless men tumbling backward. Sara was in the room, the pistols still in her hands and a stunned look on her face. 
 
    “The mirror, Vincent!” Olivia said. 
 
    Vince reached into his suit pocket. By this point, however, the hunger was becoming overwhelming. He could barely close his hands, which were still burning with pain, around the mirror, and it slipped from his hand.  
 
    Only Olivia’s quick reflexes saved it from breaking into useless shards on the floor.  
 
    Vince let his head hang down. It was all he could do to focus on remaining awake. 
 
    “Shit,” Olivia said. “He’s in a bad state.” 
 
    “Is he going to be okay?” Sara asked. 
 
    “He used the last of his blood saving me. And now he’s got silver poisoning on top of that. Hold on to him—the best we can do is get him through Dracula’s Road.” 
 
    Vincent felt Sara’s slender arms wrap around him, holding him up.  
 
    Olivia opened the mirror, held it out in front of her, and used her magic to expand the size of the reflection.  
 
    Vince, meanwhile, could hardly hold a thought in his head, let alone wrap his head around what she was doing. 
 
    “They’re getting away!” one of the agents shouted from in the hallway. 
 
    The thwip of bolt-pistols firing cut through the strange, magical hum that came from the mirror. 
 
    “Move!” Olivia shouted, putting her hand on Vince’s back and pushing him through. 
 
    The mirror wrapped around him, the reflection vanishing and being replaced by a dirty, pink mattress that flew up to meet him. More pain radiated through his body on impact. H 
 
    e rolled over and found Sara next to him. Olivia appeared on his other side seconds later. 
 
    Vince looked around. Through his blurry vision, he was able to spot two things—a shelf of cat food in front of him, and the figure of Jerry to his right. He stood there like he’d been waiting for them, his arms casually crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Like the mattress?” he asked. “Thought I’d make it real comfy-like for you three.” 
 
    It was the last thing Vincent was aware of before the last drop of his blood energy faded and blackness overtook him. 
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    “Are you serious? That’s my best stuff! You got any idea how much that juice sells for?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. He’s dying, Jerry. You really going to whine about your bottom line when he’s in the other room on the verge of death?” 
 
    “I don’t know—maybe it’s easiest for me if he croaks, you know? Got enough merde to worry about without some newbie vamp half the town wants dead lying around in my back room.” 
 
    “How can a selfish asshole like yourself fail to understand the value of having a Blood Lord on your side?” 
 
    “You sure about that? Seems pretty easy to kill for a Blood Lord, as far as I can tell. I thought Blood Lords were supposed to be invincible. I’m thinking maybe I was wrong to get all excited about him shaking things up.” 
 
    “Come on, asshole. Give it over and let me feed him.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. But you’re getting me back for this, you know?” 
 
    “Whatever. Sara, pour this down his throat—the whole bottle.” 
 
    Jerry sighed. “Ten Gs, drunk up just like that. I swear, this kid better become the Night King of New York with all the hassle he’s giving me.” 
 
    Vince tried to sit up, but he didn’t have the energy. He heard footsteps, then felt a hand on his chest.  
 
    He opened his eyes weakly to see Sara sitting on the edge of the mattress, holding a bottle of what looked to be red wine. Of course, by now, Vince had no doubts as to what it was. 
 
    “Okay,” Sara said. “Olivia said that you’re on the verge of death. You used way, way too much power. But”—she held up the bottle—“this is supposed to be the blood of some super strong vampire from, like, World War II or something. Olivia said that if you drink this and get some rest, you should be fine.” 
 
    Everything was blurry, but Vince could see well enough to make out Sara opening the bottle of blood and bringing it to his lips. 
 
    “Drink up. We’ve got lots to do, but you need to rest first, okay?” 
 
    Vince used the last bit of strength he had to lift his head and bring his parched lips to the bottle.  
 
    Sara poured in the blood, and it tasted sweeter and more delicious than anything he’d had in his life.  
 
    After a few gulps, he was strong enough to clasp the bottle, Sara letting go as he drank and drank until it was gone. 
 
    When it was empty, a new sort of fatigue fell over him, this one a better, more comfortable exhaustion. He’d had a sense that, before, he needed to fight it.  
 
    But now, everything seemed right with the world. He could let go.  
 
    A smile on his face, he let his arms fall onto the mattress, the bottle rolling off the bed and onto the floor. 
 
    And once more, he slept. 
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    When Vince woke up a second time, he was surrounded by darkness. At first, he waited for his eyes to adjust, like they normally did when he woke up in the middle of the night.  
 
    But nothing happened.  
 
    Slowly, the realization dawned on him that, wherever he was, there wasn’t a trace of light here. 
 
    He stuck out his hands, and they slammed into a solid wall right in front of him, so close that he wasn’t even able to stretch out of his arms.  
 
    Panic started to seep into his system as the terrible truth of the situation dawned on him. 
 
    Vince was trapped. 
 
    He kept his composure, gently pushing down the rising panic, as he ran his fingertips up and down the length of the small space he was enclosed in.  
 
    Vince wasn’t able to sit up and extend his reach down toward his feet, but he found that he could use his feet to touch a surface right beneath them. 
 
    Think. Why the hell would you wake up in a place like this? 
 
    Now that he had ascertained that he was indeed entirely enclosed in a space barely larger than his own body, panic again snuck up his spine, the animal part of him wanting to freak out at being trapped, to bang on the wall in front of him and scream his lungs out until someone came to help.  
 
    But he pushed that feeling aside, clearing his mind and thinking. It wouldn’t do to get his body flooded with adrenaline and stress himself out until he collapsed when he’d just woken up. 
 
    Hmm. Just woken up. And he’d gone to sleep in a bed, which he’d dropped into through a mirror, after fighting off Helsing agents, who wanted him because he was… a Blood Lord. 
 
    Calm washed over him as the answer settled in his mind. 
 
    I’m in a coffin. Of course, I’m in a coffin. I’m a vampire. I’m supposed to sleep in a coffin. 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    Okay, that’s one thing solved. Now the matter of actually getting out of this thing. 
 
    Probably the top panel of the coffin could be lifted off. Unless someone had locked it, it should be a simple matter of lifting a lid. 
 
    Vince placed his palms in front of him and pushed. The front was heavier than he’d anticipated. But he found he’d regained his strength. He felt that he could use the entire force of his new vampire power.  
 
    With a heave, he was able to push the lid up, a crack of light coming in from the side.  
 
    Another push opened it further, the light around him so bright that he needed a moment to focus.  
 
    One final push finished the job, the lid touching ground beside him with a thud.  
 
    He sat up, breathing deep and slow, his hands coming down on the edges of the coffin. 
 
    “Mornin’, sunshine.” The familiar voice of Jerry sounded out. 
 
    Vince turned to see that he was in the middle of Jerry’s workshop. He looked around for some indication of what time it was but found that the room was completely isolated from the outside world. He couldn’t even find a clock. 
 
    Jerry was at a nearby table tinkering with a weapon—a long, mean-looking rifle. He set the thing down and dusted his hands. 
 
    “It’s been twelve hours since you passed out, big man,” he said. “If that’s the question on your little mind. How you feelin’?” 
 
    “I’m feeling… good, surprisingly.” 
 
    “I’d hope you’re feeling good—you guzzled a whole bottle of some of the most expensive blood in the city. Make it worthwhile, because you won’t be tasting anything that good for a while. Don’t worry, you can start thinking about how you’ll pay me back some other time. The ladies are upstairs. Doing a little training.” Jerry approached and flicked his eyes up and down Vince. “Yeah, you look healthy as a horse. Well, an undead, blood-sucking horse.” He guffawed at his own joke, clapping his hand on Vince’s arm. “Now get your ass on out of there and back to the world of the living—so to speak.” 
 
    Jerry grabbed hold of the lower compartment of the coffin and tossed it open, exposing Vince’s legs. Vince carefully climbed out of the thing, dropping to the floor and stretching his limbs and spine. 
 
    “I’ve been out for a whole day?” he grunted. 
 
    “You surprised? Vamps gotta sleep, too. And it’s not like you can go traipsing around in the daytime, right? Hope you weren’t too big on noontime strolls in your undershirt, boss, because those days are over. Come on—the ladies wanted me to let them know when you were up.” 
 
    It took a moment for Vince to get used to how damn easy it was to move.  
 
    Each step seemed effortless, the air tasted sweet, and he felt strong enough to kick through a brick wall.  
 
    Between the blood and the rest, he felt like a new vampire. 
 
    “How’d those weapons work out for you, boss?” Jerry asked as the two up them made their way up the stainless-steel stairs to the next floor. 
 
    “Great. Couldn’t have done it without them.” 
 
    “So charmed to hear it. Now, I’ve got plenty of gear for you to use whenever you need it—for a price, of course. But when you’re out there, doing your vamp thing, you should keep an eye out for other guns and swords and trinkets. The toys I whip up in my lab aren’t the only goodies you can find. There’s other craftsmen who churn out some fine gear, along with antiques imbued with all sorts of magical powers. You find some good enough stuff and there won’t be a crypt or an agent that can stand up to you, y’hear?” 
 
    “Got it.” Vince allowed himself a small grin at the idea of finding even more powerful weapons as they made it to the second floor. 
 
    “Let me show you what I mean. Come here.” 
 
    They stopped near one of the tables on the second floor, filled with tools, projects, and bits of circuit boards. There was also a small box, about the size of a fist, of a dark, rich wood, with gilded borders and a small, red stone in the middle of the lid. 
 
    “Got a friend of mine who’s into old-school crypt artifacts and such,” Jerry said, picking up the box. 
 
    “Looks fancy.” 
 
    “Very much so. Now, this guy’s a bit of a salesman, which means he’s got what you might call a predilection for bullshitting.” Jerry laughed. “But he tells me that this little thing here’s a relic from the Byzantine Empire. Some old courtier who was believed to be a vamp wore this, used it to get an edge on the other vamps.” 
 
    He flicked the box open, revealing a pillow of gold-colored satin, a small ring in the center. The ring was ink-black set with a delicate red jewel. 
 
    “You familiar with the Optimatium?” Jerry asked. 
 
    Vince shook his head. Jerry took the ring from the box and held it between his fingers. Even from a distance, Vince could tell that it was something precious. 
 
    “The Optimatium are the top of the top when it comes to vamps: the rich, the elite, the fancy-schmancy types. Being a vamp, living forever and all that jazz, it’s got all sorts of benefits. Some among your kind have chosen to use that to rise to the highest levels of society, to gain wealth and prestige and influence. Those are the Optimatium—the best of the best.” He snorted. “Well, according to them, that is. This thing belonged to one of them. Try it on, boss.” He placed it on the crook of his thumb and flicked it over.  
 
    Vince caught it and regarded the thing in his hand. “Never been much of a jewelry guy.” 
 
    “Try it on. You might find yourself singing a different kind of tune.” 
 
    Vince glanced up at Jerry, then down at the ring. 
 
    Here goes nothing. He slipped the ring on his finger. As soon as he did, he could feel something change inside of him, something shift. His blood supply appeared in his mind’s eye, and he saw it grow bigger. Not by a huge amount, maybe ten percent. But he was certain he had more power at his disposal. 
 
    “That’ll give you a bit more magic to play with. You feel it, right?” 
 
    Vince nodded. 
 
    “Like I said, there are more powerful toys out there. Up to you to find them. But that little guy right there might give you the edge you need, when you need it. At least, it’ll help you not hit empty in the worst sort of way.” 
 
    Vince regarded the ring on his finger for another moment before turning his attention back to Jerry. “What’s in it for you?” 
 
    He snorted. “I’m in the crypt gear business, boss. But I’m also in the staying alive business. I don’t know what on earth is going on with Helsing, but they need to be stopped before things get even worse. With how well you and the ladies did last night, I’m thinking you three might be my best shot at getting through this.” He raised his eyebrows, tilting his head to the side. “And I might call in some favors now and then. That’s how you get by in the crypt world, by thinking real strategic-like.” 
 
    “You boys going to flap your gums all day, or are you going to get to work?” 
 
    Jerry and Vince turned to see Olivia standing before them, her hands on her hips. She was dressed in a skin-tight, dark-blue skirt that hit just above her knees, a white blouse with several buttons undone tucked into the waistband. Her silver-blonde hair was slicked back behind her ears, and her lips were ruby-red. On her feet was a pair of jet-black pumps. 
 
    She looked good—good enough for Vince’s cock to shift in his jeans and for images from last night to play in his head. He’d watched her take his prick into his mouth, those red lips wrapped around his shaft.  
 
    But he wanted more. 
 
    “Focus, Vince,” she said, a small smile on her lips that suggested she knew exactly what was on his mind. “We’ve got something to show you. Come on.” 
 
    Without waiting another moment, she turned and headed down the way toward the far end of the hall. Her hips swayed back and forth.  
 
    Vince found it damn near impossible to take his eyes off her. 
 
    “Good-looking lady,” Jerry said with a smirk. “But humans and vamps? That don’t work—had to learn that one the hard way. Anyhow, you go see what the ladies want; I’ve got to head back downstairs. That gear doesn’t fix itself up.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Thanks for everything, man,” Vince said. 
 
    “You got it, bossman,” Jerry said, and flicked him a peace sign before starting back down the stairs to the first floor. 
 
    With Jerry gone, Vince turned to Sara and Olivia. Sara’s eyes latched onto Vince and went wide. She rushed over to him, closing the distance and throwing her arms around him. 
 
    “You’re up! Oh my God, I was so worried about you!” 
 
    Through the hug, Vince could feel her full, round breasts press against him. He wasn’t sure if it was the blood or the rest or both, but all he could think about was having her once again bent over in front of him, her ass jiggling as he jammed his cock inside of her. 
 
    “I’m up,” Vince said as Sara let go and stepped back. “And I feel like I slept for a million years.” 
 
    “One more of the many perks of being a vamp,” Olivia said with a smile. “When we go down to rest, we fall asleep right away and wake up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, ready to start the night.” 
 
    “I barely remember anything; just you and Vince arguing before Sara fed me.” 
 
    “You depleted your store of blood energy, Vince,” Olivia said, her expression turning serious. “It’s a miracle you even managed to get out of there. And… you did it to save me. All I can say is thank you.” 
 
    Vince shook his head. “Not a chance I was going to leave you to them. If we’re going to get through this, whatever it is, we’re going to need to have one another’s backs.” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “That’s right. We lucked out with Jerry, however. Not every place we go to is going to have a blood store and vampire sleeping facilities.” 
 
    “What about your apartment?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Not a chance we can go back there. Maybe once Helsing has been beaten back, but for now it’s compromised. We try to catch some Zs there and we’ll wake up to a squad of agents with bolt pistols pointed at us. And that’s assuming we wake up at all.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and leaned against the railing overlooking the first floor. Down below, Vince could see Jerry at work at one of this tables, rock music playing while he tinkered with one thing or another. 
 
    “No,” Olivia continued. “We’re going to need a base of operations; someplace that’s big enough for not only you, Vince, but for your coterie. Not to mention your gear, your blood, and anything else that you’re going to want to close at hand. And, of course, it’ll need to be secure.” 
 
    “Sounds great. Got ten million lying around for us to buy a place like that in New York?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was going to be easy. But us vamps are resourceful. And not to mention, we live for a long, long time. That means I’m sure we can find some vamp in this city with money who we could perhaps do a favor for. Something to keep in mind. For now, I managed to talk Jerry into letting us use this place as a safehouse. He’s going to want a whole lot of favors, but it’s good to have him on our side all the same.” 
 
    “Good,” Vince said. “And what about the data we picked up from The Evidence Room?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we’ve been going over,” Olivia said, gesturing toward a nearby table. “Let’s discuss.” 
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    The table was littered with documents from the mission, one of them the blood-red folder that Sara had found. Among the papers were three mugs and a teapot. 
 
    “Teatime?” Vince asked with a smile. 
 
    “Nope,” Olivia said as they all took their seats. “Something better.” 
 
    She reached for the pot and filled up one of the mugs. Dark, steaming liquid poured out. When the mug was full, Olivia passed it over to Vince.  
 
    He looked inside, the tea-like smell hitting him right away. 
 
    “That’s fermented blood,” Olivia said. “Even vampires need something to sip to relax.” 
 
    “And it’s good for gut health,” Sara said as she wrapped her hands around her mug and brought it to her lips. “Try it!” 
 
    Vince did as they asked, picking up the mug and giving it a sip. It was rich and dark, almost like melted chocolate. He could detect the presence of herbs mixed in. 
 
    “It’s… pretty damn good, actually. Vamps sure have thought of everything.” 
 
    “You won’t miss the human world,” Olivia said. “Though you might miss certain things about it, like coffee and tea and such. Fortunately, you’ll find that that plenty of enterprising vamps have come up with substitutes that won’t make you long for the real thing. Often, they’re even better than the real thing.” 
 
    Vince sipped his tea once more, letting the strange taste linger on his palate before bringing it down in a hard swallow.  
 
    Between the rest and the tea, he now felt energized and ready for whatever the day held for them. 
 
    “What’ve we got here?” he asked, turning his attention to the papers. 
 
    “Two different kinds of info,” Olivia said. “Part of it is about you, part about Blood Lords in general.” She picked up the blood-red file and passed it over to Vince. “Take a look. I’m sure you’ll be interested in what you read in here.” 
 
    He took the file from her hand and opened it. It held only a few papers. He started at the top. The first page was about him, it seemed. The first paragraph was comprised of his vitals, from his age (twenty-five) to his height (six-two) to his weight (one-eighty) and everything in between. 
 
    “This is insane,” he said. “They have info on my parents, even my freaking elementary school.” 
 
    “They’ve been following you for a long while, Vince,” Olivia said. 
 
    “But why did they wait until now to strike, if they were so afraid of me? Wouldn’t it make more sense to kill me as a kid?” 
 
    “If that’s what they wanted, then yes,” Olivia said. “But what you’re seeing there, observation and information-gathering, that’s the sort of work I’m used to from Helsing. Keep reading and you’ll see what I mean.” 
 
    He went on, glossing over the biographical information and coming to a section labeled “Conclusion”. 
 
    “Read that last part out loud,” Olivia said. 
 
    Vince took a sip of his tea, cleared his throat, and began. 
 
    “We estimate that the subject will reach the pinnacle of his powers sometime around his twenty-fifth birthday. At that age, we recommend making contact and forming a working relationship.” It went on like that, about how Helsing might want to reach out to him to meet. 
 
    “There’s nothing here about wanting to kill me,” he said. “Unless this is all euphemisms or something.” 
 
    “It’s not—check the date.” 
 
    He did, seeing that the conclusion had been written in March of 2017—over five years ago. 
 
    “They wanted to meet with you,” she said. “Likely so they could let you know about your powers, about them, and about crypts. They didn’t want to kill you.” 
 
    “But at some point,” he said, his eyes flicking over to Sara, “they changed their mind.” 
 
    Sara pursed her lips, as if the memory were too much to take. 
 
    “There’s more I want you to see in the blood file,” Olivia said. “But for now, turn your attention to what you printed off from the computer.” 
 
    She passed the now-stapled sheet of paper over to him. 
 
    “This is the list of Blood Lords,” he said. “But with all the names blacked out.” 
 
    “Right. Look at the notes at the bottom.” 
 
    Vince scanned the information. There were ten in total, but he noted that the file was titled “known Blood Lords”—there could be more. 
 
    The locations of the Lords were all around the world. There was one in LA, one in Tokyo, one in Moscow, and so on. A few of them, the Chicago, Mexico City, and Toronto lords, said “Eliminated” at the bottom, followed by a date.  
 
    Vince looked over the dates, noting something they all had in common. 
 
    “The dates,” he said, his eyes flashing. “They’re all within the last three months.” 
 
    Olivia nodded and smiled. “That’s right. So, Helsing goes from monitoring you for years. Then, all of a sudden, they decide that not only do you need to die, but so do all of the other Blood Lords.” 
 
    Vince sat back, letting the piece of paper rest on his chest. “Almost like they had a change in management, one that had a very different idea of how to handle the Blood Lord situation.” 
 
    “Look on the other page.” 
 
    The last page had three more sections, one Blood Lord in some city in China that he’d never heard of, the other in Prague. There was no “Eliminated” addition; they should still be alive and kicking. 
 
    The final Blood Lord caught his eye. 
 
    “New York City.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Olivia said. “That means there’s two Blood Lords in town. I’d bet you that whatever’s going on, it has to do with the other Blood Lord.” 
 
    Vince tossed the sheet of paper onto the table. “Then we need to find out who he is.” 
 
    “That’s the next step. But before we go running off into the night trying to find out who this last Blood Lord is, I want you to read more of your file. It’ll give you some insight on what me and Pipsqueak here have been up to today.” 
 
    Vince picked up the blood-red folder once more and browsed around until he found a page titled “Powers.” 
 
    “Read the top.” 
 
    Vince cleared his throat and began. “So far, the subject is only just coming into the increased strength and agility that his Blood Lord nature has granted him. However, we have reason to believe that, if the scattered information we have on previous Blood Lords is true, he may become a highly powerful practitioner of Shadow Magic.” 
 
    “Shadow Magic,” he said, setting down the paper and sitting back. “That’s what you were doing in the apartment right?” 
 
    “That’s right. But look what else is there.” 
 
    He scanned the rest of the powers page. There he saw listed the six classes of vampire that Olivia had explained to him the night before: Bruiser, Fiend, Fleshmancer, Nightweaver, Shadow, and Blood Dragon. There were five empty circles under each one, the words “to be filled in with each level.” 
 
    “With each level?” he asked aloud. 
 
    “It means that, as a Blood Lord, you’re not limited to just one of those classes; you can gain power in all five. You could even master them, if you wish. That’s the power of the Blood Lord.” 
 
    “Okay, so I have to gain levels in these different classes. How do I do that?” 
 
    “You use the blood of Balthazar.” 
 
    Vince cocked his head to the side. “You’re going to have to be a hell of a lot less cryptic.” 
 
    “I’m not being cryptic. Let me show you what I mean.” 
 
    She rose, stepping over to the balcony and calling down to Jerry. 
 
    “Oh, Jerry?” 
 
    It took a moment for him to lower the volume of his music. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you mind if I take a look at that lovely box with which you presented Vincent’s ring?” 
 
    “The box? What you want that for?” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    He sighed. “Alright, give me a second.” 
 
    Vince heard some noise downstairs, followed by the hollow, metallic bang bang bang of his footsteps going up the stairs. After a little more rummaging, Jerry grabbed the box and brought it over. 
 
    “There you are, little lady. What’s the matter? You wish I was giving you some nice jewelry?” 
 
    She laughed. “Hardly. Jerry, in your fixation on the ring, you missed the real treasure of the box. You see that stone set in the lid?” 
 
    “That red jewel? Sure. Pretty nice.” 
 
    “Pry it out.” 
 
    “You serious? And ruin the box? This thing’s got to be worth a fortune?” 
 
    She raised her finger toward Vince. “You see this vampire? Give him a few weeks and he’ll be the most powerful in the city. His favor’s going to be worth more to you than any silly box.” 
 
    Jerry glanced up to Vince, who shrugged his shoulders in response. 
 
    “Whatever you say, blondie.” 
 
    Jerry slipped a multi-tool out of his pocket and flipped out a flat blade. He jammed it under the jewel, prying it out with a little bit of effort. It popped into his hand, and he gave it a closer look once it was free. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” he said. “There’s… liquid in here or something.” 
 
    Olivia grinned and held out her hand. “Toss it over. Oh, and grab me a shot glass.” 
 
    Jerry held the stone in his hand for a moment, as if he didn’t want to part with it. Then, with a sigh, he flicked it over to Olivia. She neatly caught it, Jerry stepping away for a moment and grabbing a shot glass on one of the other tables. 
 
    “It’s so pretty,” Sara said, leaning over to get a good look at it. “What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “Let me show you.” 
 
    Jerry handed her the shot glass, and she set it in front of her, while holding the stone to her mouth. Her fangs extended, and she plunged one of them into the tip of the oval jewel. 
 
    “What the!” Jerry called out as he raised his hand, as if he wanted to stop her. 
 
    But the damage was done.  
 
    The end of the jewel was broken open.  
 
    A pleased smile on her face, Olivia turned the jewel over and poured the contents—blood, it seemed—out of the jewel and into the shot glass. 
 
    She raised the full glass, letting the table get a good look. 
 
    “This is Balthazar’s blood,” she said. 
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    “Balthazar’s blood? As in, the first vampire?” Vince asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And that’s his blood in there?” Sara asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “That… that’s up for debate. Some say that when Balthazar died, he turned into a being of pure blood and his followers gathered it, using it to grow their powers. Others say that certain humans possess a very, very rare blood type that provides vampires with far more strength than I usual. Others still swear that this is an alchemical concoction, the secrets known only to a select few. Whatever the truth is, we know two things—that this allows us to improve our powers, and that no one knows for sure where it comes from.” 
 
    Vince crossed his arms over his chest. “Now, couldn’t someone track down where it comes from? Not like you vamps need to worry about time or nothing like that.” 
 
    “Oh, vampires have tried. But the strange thing about that is any vampire who tries to find out where Balthazar’s blood comes from has a funny way of never being heard from again. Many, many have tried, to the point where it’s even a figure of speech among vamps. If someone’s bothering you, getting on your nerves, you tell them to ‘go find Balthazar’s blood’—to ‘screw off’, basically.” 
 
    “So, how do you get it?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Vampires seem to well, come across it here and there. You might find some in a wealthy vampire’s home, or a mysterious individual might offer it as a reward for performing a service for them. Other vampires swear that they’ve simply encountered it in their home, finding a small vial squirreled away as if Balthazar himself wanted them to have it. Wherever they come from, you always find them in these blood-red crystals.” 
 
    Olivia raised the glass once more. “Like now. None of us tried to find it, yet here it is.” 
 
    She placed it on the table and nudged it over to Vince. “Now, what you’re going to do, Vince… is drink it. For us vampires who only have the gift of one class, growing our power is a simple matter of drinking and then learning from others what we can now do. For you, on the other hand, a Blood Lord of infinite potential, things might be different. But you’ll never know until you drink.” 
 
    Vince looked down at the shot glass before him. He picked it up and peered into the liquid, noting that it was as thick as oil. All eyes were on him. 
 
    “Drink,” Olivia said.  
 
    He raised the glass. “Bottoms up, I guess.” 
 
    With that, he tossed the drink down. 
 
    Vince had tasted many strange things over the last day. But none of them compared to the sensation of Balthazar’s blood down his throat. It was thick and viscous, like jelly—and just as sweet. The flavor was so good, in fact, that all he could do was close his eyes and savor it. 
 
    When he opened them, however, he was no longer in Jerry’s workshop. Instead, he was in some strange realm seemingly comprised of swirling, red mist. He looked down and there was nothing there—it was as if only his spirit was present. 
 
    Before him were six forms in the mist.  
 
    The leftmost was a of a hulking figure, towering with muscles like none Vince had ever seen.  
 
    The second was a tall, thin figure, with long hands and fingers and nails, his head bald and ears pointed.  
 
    To its left was a horrible, twisted thing with dripping flesh, its limbs shifting and changing as if it were made of clay.  
 
    Next there was a shadowy, wraith-like figure, a curved dagger in each hand.  
 
    Then there was a figure in all black, shadows behind it with arms outstretched.  
 
    Finally, there was a dragon, its form blood-red, massive fangs protruding from its mouth. 
 
    These are the six forms of a vampire, he thought. And I need to choose one to gain power in. 
 
    His eyes flicked from form to form; it was nearly impossible to decide. The hulking physicality of the Bruiser had its appeal, and so did the strange contortions of the Fleshmancer. Not to mention the seemingly mystical power of the Blood Dragon. 
 
    But his eyes settled on the Shadow Mage. He’d witnessed Olivia using the powers before, how she could manipulate light itself. 
 
    I’ve got some speed and power now, he thought. But I want to make my magic even stronger. 
 
    He’d made his decision. Vince stepped toward the figure. The spirit turned toward him and raised its hand. Acting on instinct, Vince did the same. Their fingers grew closer and closer together until they touched… and immediately a surge of power so intense that it was nearly painful ran through him.  
 
    Vince let out a cry, the red, swirling mist moving in and wrapping all around him until he seemed to be totally subsumed by blood. 
 
    Then he was back.  
 
    Vince looked around him, realizing he’d returned to the table and was with his companions. 
 
    “Now, that was certainly something,” Jerry said, a small smile on his face. 
 
    “What happened?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It was so weird,” Sara said. “You just sat up and froze and your eyes turned completely red. But it only lasted for a few seconds.” 
 
    “That’s it? It felt like more time than that.” 
 
    Olivia smiled. “That place you went to, it’s known as The Night King’s Abode. Once you get the hang of it, you can transport to this space to practice your powers, see what upgrading your abilities can do. In time, however. I trust you were able to allocate this portion of Balthazar’s Blood?” 
 
    Vince ran his hand through his hair, still trying to wrap his head around what had just happened. 
 
    “Yeah. I had my choice of six upgrades.” 
 
    Olivia learned forward, her eyes shimmering with excitement. “Well? Don’t keep us in suspense! Which did you pick?” 
 
    “I went with the Shadow Mage path.” 
 
    “Really?” Sara asked in an excited tone. “That’s like me!” 
 
    “Excellent choice,” Olivia added. “You’ll find that the power of shadow magic is far greater than that of mere muscle.” 
 
    “We’ve been training in that while you were out,” Sara said. “I’ve been practicing.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “Now, I’m Nightweaver, which means that my abilities in shadow magic are minimal. As you and Sara grow in your gifts, you’ll surpass my powers. For now, I can show you the basics. Come.” 
 
    “I’m going back to the workshop,” Jerry said. “You kids let me know if you come across any more priceless jewels while you’re playing wands and wizards.” 
 
    With that, he was off. 
 
    The trio made their way to the top floor of the warehouse workshop, Jerry’s rock music starting up once they arrived. Vince was greeted with a strange setup of lights and mirrors on a pair of tables parallel to one another. The lights pointed in different directions, casting long shadows across the nearby wall. 
 
    “What you saw at my apartment was just a sample of the power of shadow magic,” Olivia said as she approached one of the tables, turned, and leaned back against it. “I’ve seen single Shadow Mages take on a whole room of people who wished to do them harm. A vampire against a werewolf might be a close battle. But a well-trained, high-level Shadow Mage against a werewolf is no fight at all. Come.” 
 
    Vince and Sarah approached Olivia, Vince having to hold his hand over his eyes to block the harsh light coming from the lamps. 
 
    “These are some of Jerry’s workshop lights,” she said. “Very, very bright—they’ll work well for our purposes.” 
 
    Once Sara and Vince were at her side, Olivia nodded to a mug on the table across from them. 
 
    “Now, what I want is for you, Vincent, to pick up that mug and bring it over to me.” 
 
    “But without actually going over there to get it,” he said. 
 
    She smiled and nodded once slowly. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Let me do it!” Sara cried out, her voice braced with excitement. 
 
    “Fine, Pipsqueak. Show him what I taught you.” 
 
    Sara smiled, then narrowed her eyes in concentration. “Alright. So. First you need a shadow near the object, because stretching the shadow depends on the power of the mage.” 
 
    “Right,” Olivia said. “Adjust the light to your advantage. Think strategically. Be clever.” 
 
    Sara smiled. “In this case, I don’t need to be all that clever.” She reached over and adjusted one of the lights near her so that it was angled against the wall, then raised her hand. The change in light allowed her shadow to stretch. 
 
    Then she closed her eyes and focused. The shadow seemed to peel from the wall, reaching out like a thing made of pure darkness. Sara’s expression tightened as she moved her shadowed hand toward the mug, plucking it off the table with her index and forefinger. 
 
    Slowly, she brought the mug toward her. It appeared to require a great expenditure of energy, however. 
 
    As he watched, Vince decided to give it a try. He raised his hand, a shadow appearing on the wall just over top of Sara’s. It took great effort to use the shadow arm, as if it were an awkward new limb that had just grown out of him. 
 
    But it took him little time at all to figure it out, to understand how to keep his real arm still and transfer movement over to the shadow. He moved it over top of Sara’s. She was still doing her best to carry the mug, but with a smile on his face, he managed to use his shadow to take the mug from hers. 
 
    “Hey!” she cried out as she realized what was happening. 
 
    Vince then took the mug over to Olivia, sticking out his shadow arm and offering it. 
 
    “Very good, Vincent,” she said, taking the mug. “You found your skill just as quickly as I would expect from a Blood Lord. But be warned: your shadow magic drains your supply of blood just as much as any of your other gifts. And I’m sure you don’t need me to remind you of the perils of running low on blood.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “The other day was all the lesson I’ll need.” 
 
    Olivia crossed her arms, looking Vince up and down one more time, as if making a final assessment of his abilities. 
 
    “Keep practicing and you’ll gain more and more power in time.” 
 
    Sara appeared hurt. “Does this mean that he’s going to be more powerful than me already?” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “One of the gifts of the Blood Lord is being able to use vampire powers as if he’s been able to do so his whole life—which is somewhat true. He was born with our blood, unlike you, who were given it.” 
 
    Disappointment lingered on Sara’s face. 
 
    “But don’t worry, Pipsqueak. Just because Vince has a better handle on our powers now, doesn’t mean that he will be able to reach the same heights as you. Give it time and practice, along with a little of Balthazar’s Blood, and you’ll find that your powers are second to none.” 
 
    “Uh, kids?” 
 
    Jerry’s voice reached them from the bottom of the workshop. 
 
    “Y’all might want to come down here for a hot minute.” 
 
    The group shared the same look of concern before hurrying from their training area and making their way downstairs. It took a moment before they spotted Jerry, who stood before a bank of monitors. Security footage, it seemed. 
 
    “This is bad,” he said. 
 
    The group gathered around him. 
 
    “What is it?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Take a look.” 
 
    Vince moved in front of the monitor bank, taking his place next to Jerry. A quick scan of the bank revealed two rows. The top covered the workshop, six screens that allowed a view of each floor, including the floor where they were currently standing. 
 
    The bottom was for the shop out front. Vince realized right away what had caught Jerry’s attention—pouring into the store was a squad of six Helsing agents, all dressed in their usual sharp suits and sunglasses. A young man was working the counter, and two customers were in the store. The Helsing agents surrounded the customers, guiding them out. Once that was done, they stepped over to the counter. 
 
    “Shit,” Jerry said, the word coming out in a low hiss. “We’d better get ready. Something tells me they’re not here for some snacks and conversation.” 
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    “What do we do?” Panic was all over Sara’s face, her eyes wide. 
 
    Vince raised his finger to the screen, pointing at the man behind the register. He was skinny with long black hair, his white sleeveless tee revealing arms covered in tattoos. 
 
    “We need to help him,” Vince said. “I don’t know what those agents have planned, but I doubt it’s going to work out well for him.” 
 
    “That’s Ransom,” Jerry said. “My apprentice. He knows what to do when Helsing comes knocking.” 
 
    Jerry reached forward and adjusted a knob, and Slayer started blasting from the speakers. When Vince heard footsteps that matched the agents on-screen moving closer to the counter, Vince realized that Jerry had just turned on microphones which picked up the sound from the store. 
 
    “We’re looking for Jerry Beauvoir,” one of the agents said, his voice gruff. 
 
    “Who?” Ransom tossed his hair back, barely looking up from his book to address the agents. 
 
    “Come on, kid,” Jerry said. “Don’t you go being some smartass now.” 
 
    “I’m going to ask one more time,” said another agent. “Jerry Beauvoir. We know he’s around here somewhere. Get him for us.” 
 
    Ransom shrugged. “No idea who you’re talking about, dude.” 
 
    “The man whose name is on the store,” the first agent said. 
 
    “Huh.” Ransom shrugged in a way that made it clear he was that sort of young man who didn’t care for anyone in a suit to tell him what to do. “I dunno. I always assumed it was like Wendy’s or something, you know? Like, the name of the store and not anyone real. I guess you might be right. Might be some guy called Jerry hiding out in a penthouse and raking in the profits. Between you and me, I’d bet you my next minimum wage that that’s not very much.” 
 
    “Stop playing dumb,” the first agent said. “We know he works here, and we’ve got good reason to believe that his workshop is on the premises.” 
 
    Jerry kept his eyes on the screen. 
 
    “Aren’t they going to know you’re here?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Nope. Paid good money for a witch’s spell on the place to keep it hidden from view. They can go into the stock room, but they’re not going to be able to see shit. As long as Ransom plays dumb, there’s nothing they can do.” 
 
    The first and second agents regarded one another. 
 
    “Check the back,” the first said to the other. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    The second agent moved to the stockroom door. 
 
    “Hey!” Ransom shouted. “You can’t go back there! Employees only and shit!” 
 
    The agent didn’t even bother looking over his shoulder before kicking the door down and rushing into the stockroom, followed by a couple of his colleagues. 
 
    On the breakroom monitor, the three agents could be seen rushing in and frantically looking around. 
 
    “Nothing in here, sir!” shouted one of them. 
 
    “See?” Ransom asked with a shrug. “Told you. Now, can you guys get out of here and let me finish my shift? I was supposed to start changing the drawer out, like, fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    The lead agent at the register turned to one of the agents behind him. 
 
    “You have the rune?” 
 
    “Got it.” He reached into his inner suit jacket pocket, taking out a small stone with what looked to be a glyph scrawled onto it. “Gonna take a few minutes to get this going, sir.” 
 
    “No way,” Jerry said, disbelief in his voice. “That can’t be…” 
 
    Before he could say another word, the lead agent swiftly removed a pistol from his suit jacket and aimed it at Ransom. 
 
    “Woah!” Ransom shouted, raising his hands. “What the he—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish before the agent pulled the trigger. The shot hit Ransom, a splatter of blood appearing on his shoulder. He dropped to his knees and grabbed the wound, crying out in pain. 
 
    “What the fuck, man?” he asked. “You shot me!” 
 
    “Fuck,” Jerry growled under his breath. “This is not how I imagined it would go down.” 
 
    The first agent, the one who’d pulled the trigger, nodded to another of the agents. 
 
    “Keep your gun on him. If he makes a move, put the next round through his head.” 
 
    “We have to do something!” Sara shouted. “They’re going to kill him!” 
 
    None of the group had a chance to say a word before the first agent set his eyes on the camera and approached, a smile on his face. When he was close enough to address the camera, he spoke. 
 
    “Jerry Beauvoir,” he said. “My name is Agent Windham with the Helsing Bureau. We have reason to believe that you’re harboring a wanted vampire named Vincent Pike. We want him, and we want you.” He swept his hand behind him at the agent with the strange glyph. 
 
    “Before coming, we were in contact with the witch coven responsible for your shrouding spell, who kindly provided us with a glyph that can combat and remove it. Here’s the deal we’re offering. If you come out, we’ll take you and Vincent and the other vampires. But if we need to use this glyph, we’ll kill your clerk, and you, and anyone else who stands in the way of what we want. Understand? You have two minutes to make your decision.” 
 
    Behind him, the agent with the stone squatted down, setting it on the ground. Once it was there, he traced the glyph with his fingertip, the symbol lighting with dark-red energy. 
 
    “Shit,” Jerry said. “Shit, shit, shit. Those damn witches sold me out!” 
 
    He stood up, running his hand through his hair. “You all stay here,” he said. “I gotta do something about Ransom. There’s a back way y’all can sneak out, and—” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Olivia said. “You go out there without us and they’ll put a bullet through your head before you even have a chance to begin thinking up an excuse.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving you, Jerry,” Vince said. 
 
    Jerry said nothing, pursing his lips. He clearly knew they were right. 
 
    “We have to do something now,” Sara said, concern in her voice. “He’s bleeding out!” 
 
    Jerry turned to the monitor that showed behind the counter, and Vince took a look too. Sure enough, the blood pool underneath Ransom was growing larger and larger by the second. 
 
    “Ah, hell,” Jerry said. “That dumbass agent must’ve hit an artery or something. If we don’t get out there and help him, they won’t even need to put a bullet in the poor kid before he dies.” 
 
    Vincent stood up. “Then there’s nothing to discuss. We need to get out there and help him.” 
 
    Jerry shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re saying, ami. You go out there and they’ll take you down hard for what you three pulled at The Evidence Room. I go out alone, they might take it easy on me.” 
 
    “You’re smarter than that, Jerry,” Olivia said. “They’ll take you to HQ and torture you until you sing like a bird. And they won’t just physically torture you; they’ll magically torture you, too. You ever had a spellcaster set every last one of your nerves on fire, then cast a time-perception spell to make every second feel like a day?” 
 
    Jerry rubbed the back of his neck. “I can’t say I have.” 
 
    “Then you’re in this with us,” Olivia said. “Here’s the deal—we go out and talk to them. And while we’re doing that, you think of something.” 
 
    “’Think of something’?” Jerry asked. “You care to be a little vaguer, darling?” 
 
    “You’ve got a whole workshop full of fun toys. Why not put them to use?” 
 
    Jerry reached forward and tapped a key on the keyboard in front of the monitor bank, bringing the cameras from out front and out back of the store onto the big screen. Sure enough, two cars were pulling to a stop in back, two more in front. 
 
    “They’re surrounding us,” Jerry said. “Gonna make sure that y’all don’t pull a getaway like you did before.” 
 
    “We can’t use a mirror?” Vince asked. It seemed like something obvious that they were all missing.  
 
    “Not while they have that glyph.” He pointed to the agent with the magical object. “We gotta get that. If we can take the glyph, we can transport back here to the workshop and seal it off from them. If they’ve gotten to the coven that made this seal for me, then it’s only a matter of time before they find this place. But in the meantime, we can figure out a next step—not to mention save that poor SOB Ransom.” 
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    The group wasted no time breaking from the monitors and hurrying across the workshop in the direction Jerry pointed them. At first, the hallway appeared to lead to nowhere. But as they approached, a spectral door appeared, one that Vince recognized as leading to the storeroom. 
 
    “Alright,” Vince asked. “Either of you two have a plan?” 
 
    Olivia, standing at Vince’s side, offered a small smile. “You ask me, I think this would be a very good time to test our shadow magic.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “I’m right there with you. Olivia, you create as much of a disturbance as you can. Sara, you get Ransom and bring him back through the storeroom door. I’ll go for the glyph.” 
 
    “Got it,” Olivia said. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Sara added. 
 
    Vince reached for the door, pulled it open, and stepped through. A white light flashed, and when it faded, they were in the stockroom. The three agents there turned their attention to the group right away, Vince raising his hands. 
 
    “I want to speak with the person in charge,” he said, keeping his voice low and calm. 
 
    “That’s the guy!” the lead agent shouted from the main floor of the shop. “Bring him in!” 
 
    The three agents formed up behind Vince and Sarah and Olivia, taking out their bolt-pistols and shoving them into the backs of their necks. 
 
    “One move and we’ll fire,” the agent behind Vince said. “The boss wants you alive, but I can still do some damage.” 
 
    The boss, Vince thought. Got to find out who that is. Something tells me it’s someone above the agent in charge of this operation. 
 
    “Easy, boys,” Olivia said, her voice smooth as butter. “No need to get all trigger-happy on us. We’re doing what you asked, remember?” 
 
    Vince kept his mouth shut as they were led into the main room of the shop. Groans from behind the counter sounded out, and Vince sensed that Ransom was getting closer and closer to death with every second. 
 
    The main agent was tall and broad-shouldered man with neat, dark hair arranged with a sharp part. His eyes were hidden behind sunglasses, like the other agents, but Vince didn’t need to see his eyes to know what was on his mind: the pleased smile on his face made that abundantly clear. Like his companions, he was dressed in a dark green, windowpane-patterned suit, and wore brown brogue shoes. 
 
    Vince flicked his eyes to the agent with the glyph, sitting in a squat over the stone and watching as the glowing symbol inscribed upon it thrummed with power. 
 
    “There he is,” the agent said, very pleased to see Vince. “And you even brought your little pets along with you.” 
 
    “Watch your tongue, agent,” Olivia said. “Or it’ll get bitten off.” 
 
    He laughed. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, sweetheart. Now, let me get right to the point—” 
 
    “The clerk,” Vince said. “Let us help him.” 
 
    More groans sounded from behind the counter. “Yeah!” came a weak voice. “I like that idea!” 
 
    “Let me get one thing straight,” the lead agent said. “I’m the one in charge here. That means I’m the one who gives orders. Understand? You’re lucky I don’t have you killed on the spot for what you pulled at The Evidence Room. Only the man calling the shots wanting you alive is keeping you in the world of the living.” 
 
    “Now, here’s what’s going to happen,” the lead agent continued. “We’re going to put you three in silver cuffs. Once that’s done, we’re going to take you out of here and off to HQ. When we’re all gone, well, the poor kid behind the register can fend for himself. He should’ve known better than to get involved in the crypt world.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Random shouted. “I make ten bucks an hour here!” 
 
    “Now,” the lead agent said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    The lead agent nodded to three of his subordinates, who approached with silver cuffs. Vince closed his eyes for a moment, checking his blood supply—mostly full. And he knew he was going to need every last drop of it. 
 
    Once he was certain that he had enough power to get him through the fight that was threatening to break out, he scanned his surroundings. The three agents who’d met them in the stockroom were behind them, the lead agent and his companions right in front. Harsh light poured down from the fluorescent lamps in the ceiling, blending with the dark red from the store sign out front. 
 
    And then he closed his eyes and focused on his power. He kicked in Vamp Speed, his blood supply starting to drain as the world slowed down around him. A look of shock formed on the lead agent’s face, the other agents reaching for their weapons. Vince reached into his suit jacket and pulled out his blade, withdrawing and then extending it and shoving the business end into the fluorescent light above. 
 
    A crash sounded out, and the effect was exactly what he wanted: the light bulb broke from its socket, hanging down and projecting shadows all over the walls, the distorted forms of the various items on the shelves dancing as the fluorescent tube bounced up and down on its cord. 
 
    Vince checked his blood supply, seeing that it had decreased by what he guessed was around fifteen percent, though it was difficult to accurately gauge the red pool in his mind’s eye. 
 
    He jammed his blade forward, shoving it through the glasses and then the eye of the lead agent, shifting back to regular time as he did. 
 
    Vince yanked his blade back, a spray of blood following his sword as he pulled it out. The agents at the sides of the now-slain lead agent stood with their mouths agape. 
 
    The fight was on. 
 
    Olivia made her move first, leaping forward and pouncing on the agent in front of her, sinking her fangs into his neck and ripping out a huge chunk of flesh, a geyser of blood shooting out and showering the nearby shelves with even more gore. 
 
    “Sara!” Vince shouted. “You’re up!” 
 
    Her eyes flashed. “Okay, I think I’ve got this!” 
 
    She raised her hands, using the light cast by the bulb to project her shadows onto the walls. They were huge, giving her access to everything in the store. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” Her gaze settled on the coffee pots at the pour-your-own station. She used her shadows to snatch them up, tossing them at the agents behind her. 
 
    The torrent of scalding hot coffee arced through the air, the agents barely having enough time to shoot out their arms to protect themselves.  
 
    Vince turned and drove his foot into the stomach of the agent right behind him, connecting hard and sending the hapless man sailing through the air and against the wall, which he hit with a hard thud. He fell into a heap on the floor, and Vince didn’t need to check to see that he was out cold. 
 
    “Sara!” Vince shouted. “Get Ransom!” 
 
    “Got it!” She hurried over to the counter and hopped over, reaching down and scooping up the clerk. 
 
    He looked awful. His white, sleeveless shirt was drenched with blood, his hair stringy, and his pale face sheened with sweat. He only mumbled as Sara picked him up, his mouth moving but no actual words coming out. 
 
    “The workshop!” Vince called out. “Now!” 
 
    Vince only managed to get out the single command before the other two agents, their clothes drenched from the coffee, rushed toward him. Vince pulled his pistol out of his suit jacket, taking quick aim and firing a shot at the agent to his right. But the bullet only managed to hit the suit, slamming into the bulletproof material and dropping to the ground with a clatter. 
 
    The agents grabbed onto Vince, their combined strength enough to restrain him. Before Vince could even think of want to do, however, a blade rushed through the air and connected with one of the agent’s throats, punching through and coming out the other end. 
 
    Vince looked to see that the blade belonged to Olivia, one of the twin daggers that she’d taken from Jerry’s workshop. The agent gurgled and fell backward, grabbing his throat before expiring on the spot. 
 
    The other agent wasn’t about to give up that easily, however. He pulled out his bolt-pistol and took aim, firing a shot at Vince, who just barely managed to dodge the deadly silver. Over the agent’s shoulder, Vince saw Sara carrying Ransom off the main shop floor and into the storeroom. She wasted no time finding the spectral door and carrying Ransom through. Whether or not the poor kid would survive was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Okay, that’s done, Vince thought. But it means we’re down one. 
 
    The agent didn’t give him time to think of anything else. Letting out a wild yell, he bum-rushed Vince and slammed into him hard, the air rushing out of Vince’s lungs as the agent carried him backward. As he flew, Vince caught sight of the agent with the glyph, the man frantically scooping up the stone and carrying it to the back of the store in an attempt to finish the process undisturbed. Vince watched as the agent ducked down on the far end near the coolers, disappearing out of sight. 
 
    “Vince!” Olivia shouted. “If he gets that stone activated, then we’re screwed!” She didn’t get a chance to say any more than that before the remaining agents moved in, both wielding bolt-pistols.  
 
    One raised his gun and took a shot, Olivia just barely moving out of the way in time. Outside, in front of the store, Vince saw another team of agents prepare to enter, these men and women carrying weapons that looked like massive versions of bolt-pistols. On top of that, he knew that there was another team of agents on the verge of coming in through the back. 
 
    Vince tapped into Vamp Speed once more, using his speed to rush to the front door and grab the shelf next to it, jamming it under the door and sealing it shut. He knew that would only last for a few moments before the agents managed to break through, but some bought time was better than none at all. He shifted off Vamp Speed and checked his blood—he was down to less than half. 
 
    But there was still the matter of the stone. The agent was hidden, and Vince knew that running back there to try to surprise him might very well result in a silver bolt to the face.  
 
    When he spotted the shadows on the wall, however, he got an idea. 
 
    Vince raised his arms, casting two huge shadows on both sides of the walls. He focused, using his shadow magic to reach in with both massive hands, grabbing the two long shelves that went down the center of the store and pulling them out of the way, tossing them to the sides section by section. Each portion of the shelf hit the wall with a deafening crash, the food and other items they held falling to the floor in piles. 
 
    Pulling away the last shelf revealed the agent, the man hunched over the stone. 
 
    “Come on, come on!” 
 
    Before Vince had a chance to react, the stone illuminated, casting a circle of white light into the air. The white faded, revealing the portal into Jerry’s workshop. But it was only open for a moment before Jerry himself stepped out. He was strapped with twin rifles over his shoulders, powerful-looking black weapons with grenade launchers attached to the ends. 
 
    “You’re gonna wreck my store, huh?” he called out. “Friends, you just bit off a whole mess of trouble you’re not gonna be able to chew!” 
 
    Vince whipped the guns around, aiming them at the agent who’d used the stone and opened fire. Orange muzzle flashes filled the air, the agent flying backward in a hail of gunfire and slamming into the wall behind him, crushing the hot dog display as he landed. 
 
    The distraction was enough for Olivia to get the upper hand, jamming one dagger into the throat of one of the remaining agents and shoving the other into the eye of the remaining man. She held the blades in place for a moment before yanking them out, the agents dropping into lifeless piles. 
 
    “Get on through, kids!” Jerry shouted. “Let ol’ Jer clear the way!” 
 
    Right at that moment, the agents who’d been waiting outside the store burst in. They only made a few steps into the store, however, before Jerry unloaded with the grenade launchers. Massive explosions ripped through the air, engulfing the agents as Olivia and Vince rushed out of the way. 
 
    “Come on!” Olivia shouted. “Through the portal!” 
 
    Vince and Olivia ran to the back of the store as Jerry opened fire with another burst of full auto, laughing wildly as he did. Hand in hand, Olivia and Vince leaped through the portal, landing into the safety of the workshop. 
 
    Except that a Helsing agent stepped into their safe spot right behind them. 
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    “Lookee what I’ve got here, friends!” 
 
    Jerry dispelled Vince’s fears right away; he was right behind the agent, his firearms slung over his back, the agent’s collar in one hand and the witch’s stone in the other. 
 
    “Tie this asshole up, if you don’t mind,” Jerry called out as he shoved the agent forward, the portal still swirling. 
 
    Jerry tossed the rock onto the nearest workbench as Vince and Olivia tied the agent to a chair using some available rope. 
 
    “First,” Jerry said. “Let’s take care of this thing.” 
 
    He grabbed a sledgehammer from a corkboard of tools on the wall, then hefted it in his hand for a moment before bringing it down hard onto the stone. With a sharp crack, the thing split into pieces, the light going out and the portal closing. 
 
    “And that’s fuckin’ that!” Jerry shouted as he tossed the hammer down. “Now, where the hell’s my no-good assistant?” 
 
    “Right here,” Sara called out from one of the adjacent rooms. “And he’s not looking good.” 
 
    They took one more look at the agent, in a daze and safely tied to a chair, before they went over to Sara. She was in a small separate storage room. Immediately, the extent of the problem was clear. Ransom was practically soaked in blood from his shoulder down, his white shirt and black jeans drenched in blood. His skin was white as cotton, his blue veins visible through. Despite it all, he was still breathing, though shallowly. 
 
    The sight of the blood made Vince’s stomach groan, especially after expending so much energy in the fight, but he pushed it aside with some effort. He glanced at Olivia and Sara, who seemed to be having a similar struggle. Even so, they managed to control their desires. 
 
    Jerry hurried over to his clerk’s side, squatting down and looking him over with grave concern. 
 
    “Oh, kid, no, no, no,” he said. 
 
    Olivia approached, her coolness standing in stark contrast to Jerry’s nervousness. She placed her finger on Ransom’s neck and felt for his pulse. 
 
    “Weak, but there,” she said. 
 
    Jerry, his hand now covered with Ransom’s blood, slicked back his hair, shaking his head. 
 
    “I can’t lose him. He’s just turned twenty-one a week ago! Too damn young to get killed in the crossfire like that.” 
 
    Sara said nothing, tears in her eyes as she watched. 
 
    Olivia crossed her arms. “Well, one of two things is going to happen: either he’s going to die of blood loss in, oh, four minutes. Or…” 
 
    “Or what?” Jerry asked. 
 
    Olivia smiled slightly. “Or we turn him.” 
 
    Jerry sighed. “Damnit. I had a feeling you were gonna say that.” 
 
    “You can’t just turn him like that!” Sara said. 
 
    “And why the hell not, Pipsqueak?” Olivia asked. “Because it’s impolite?” 
 
    “It… it seems wrong. At least I got a choice in the matter.” 
 
    As if on cue, Ransom coughed, blood shooting out of his mouth and splattering on his face. 
 
    “What… what the hell… is going…” 
 
    Jerry’s eyes flashed. “Kid! It’s Jerry! Man, if you die on me… I’m gonna be pissed!” 
 
    A faint smile formed on Ransom’s face. The fingers of one hand curled back until only the middle stuck out. 
 
    “He’s still in the world of the living,” Olivia said. “But not for long.” She turned her eyes to Vince. “You’re the Blood Lord.” 
 
    “So I hear,” Vince said, flicking his gaze up from Ransom to Olivia for the briefest of moments. “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Simple,” she said. “Blood Lords don’t just create coteries; they create armies. Blood Lords are capable of turning humans to vampires nearly instantly. And only coterie vampires are required to take the blood vow, so you don’t even need to do that. But yes, the choice needs to be offered or the body will reject the dark gift.” 
 
    “You have to ask him!” Sara insisted. “You can’t just make him a vampire against his will, right?” 
 
    Jerry sighed, shaking his head. Then he leaned in and slapped Ransom across the face. 
 
    “Hey, kid! I know you’re on death’s door here, but you need to answer a question! You want to die, or you want to become a vamp? No pressure.” Jerry’s chuckle was a mere shadow of his usual abundant mirth. 
 
    More blood oozed from Ransom’s face. Vince was no doctor, but even he could see the young man had only moments to live. 
 
    Ransom took in a ragged breath, then spoke. 
 
    “You… you kidding? That’s the… that’s the whole reason I wanted to work for your fucked-up crypt store! This is the moment… the moment I’ve been waiting for. I should have invited Helsing over sooner to come and put some bullets in me if this was what it took.” 
 
    “He knows about crypts?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Jerry shrugged. “He found out about them then begged for a job. Kid knew what he was getting into.” 
 
    Olivia let out an amused snort. “I think that answers the question. Vince, do your thing.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t going to wait another moment. He brought his wrist to his mouth, biting through his flesh with his fangs and drawing blood. Next, he lowered his wrist to Ransom’s mouth, the young man using the last bit of strength he had to drink deeply. 
 
    Vince had been wondering whether this would be a sexual experience like it had been with Sara, but he felt none of that with Ransom. It seemed that Vince could choose whether to make the sharing of blood a sensual experience, a fact he was grateful for. 
 
    When Ransom had swallowed down a bellyful, he fell back onto the table and went perfectly still. Silence hung in the air, and slowly but surely, his ragged breathing slowed, then stopped. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Sara exclaimed, bringing her hands to her mouth. “Is he…” 
 
    “Give him a moment,” Olivia said, a small smile on her lips. “One can’t have a rebirth without a death.” 
 
    For several long moments, Ransom was stone-still. Despite Olivia’s words, Vince found himself wondering if he was too late, if the young man had died before the dark gift had a chance to take effect. 
 
    In only a few moments, however, Ransom’s breathing began once more. He took one long, slow breath in, and then another. He was alive—or something like it. 
 
    “Yes!” Sara shouted, clasping her hands together. “We did it!” 
 
    “Damn,” Jerry said. “Close one.” 
 
    Olivia wasted no time issuing orders. “Sara, he’s going to need some rest before the dark gift truly takes hold. Take him to the coffin room and get him situated.” 
 
    “And leave a note and a flashlight in there,” Vince said. “Not the most fun thing in the world to wake up in a small box with no idea where the hell you are.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Sara said, using her vampire strength to scoop Ransom off the table and carry him out of the room. Vince watched, struck by how strange it was to see a small woman like Sara so effortlessly carry a man. 
 
    “I was hoping that kid would manage to stay out of this shit,” Jerry said, shaking his head. “Be normal.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as normal in our world, Jerry,” Olivia said. “A reckless human like him is beyond lucky that he ended up a vamp and not a werewolf’s snack or an experiment in some witch’s lab.” 
 
    She turned her gaze to Vince. “Now, I didn’t only have you resurrect him as a charity case, Vincent.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I said you had the power to build an army. That young man is your first soldier.” 
 
    Vince was confused. “What do I need an army for? We taking over New York next? Frankly, I don’t think it’s much fun to be the Big Apple’s mayor. The papers’ll shit on you whatever you do.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so literal, Vincent. What I mean is that you, through the giving of the dark gift, can amass a sizable cadre of vampires who will be more than pleased to serve you. You’ll find that, as your power grows, you will be stretched quite thin, unable to be all the places at once where you need to be. Soldiers like Ransom will come in handy for that. You can assign them, send them on missions from resource-gathering to espionage. Just be mindful that you’re not sending them into death traps, of course.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” Jerry said. “But need I remind y’all that we’ve got a tied-up Helsing agent out there who’s itching for an interrogation?” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Yeah. We need to find out all we can about Helsing and what they’re planning. Whatever it is, I’ve got a feeling it’s not good.” 
 
    The group formed up and left the small, blood-drenched room and made their way back to the main floor of the workshop. The agent was still in the chair, groans sounding from him as he began to rouse. 
 
    “Well, my dear Vincent?” Olivia asked, leaning back against the table across from the agent, her arms crossed. “How do you want to handle this?” 
 
    “We can get real creative-like if you want,” Jerry said. “The tools in this shop aren’t just good for making weapons; they can make some, ah, adjustments to the human body, if you’re so inclined.” 
 
    “Let’s not go too crazy just yet,” Vince said, his eyes on the agent. “First, let’s see what we can get out of him willingly.” He glanced over at one of the big, mounted lights in the workshop. “Put that on him and have it full-blast when I say so.” 
 
    Jerry nodded. “You got it, bossman.” He stepped over one of the big lights, turning it off and picking it up and carrying it over right next to the agent. 
 
    “Now,” Vince said. “Nothing works quite like a bucket of water when you want to wake someone up.” 
 
    “Don’t got a bucket,” Jerry said, stepping over to one of the tables and picking up a plastic bottle of water. “Let me do the honors.” 
 
    He stepped to the agent, unscrewed the bottle, and dumped it all over the hapless man’s face. 
 
    “Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey!” he said as he shook the bottle, getting every last drop out and onto the man’s face. 
 
    The agent coughed and sputtered, spitting out the water and shaking it from his hair. 
 
    “Cut that shit out!” he yelled. 
 
    “Ooh-wee!” Jerry said, all smiles. “We got a live one!” 
 
    The agent was back awake, and even though his eyes were behind dark sunglasses, Vince could feel the anger radiating from him. He struggled against the restraints, but they were too tight for him to do anything but chafe his wrists. 
 
    Vince didn’t want to waste a moment. He approached the agent, squatting down in front of him. The agent stared back with the same hard expression as Vince. 
 
    “You’re him,” the agent said. “You’re the Blood Lord.” 
 
    That’s as good a place as any to start, Vince thought. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” Vince said. “You’re screwed. You’re in some weird workshop that you need a special, magical door to get into, and—” 
 
    “The technical term is pocket dimension,” Jerry said. “But, ah, apologies for the interruption.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vince continued. “You’re in the middle of a pocket dimension. That means you’re not getting out of here unless we let you out of here. And the only way that’s happening is if you tell us exactly what we need to know.” 
 
    “Not going to happen,” the agent said. “You don’t think Helsing operatives are trained in resisting torture? I don’t give a damn what you try; you’re getting nothing out of me. Do your—” 
 
    Before he could finish, a blur rushed across the room. Olivia appeared, as if by magic, on the agent’s lap, her fangs bared and her eyes wild with bloodlust. Fear was all over the agent’s face, replacing the cool, professional calm. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked, her fangs inches from his neck. “Nothing can break a Helsing agent?” 
 
    Sweat began to bead on the agent’s forehead. But his mouth stayed stony and flat. 
 
    “N… no,” he said. “Nothing.” 
 
    She leaned in, bringing her fangs closer to his right ear. “You know, these fangs are good for more than just sucking blood. They’re little razors in my mouth, perfect for cutting and slicing. Maybe I can start with this ear, then the other. Just because you’re not a crypt doesn’t mean I can’t make you look like a monster.” 
 
    “Olivia,” Vince said. “Let’s not go full sadist.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re no fun, Vince,” Olivia said, hopping off the agent’s lap and stepping back over to the group. 
 
    “Vince,” she then said, lowering her voice. “He’s right about Helsing agents. They’re tough to crack. But just like getting a diamond from a stone, a little heat and pressure can accomplish wonders.” 
 
    “We’ve got all sorts of toys in here that we can use,” Jerry said. “Torturing’s not really my thing, sure, but I won’t stand in your way.” 
 
    Olivia reached toward the nearest table and picked up a small blowtorch gun. She pulled the trigger, and with a soft click, a flame jetted out the end. 
 
    “Now, this could work wonders. Let me have a little time with just me and him and this little guy. I bet I can get him to sing with a little—” 
 
    She didn’t a chance to finish. 
 
    “For the glory of Andrei!” 
 
    The group spun toward the agent and found him standing, his hands free from the bindings. In his fingers was a small pill, and he wasted no time popping it in his mouth. 
 
    The three of them rushed toward the agent as he bit down. He swallowed hard, and by the time the group reached him, he was falling dead to the ground. Vince caught him. Foam seeped out of the corner of the agent’s mouth as he convulsed, then died. Jerry reached forward and slapped the agent in the face a few times, as if he were doing nothing more than taking a short nap. 
 
    “Wake up, asshole!” he said a few times, but soon gave up. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Vince asked as he lowered the body to the ground. 
 
    “Poison,” Olivia said as she sniffed. “And it smells like something that would make his blood toxic to vamps, too.” 
 
    “You were a Helsing agent,” Vince said as he turned to Jerry. “Didn’t you expect something like this could happen?”  
 
    Jerry shook his head. “They didn’t have those back when I was an agent. Must be something new that they’ve adopted from the Russian branch or something.”  
 
    “And how did he get out of his bonds, huh?” Olivia pressed.   
 
    “Might be my fault with that one as well,” Jerry said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Never did earn my merit badge in knot-tying.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the agent, his body still. 
 
    “Andrei…” Vince said. “‘For the glory of Andrei’? I’m not as familiar with Helsing as you guys might be, but something gives me the impression they’re more professional than to declare ‘glory’ like that.” 
 
    “You’d be right about that,” Jerry said. “Sounds like a lot has changed since my heyday.” 
 
    Olivia nodded, her finger and thumb on her chin. “The Helsing I’ve always known was bureaucratic, not cultish. Though there have always been high-ups who felt that the agency needed to take a firmer hand with crypts than mere policing. They’re not above the all-too-human desire to destroy what they can’t understand.” 
 
    “You think one of those hard-liners finally took over?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Olivia replied. “That doesn’t explain the whole ‘glory to’ part. Either way, something’s going terribly wrong with Helsing. And we need to find out what it is.” 
 
    “Lucky for us that he felt compelled to declare allegiance to this Andrei guy,” Vince said. “Now we’ve got a name, at least.” 
 
    “We need more than that,” Olivia said. “We need an insider. There’s no other way we’re going to find out what the hell’s going on.” 
 
    As they considered the matter, Sara returned to the group. 
 
    “Ransom’s in one of the coff—” she said, stopping when she laid eyes on the body. “Man, I really missed something, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Hush, Pipsqueak,” Olivia said. “The adults are talking.” 
 
    Sara’s face flashed with anger. “Hey! Just because I’m a newbie vampire and not a Blood Lord like Vince doesn’t mean you can talk to me like that!” 
 
    “You’re a fledgling; that’s precisely what it means. Now, shush and let us figure out our next move.” 
 
    Sara narrowed her eyes at Olivia but did as she asked. 
 
    “This is New York,” Vince said. “The biggest city in the country. There’s got to be some other crypts we can talk to about this.” 
 
    “Well, ah…” Jerry spoke up, but then trailed off, as if he’d changed his mind about telling them something. 
 
    “What is it, Jerry?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “It’s, uh, nothing.” 
 
    Olivia rolled her eyes. “Jer, I know you’re trying to maintain the façade of being an impartial seller of weapons and other assorted sundries, but you’re hardly neutral. Whatever’s going on with Helsing, you’re clearly on their bad side. So, until things are back to something like the status quo, you’re on a side: ours. Now, tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    Jerry let out a groan, as if he realized the truth of Olivia’s words but didn’t want to accept them quite yet. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he said. “What I didn’t want to say was that I’ve got a big favor I could call in with one of the alphas of the Lycan packs in Manhattan.” 
 
    “Lycan?” Sara asked. “As in werewolf?”  
 
    “You’ve got an in with one of the Lycan alphas?” Olivia asked Jerry, ignoring the other vampire woman. 
 
    Vince nodded. “Yep, of the Silverfang Pack. But…” He checked his watch. “I’ve got bad news for you kids—it’s almost sunrise. No sense in going out now if we just have to come back when the sun’s out.” 
 
    “Damn it,” Olivia said. “We sleep and a whole day goes by, that’s just more time for Helsing and whoever this Andrei asshole is to get another jump on us.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like we have a choice,” Vince said. 
 
    “Oh, there are ways,” Jerry said. “Come on, kids—let me show you what ol’ Jer’s got in mind.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince approached Jerry, who stood in front of his bank of computer monitors. On one of the biggest screens was his store, the interior trashed. 
 
    “What a goddamn mess,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Can’t believe that my po’ little shop is in such a state.” 
 
    “Does insurance cover vampire and supernatural agent battles?” Vince asked with a small smile. 
 
    Jerry let out a sharp bark of a laugh. “Ha! We got a funny guy here, huh?” He grinned. “That’s a good thing, bossman. Believe it or not, vamps tend to be a, ah, let’s call it a ‘self-serious’ group of people. And then when you find the occasional funny one, there’s a damn good chance their sense of humor’s stuck in some past century. And let me tell you, a wisecrack about the Teapot Dome scandal just doesn’t land like it used to.” 
 
    That got a laugh out of Vince. 
 
    “Anyway,” Jerry said, “you’ve got bigger things to do than stand around while I shed some big, fat tears over my little shop.” 
 
    “What’re you going to do, though?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, my man—you don’t get into the crypt business without planning for this kind of thing. The bodega’s just a cover, anyway, and the Jerry’s where you had your little knock-down, drag-out fight was the fourth one I’ve had to open.” 
 
    “What happened to the last one?” 
 
    “A pack of Lycans from Jersey came in one Friday night at the precise time a different pack was in, this one from Jersey, too. Now, the thing about Lycans is all of their packs have beef for days. Hot-headed wolves are always pissed at each other for one damn thing or another. Anyway, a big fight broke out. I managed to clean the joint up, but the smell. Wow! It was enough to make me pack up and move to the Lower East Side.” 
 
    He glanced away, as if giving the matter some more thought. 
 
    “Gotta get out of Manhattan,” he said. “Maybe Queens is a little less insane for a humble shopkeeper like myself.” 
 
    “Hey, Jerry!” called out Olivia from across the workshop. “Quit talking his ear off and get over here and help us with this stuff!” 
 
    Jerry clapped Vince on the shoulder, leading him away from the monitors. 
 
    “Come on, kid—you’re gonna love what I’ve got for you.” 
 
    The pair approached Sara and Olivia, who were standing in front of a rack of what appeared to be a massive light apparatus, reminding Vince of the devices at airports that they used to scan passenger to see if they were hiding things they shouldn’t. 
 
    “What even is this thing?” Sara asked. 
 
    “It’s a UV protection device. The way it works is by soaking your clothes with an invisible, UV-resistant dye, one strong enough to let vamps out in the sun without getting burned.” 
 
    “You came up with this all on your own?” Olivia asked, an eyebrow raised. “Pretty impressive.” 
 
    “Well, what can I say?” Jerry asked, leaning back against the nearest wall and crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m an impressive sort of dude.” His expression turned grave, and he turned his attention to Sara. “How’s my man?” 
 
    “He’s fine… I think. He seemed less, um, corpse-y.” 
 
    “That’s what we want,” Olivia said. “Once the vampire blood works through his system, and he gets a chance to recover from that gunshot, he’ll be fine, ready to drink blood with the rest of us nightwalkers.” 
 
    “Looks like we might not be nightwalkers for much longer,” Vince said as he looked over the machine. “This will really let us walk in the sun?” 
 
    “That’s right. But that doesn’t mean I’d recommend a slow noontime walk through Central Park. Any of this stuff gets ripped off, you’re gonna be in some deep doo-doo. Use this stuff only if you have to—a situation like now where you can’t afford to wait until nightfall. Even then, stick to the trains when you can; underground’s just as good as nighttime for you vamps.” 
 
    “How do we use this thing?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Easy-peasy. First step is to get into your normal clothes. I’ve got ‘em here for you, as a matter of fact, so get changed. Don’t worry,” he said with a wink, “I’ll turn around and give the ladies some privacy. Oh, and put on a hat and gloves and cloth mask. Sunglasses, too. Might look weird in the middle of the day, but it sure as hell beats a UV burn.” 
 
    He grabbed his nearby tablet and pressed a few buttons, a compartment coming out of the wall with the clothing they’d had on when they’d arrived. Vince and the women quickly changed, and Vince right away felt better in his jeans and T-shirt and boots. The gloves, mask, hat, and sunglasses made him feel like some kind of leper, but it would definitely beat getting roasted by the sun. 
 
    “Alright,” Jerry said, “why don’t you step up first, bossman?” 
 
    Vince stepped up to the machine, standing right in the center of the compartment. 
 
    “Now, just like at the airport, I want you to raise your hands over your head.” 
 
    He did as Jerry asked. 
 
    “Now,” Vince said, “let me just…” 
 
    After a few more button presses on his tablet, a bright light moved up and down the machine. It made a quick circle, covering Vince with light. When it shut off, Vince’s clothing glowed a strange purple for a moment before it faded back to its original color. 
 
    “And it’s as simple as that!” Jerry said. “Now, don’t count on this for any longer than a single day. You need a re-up, come find me. Oh, and we’ll take a door out of here that leads to my old place in Harlem—that’s a little closer to where you’ll find the Lycan alpha.” 
 
    Sara and Olivia were next, Jerry zapping their clothes and giving them a layer of protection. Once that was done, they checked their ammo and strapped on their blades and guns. 
 
    “Now,” Jerry said as he led them to the door out of the place. “You know about this Lycan alpha?” 
 
    “In passing,” Oliva said. “Ayla, right?” 
 
    “That’s the one. She’s a little… rough, if you know what I mean. Real hardass type. But you respect the fact that you’re on her turf and she’ll treat you right.” 
 
    He opened the door, which led to what appeared to be the stockroom of another store. 
 
    “You want ABC Dog Kennel on 120th and 5th. Oh! And tell ‘em Beauvoir sent ya.” He winked, stepping aside as the group moved through the door. 
 
    “Wait,” Vince said, turning around to Jerry. “That mirror, the one we used to access Dracula’s Road, can we take it with us? Just in case we need to make a quick escape.” 
 
    Jerry shook his head. “No can do, mon ami. Helsing will be watching Dracula’s Road. This portal is about the only way you can travel without getting intercepted, and even this isn’t completely flawless.”  
 
    Vince nodded. “Alright. I guess we’ll just have to get by without the mirror.”  
 
    “Good luck!” Jerry called out as Vince, Sara, and Olivia headed through the portal. 
 
    As Vince had suspected, it was another stock room—though a far cleaner one than at Jerry’s store. It was spotless, in fact, the walls a brilliant, sparkling white and the shelves stocked neatly with dog and cat food and litter and chew toys and all the rest. 
 
    “One of these days,” Olivia said, “I’d love to step out of one of Jerry’s portals and not walk right into a stack of cat food.” 
 
    Sara looked around, seeming to come to the same conclusion as Vince. 
 
    “Guys, I don’t think we should be in here,” she said. “Look at us—we look like robbers!” 
 
    Vince regarded the women, and sure enough Sara was right. They were clad in black from head to toe, their faces hidden behind masks and glasses, gloves on their hands and hats on their heads. 
 
    “Let’s move before we have the NYPD to deal with on top of Helsing,” Vince said.  
 
    The women stopped as they walked into the main room of the store. When Vince entered behind them, he understood why. 
 
    It was a high-end dog grooming store, the type where wealthy women took their white, fluffy purse dogs. Indeed, the place was packed with well-dressed women, all carrying Chihuahuas or Shih Tzus or whatever other show dog they preferred. 
 
    “Uh, can I help you?” the woman behind the counter asked. 
 
    I should play this straight, Vince thought. Our outfits are already attracting too much attention. 
 
    “ABC Kennel?” he asked. “Sorry, we must’ve taken a wrong turn on 5th.” 
 
    Vince couldn’t help but consider how ridiculous he looked standing in his head-to-toe covering, asking for directions as if he were a tourist when they’d just come through the back of the store. 
 
    “I think you did,” the clerk said. “Head outside, then go two blocks east. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Vince said, nodding and smiling, even though there was no way the woman could make out his expression. 
 
    The dogs in the shop were silent, staring at him and the women with uncertain eyes, as if they knew without a shadow of a doubt there was something even stranger going on with Vince and his companions other than how they were dressed. 
 
    Without another word, Vince and his companions slipped out of the shop and onto the busy city streets. 
 
    The sun hit him like a flashbang. 
 
    Even with his sunglasses, the daylight was brighter than anything he’d ever seen, like waking up in the middle of the night and staring right into an eclipse. 
 
    “Holy hell,” he said, covering his eyes and trying to fight through it. 
 
    “Just give it a few moments,” Olivia said. “Your eyes should adjust.” 
 
    Sara moaned in pain. “Oh man, I feel like I’m going to go blind or something.” 
 
    But sure enough, little by little, Vince’s eyes acclimated to the sun. And, just like Jerry had promised them, they didn’t burn. He still felt uncomfortably hot, and he could feel the sun’s rays slowly but surely draining his blood supply. 
 
    Right at the moment he felt as if he were adjusted and ready to go, someone slammed into him. His heart beat fast, and he looked up in preparation for a fight with Helsing. 
 
    “Move your ass, weirdo!” 
 
    Instead, it was a normal man—normal for New York, anyway. He just continued on his way, shooting the group a hard glare. Vince stepped out of the passing of the pedestrians, and as he did, he spotted a group of five or so people dressed like mascots, the sort he’d often seen at Times Square. 
 
    “Well, at least in New York we don’t look like total freaks dressed like this.” 
 
    Sara chuckled, her voice muffled through the outfit. “That’s right. New York’s a perfect city to blend in looking however the hell you want.” 
 
    “Come on,” Vince said. “The less time we spend out here in the open, the better.” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “Right. Let’s move.” 
 
    With that, the trio started east, doing their best to stay inconspicuous. Vince hung back behind the group a bit. He looked up at the dark world he saw through his sunglasses. He’d always had his sensitivity to sunlight, but to know that he’d never see an unfiltered sunny day again was surreal. 
 
    He slipped off his glove as he walked, curious as to what would happen. Sure enough, his skin began sizzling, the pain as sudden as if he’d shoved his palm into a fire. He kept the glove off, letting the pain build and build, eager to see how far he could take it, how much sun he could stand. When his skin began to blister and peel, he put his glove back on. As soon as he did, the pain began to ebb. 
 
    That couldn’t have been more than five seconds of direct sunlight, he thought. God, I really am a vampire. 
 
    The pain was completely gone by the time they reached ABC Kennel. The place was simple, a blue awning over a storefront of black glass, a simple steel door their way in. 
 
    “This is the place,” Olivia said, the group moving under the shade of the awning. “Now, before we go in, I ought to tell you both a little about Lycans. First, they’re very territorial. That means when you’re on their turf, you respect them. No smart-ass comments, no doing anything to give the alpha the impression you don’t think he or she is in charge.” 
 
    “Got it,” Vince said. 
 
    “And that’s not all. Lycans… they tend to hate vamps. Bloodsuckers and wolves are like peanut butter and, ehm… pickles.” 
 
    “Peanut butter and pickles?” Sara asked. “That sounds kind of good, actually.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Olivia replied. “They’re going to want to know what the hell we’re doing there, and they’re going to want to know right away. One last thing is that Lycans are extremely hierarchical. That means, Vince, you’re the one who does all the talking. In their view, every group needs an alpha, and if we don’t have one, that means we’re up for grabs. Finally, if things get hairy, so to speak, Lycans are just as weak to silver as we are—even more so, since that’s their primary weakness. One stab with that sword of yours, Vincent, and they’ll be deader than dead.” 
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    Without speaking a word, Vincent pulled the door open. The smell of dog hit him right away. And it wasn’t the antiseptic scent of well-groomed dogs like back at the high-end groomer’s. No, this was the smell of dirty, mangy dog, the kind that hadn’t had a bath in years, if ever. 
 
    Punk music blasted through the place, the kind of music that was all power chords and screaming, so fast he couldn’t make out a single word. And it was loud. Perhaps it was a good thing there were no dogs around to be upset by the music.  
 
    Despite the smell, there wasn’t a dog to be seen. The only other being in the kennel was a young woman behind the counter, her hair pink and short, her arms and neck covered in tattoos, her ears weighed down with piercings. She had her combat boots up on the counter, a tattoo magazine in her hands. 
 
    The moment the group stepped through the door, the woman flicked her eyes over, then back onto the magazine. 
 
    “Yeah?” she asked. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Hell of a way to talk to potential customers,” Vince said. 
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes. “This is a kennel, asswipe. We don’t do customers. Plus, we wouldn’t even use that word around here even if we did. Dogs aren’t products, get it? You want that kind of shit, go down the street to that fancy-ass place where you can buy dog biscuits at twenty dollars a pop.” 
 
    She sat up, as if she was starting to notice this group was rather odd. 
 
    “What the hell are you three wearing?” 
 
    She clamped her hands on the desk, baring her teeth and growling. If there was any doubt the girl was a werewolf, that dispelled it. 
 
    “You’d better give me some answers, or I’ll rip you limb from limb,” she snarled. 
 
    Vince slowly raised his hands. “We’re not here to cause trouble. We’re vampires.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “I should have known by the stupid way you’re dressed. Take your hats and masks and sunglasses off so I can see you.” 
 
    The dark windows of the store prevented any sunlight from getting in. Vince nodded to his group, and they slowly took off their head coverings. 
 
    “Let me see your fangs.” 
 
    Vince did as she requested, opening his mouth and showing off his fangs. The woman calmed down, just a little. 
 
    “I’m no fan of bloodsuckers,” she said. “But… there’s been some weird shit going on—shit that makes me think vampires are the least of our problems.” 
 
    “Like what?” he asked. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, but seemed to think better of it, before she finally spoke. “Losing our people. Not sure who’s doing it.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here to discuss,” Vince said. “I’m here to speak with your alpha.” 
 
    “And who says we’ve got an alpha here?” she asked. “Could just be me.” 
 
    “I know there’s an alpha here because Jerry Beauvoir told me,” Vince said. “And he told me that your alpha owes him a favor. Well, this is it—meeting with me and my group.” 
 
    “You know Jerry Beauvoir?” Her words were followed up with a sigh. “Give me a sec.” 
 
    With that, she heaved herself out of her chair and made her way to the door leading to the back. She pulled it open and stepped inside. 
 
    “Yo! Ayla!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Some bloodsuckers here to see you! Say it’s Jerry Beauvoir calling in a favor!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Send ‘em in,” the voice finally said from the back. 
 
    The woman stepped away from the door, which shut behind her as she went back to her seat and plonked herself down. She picked up the magazine she’d been reading and rested her boots back up on the counter. 
 
    “Well, go!” she said, peering over her magazine. “You waiting for me to hold the door or something?” 
 
    Vince turned to the women and nodded. 
 
    “Oh!” the tattooed woman added. “Goes without saying, really, but if you try anything back there, I’ll tear you three to pieces myself. Or hell, maybe I’ll toss your sorry asses naked out into the sun and let you roast. Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve done that.” Her laugh sounded like she was very pleased with herself. Then she turned her attention back to the magazine. 
 
    Vince, Olivia, and Sara went to the back without speaking another word. They stepped through the door, and the punk music subsided as soon as the door was shut, the relative silence merciful to his ears. 
 
    But his relief lasted only until he properly saw what awaited them in the room. 
 
    They were wolves. Many, many wolves. Easily two dozen huge, menacing wolves prowled the large room, which looked like something between a gym and a kickboxing arena. The wolves were various colors—white, gray, silver, black. Some were scarred, some were older-looking than others, with silver around their snouts and eyes. They had one thing in common, however: they were enormous, easily twice as big as any normal wolf. 
 
    And in the back center of the room, seated on a worn antique high-back chair, was a woman. 
 
    Vince didn’t get a chance to take a good look at her before the wolves formed a half-circle in front of him, snarling and baring their enormous canines. Vince held out his arms in front of his companions, though he knew it was a futile gesture: if these wolves wanted them dead, there’d likely be nothing Vince or his companions could do about it. 
 
    One of the wolves barked. Another took a step forward. 
 
    Did I just walk right into a damn trap? Vince thought. 
 
    “Children!” the woman’s voice carried though the room. “Enough. They’re vampires, sure. But for the time being, they’re guests. If I want them dead, I’ll let you know. Move aside.” 
 
    The wolves obeyed, the half-circle in front of Vince and his companions splitting down the middle and turning into two parallel lines that led back to the end of the room, toward where the woman was seated. 
 
    “Come, guests. Let me get a good look at you.” 
 
    Vince turned and nodded to Olivia and Sara, beckoning them to follow. 
 
    “Remember,” Olivia said, keeping her voice low. “As far as they’re concerned, you’re the alpha. That means I can’t help you. If these wolves get so much as the slightest hint our ‘pack’ is weak, they might not be able to control themselves.” 
 
    Vince nodded. 
 
    Alright—alpha it is, he thought. What do alphas do? They, uh, don’t question themselves for a second. They take charge. And they don’t take shit. 
 
    He put on a hard face as he stepped closer to the woman. The wolves on both sides of him gazed at the group with hungry eyes, and Vince sensed that if it weren’t for the command of the alpha, they would be feasting on them right then and there. 
 
    “Good. That’s close enough.” 
 
    The woman rose from the chair, and now Vince was close enough to see her. 
 
    The woman was tall and shapely, a rugged, ripped pair of jeans hugging her perfect legs. She wore a pair of combat boots, like the woman out front. A white T-shirt with the sleeves ripped off was worn tight enough to hug the outline of a full pair of tits, the shape of them and her visible nipples making it clear this woman wasn’t big on wearing bras. Her hair was pink, worn in tight dreadlocks. Her arms were each covered in sleeve tattoos. Her body, despite her mouthwatering curves, was toned, athletic. And the confidence with which she carried herself made it clear that not only could she defend herself, but that she was the woman in charge. 
 
    Her chair was up on a platform, and she sat in a casual style with one leg draped over the armrest. Even from this distance, Vince could see that her eyes were a brilliant, deep gold—more animal than human. 
 
    “You in the front. Come closer.” 
 
    Vince’s first instinct was to glance over his shoulder at Olivia. She’d been his guide through the world of crypts so far; perhaps she might have another hint for how to interact with this alpha Lycan. 
 
    No—the alpha doesn’t look to the betas, he thought. 
 
    Instead, he kept his eyes forward on the woman, taking several steps closer to her. She narrowed her gold eyes and sized him up. Then she stuck her nose in the air and sniffed. 
 
    “You’re vamps,” she said. “Maribel out front told me, though I smelled it on you the second you walked in. But there’s something different about you. We’ll get to that. First thing first: Why the fuck are you here? What makes you think you’re fit to even be in the same room as the Silverfang Pack, the most powerful, take-no-shit group of Lycans in this city?” 
 
    She raised her voice at the end of her words, enough to get a rise out of the rest of the pack. They began barking and howling, the noise deafening. They only stopped when she raised her hands. 
 
    “We’re here because you owe Jerry Beauvoir a favor,” Vince said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “That’s the reason why I let you in here. And tell that asshole Jer that yeah, he helped me out of a hell of a jam, but we’re more than square now, even with what he did for me.” 
 
    She sat up and leaned forward, her arms hanging between her knees. 
 
    “But that’s not what I asked. I want to know why you’re here, not the reason I let your bloodsucking asses through the door.” She flicked her eyes over toward Olivia. 
 
    “Hey, blondie—you got an answer for me.” 
 
    Vince knew just what to do. “You got a question, you talk to me,” he said. “Not them.” 
 
    The woman let her golden eyes linger on Vince for a long moment. 
 
    Shit—did I disrespect the alpha or something? he thought. Did I screw up? 
 
    A small smile formed on her lips, however, as if she were pleased with the answer. 
 
    “Alright. So you’re the one in charge after all. Got a vibe from that one behind you, like she’s the real brains of the operation and you’re pulling some kind of trick.” 
 
    “No tricks. Just a conversation. That’s all we’re here for.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes still narrowed, the smile fading. “There’s something else that’s different about you, vamp. Your blood smells different… like it’d taste better. What’s the story?” 
 
    “Why don’t you introduce yourself?” he asked. “Then I’ll tell you everything you want to know.” 
 
    She leaned her head back, looking down her nose at him. She let the silence hang in the air. 
 
    “Fine,” she finally said. She bounced off her chair, her combat boots banging on the ground, her breasts bouncing up and down. “Name’s Ayla Lowell. I’m the alpha of this here fine gathering of wolves.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “And I’m Vincent Pike. Now, let’s talk.” 
 
    She nodded. “Boys and girls, I’m going to take this conversation up to the office. You all be at ease, you hear?” 
 
    Vince glanced over his shoulder, watching as the wolves shifted into human forms. There were men and woman among them, all rough-looking, all wearing black and leather and shirts with ripped-off sleeves that showed off their many tattoos. One of them turned a stereo on, thrash metal blasting. They went back to the workouts that had likely been in progress when Vince and his companions arrived. 
 
    Relief washed over Vince—he’d passed the test. 
 
    “Come on, vamps,” Ayla said. “We’ll go back to my office. More private in there.” 
 
    She turned and started back, showing off her round ass with each step she took. An elevator was behind the chair, and she pressed a button to open it.  
 
    Vince nodded to the women, and together they took the stairs up to the stage and joined Ayla at the open elevator doors. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    They all stepped into the elevator, the doors closing and the elevator rising. Standing close to Ayla, Vince could smell her blood. It had a scent he could only describe as wild. 
 
    The doors opened seconds later, revealing a large office, the back windows behind the desk looking out over the gym. 
 
    “Come on in, make yourselves comfortable and all that shit,” she said as she marched into the room and hopped onto the edge of the desk, turning to face the group. 
 
    Vince stayed standing, nodding to Olivia and Sara to take their seats in the small sitting area to the right. 
 
    “Oh, you guys don’t need to worry about any of that hierarchy crap in here,” Alysa said. “Make no mistake—I’m the alpha of my pack, and if you screw with that, I’ll chew your guts out myself. But I know vamps don’t play by those rules. You made the right call in showing order down there; those kids are itching to take out some vamps.” 
 
    “Why?” Vince asked. “What’s going on with them?” 
 
    She stepped over to the small fridge and opened it, pulling out a can of beer. 
 
    “I’d offer you all some,” she said. “But this is normal-ass beer, none of that fermented blood shit.” She shivered, disgusted at the thought. “I mean, I know you all live on that stuff, but not me.” 
 
    She cracked the beer and took a swig. 
 
    “Alright. Vamps are talking to Lycans; that’s weird enough. But on top of that, there’s something strange about you, Vince. And then there’s these two tagalongs you’ve got with you.” 
 
    “I’m not a ‘tagalong’, Olivia said, her tone sharp. “I’m Olivia Laurent, and I’ve been a vampire since before you were a cub sucking at your mother’s teet.” 
 
    Ayla let out a loud, amused laugh. “Okay, I like you.” She narrowed her eyes in thought. “So… what’s the deal here? I’d ask if you were the one in charge, Miss Olivia. But… you’re not. You, Vince—there’s something about your blood. You’ve got power, of that I have no doubt.” 
 
    Vince glanced back at Olivia. “Should we tell her?” 
 
    Olivia nodded. “She needs to know. If she’s going to help us, she’s got to be on the same page.” 
 
    Sara raised her hand timidly. “I’m Sara. Pretty new vamp, so I’ll just, um, be here if you guys need me.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Ayla said. “And no bullshit.” 
 
    “I’m a Blood Lord,” Vince said. “The first in hundreds of years.” Of course, he didn’t know whether those other people listed in the Blood Lord files from Helsing were the real deal like him or just potential Blood Lords, but he didn’t need to tell Ayla about that. 
 
    Ayla opened her golden eyes wide, leaning forward a bit. 
 
    “You’re… you’re kidding? This is big news. God, I thought all you Blood Lords were dead. And now there’s not just a Blood Lord, but Blood Lords running around New York.” 
 
    That caught Vince’s ear. So she knew about the other ones. 
 
    “What did you say?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Ayla stopped, took a long swig of her beer, then turned to the group. 
 
    “Blood Lords. There’s another Blood Lord in the city.” 
 
    “Wait,” Vince said. “When we checked the information on the sheet it said that I was the only Blood Lord in New York.” 
 
    “No,” Ayla said. “I don’t know what information you guys got, but my people have gotten word that there’s another Blood Lord running around.” She narrowed her eyes again. “We need to exchange information. Shit’s getting weird in the city, and the last thing I want is for me and my pack to be on the bad end of whatever’s shaking out.” 
 
    She crushed her now-empty beer can and tossed it into a trash bin on the far side of the room, the can sailing over the heads of Vince and his group and landing right on target. 
 
    “Tell me your theory,” she said. “I know how you vamps are, always plotting and scheming and coming up with explanations for why things happen the way they do in the crypt world. What do you think is going on?” 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” Vince said. “But we have reason to think there might be a power struggle in the New York branch of Helsing. And someone named Andrei is involved.” 
 
    Ayla nodded in understanding, as if it all made perfect sense to her. 
 
    “Let me take it one step further—what if this other New York Blood Lord running around is Andrei?” 
 
    “That could make sense,” Olivia said. “A Blood Lord taking over a Helsing chapter is a good way to take control.” 
 
    That’s not a bad idea, Vince thought, banking the option for later. 
 
    Sara spoke up. “If that’s the case, couldn’t we get in touch with one of the other Helsing chapters in another city? What would be the closest?” 
 
    “Toronto or Philadelphia,” Olivia said. “But that wouldn’t work. Helsing was set up for each chapter to operate independently, without input or assistance from the other chapters. As such, there’s very little communication between chapters, and no overarching group that oversees all operations.” 
 
    “Van Helsing was smart that way,” Ayla said, going for the fridge and grabbing another beer. “Knew that the more centralized it was, the easier it’d be for someone to worm their way in and take it over, corrupt it for their own ends. If that’s what happened in New York, it’d be a vindication of that idea, you know?” 
 
    “So, we can’t count on help from the other chapters?” Sara asked. 
 
    Olivia shook her head. “You could try. But by the time we made it to Toronto or wherever we decided to try, Andrei would have that time to increase his power even more.” 
 
    Ayla raised her finger. “Not to mention each chapter’s already up to their eyeballs with crypt problems of their own. You go to a city and ask them for help, maybe they’d peel you off a few agents. More likely, they’d tell you to kick rocks.” 
 
    “Then this is all up to us,” Vince said. “We’re going to need to work together to figure out what’s going on and make sure that Andrei doesn’t achieve whatever he’s planning.” 
 
    “He’s killing vamps,” Olivia said. “And from the sounds of things, whatever’s happening to the members of your pack almost definitely has something to do with that.” 
 
    Ayla shook her head. “Not just our pack—nearly every pack in the city has lost at least a member or two.” She sighed with frustration. “We knew this was happening, too. But instead of doing something, instead of standing together as Lycans, we were all content to watch it happen. Another pack losing a member meant ours was more powerful, after all. Now it’s happening to us, and all I can think is how damn shortsighted I’ve been.” 
 
    Another head shake, but this time a curt one, as if she wanted to push past the subject. 
 
    “What’s done is done. All we can do now is get to the bottom of it. If Helsing’s what you want, I can help you find out more.” 
 
    “How?” Vince asked. 
 
    She grinned. “I’ll tell you all about it. But first, there’s something I want in exchange for my help, and the help of my pack.” 
 
    Vince was beyond curious. “Yeah? And what’s that?” 
 
    “I want you power, Vince. I want to be a part of your coterie.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You what?” 
 
    At first, Vince wasn’t sure he’d heard her right. 
 
    Ayla cracked open her beer. “That’s what it’s called, right? The little group that Blood Lords have, the ones that are bound to him or her.” She nodded to Olivia and Sara. “And that’s what these two are, right? Well, that’s what I want.” 
 
    Olivia snorted. “You’ve got no idea what you’re asking.” 
 
    Ayla took a swig of her beer, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    “You don’t think I’ve looked into this before I’d ask for something this big?” she asked. “I’ve done my research; I know how this works.” 
 
    She pointed to Vince. 
 
    “He’s the Blood Lord. That means he’s a vamp of huge freaking power. Maybe, just maybe, he’s on the path to becoming the most powerful vamp of all time. Either way, he’d be a hell of an ally, as much as we Lycans normally don’t like to hang around with your kind.” 
 
    Another sip. “So, if he were to make me part of his coterie, I’d get access to his power as his grows. And that’d be just what I need to become an even more powerful alpha.” 
 
    “So, what?” Vince asked. “You could conquer the rest of the packs in the city?” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. “We’re not vamps; Lycans don’t give a shit about stuff like that. Power for us is all about making sure our packs survive. That’s what I want, to make sure the Silverfang Pack doesn’t join all the other Lycan packs in history, the ones who died out. I want us to thrive, to be around centuries from now.” 
 
    The beer in her hand, she walked slowly around the desk, coming to a stop in front of the big windows that looked out over the gym. 
 
    “Being the alpha of a pack is a gift. But it’s also a responsibility. These aren’t just my packmates; they’re my children. And like any good mama, I’d do anything to protect them. Anything.” 
 
    “But you wouldn’t be able to go out into the sun, right?” Sara asked, concern in her voice. 
 
    “Wolves are made of tougher stuff than humans,” Ayla replied. “So, if you gave me the dark gift, I wouldn’t be quite as sensitive to that kind of thing.” She turned, a trace of sadness on her face. “But that just means I’d get a few minutes more in the sun before roasting alive—maybe enough time to appreciate a taste of a beautiful spring day every now and then.” 
 
    She shook her head, as if steeling her resolve. “But that doesn’t matter. Wolves thrive at night anyway. And it’s not about what I want; it’s about what’s good for the pack. So, whatever weaknesses I have to take on, that’s fine with me.” 
 
    Another quick swig of beer. 
 
    “You’re… sure about this?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Ayla’s expression hardened. “Yeah, I’m sure! You think I’m some dumbass who’d blunder into something like this without knowing what it entailed?” She turned her attention back to Vince. “And I’m not the only one who’d be getting something out of this. You’d get some of my powers as a wolf.” 
 
    “I’d be able to shift?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Not quite. Maybe in time, as your powers grow. But you’d certainly get a wolf’s sense of smell, and increased power with the full moon, that sort of thing. Who knows? Maybe even more. I’m not an expert. But I do know this: you wouldn’t get any of our weaknesses.” 
 
    Vince looked over to Olivia. She nodded in agreement. 
 
    “That’s part of the power of the Blood Lord,” she said. “You only become more powerful.” 
 
    Ayla grinned from ear-to-ear. “See? You’ve got nothing to lose, only gain. I join your little coterie, you get access to my powers, and you form an alliance with one of the most powerful Lycan packs in the city. And together, we can get to the bottom of what’s going on with the Helsing Bureau. And that’s not all.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Vince asked. 
 
    “I’ve got an in with Helsing, a way to gain some more information—and to do it tonight. But I’m keeping that up my sleeve until you actually give me your blood. Don’t even try to bargain with me. That’s the deal; take it, or don’t.” 
 
    Vince shared one more look with Olivia and Sara, the expressions on their faces suggesting they were with him, that it was as good of a deal as they were going to get. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Vince said. “But there’s one thing.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I want you to remember that while you might be the alpha of Silverfang, I’m the one in charge of my coterie. And I won’t tolerate even the slightest challenge to my leadership. Got it?” 
 
    She regarded him for a long moment. As she did, a sly smile formed on her lips, a smile so deep and sensual that it made Vince think she was turned on, more than anything. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Vincent,” she said. “Now, are you going to suck my blood, or what?” 
 
    Vince let out a snort of amusement. “Sit up on the desk.” 
 
    She hopped backward, her eyes on him all the while. 
 
    Vince moved closer toward her, Ayla spreading her legs open to greet him. He stepped between them, slowly wrapping her legs around his body. 
 
    “Mind if we do it like this?” she asked. “Just for fun.” 
 
    “Fine with me.” 
 
    Over his shoulder, Olivia let out an amused snort. “You wolf women are shameless, you know that.” 
 
    Ayla ignored her comment, regarding Vince with her hungry golden eyes. His cock stiffened as he stood wrapped in her legs, pressing against her through their jeans. Her chest rose and fell, her nipples stiff as buttons. 
 
    “Go on,” she said, her voice a low, sensual growl. “Take it.” 
 
    In that moment, Vince wanted to take more than just her blood. He pushed those desires out of his mind, focusing on the slow throbbing of the big artery in her neck. 
 
    “Do you know the vow?” he asked. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then let’s not waste another second.” 
 
    Vince bared his fangs and hissed, leaning in and plunging the points into Ayla’s neck. She gasped, her hands moving to the back of his head and holding him in place. He drank and drank, and as he did the scent from earlier came back, that rustic smell he couldn’t quite taste. The musk hung off her as he sucked her blood, the flavor gamey and rich, as if it were more meat than blood. 
 
    Her gasps were laced with pleasure, and they slowed to sighs as he drank her. When she was drained, Vince, slipped his arms around her body and laid her down on the desk. Dark blood trickled from the twin punctures, and despite her being at death’s door, a pleased expression remained on her face. 
 
    “That… that was even more exciting than I thought it’d be,” she said, her voice weak. “And I understand this ritual now—you hold my life in your hands, Vince. You could let me croak in this very instant, if you wanted to. It’s… a strange feeling for an alpha to be in, gotta admit. But I… I like it.” 
 
    He could tell she was doing her best to not sound as weak as she felt. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “The vow.” 
 
    She nodded and closed her eyes. For a moment she seemed perfectly still, and Vince worried that she might be dead. 
 
    “Do you accept my dark embrace?” he asked. 
 
    Ayla nodded. “I accept it, and bind myself to you from now, until the sun shines upon me, and burns me to ash.” 
 
    Vince didn’t waste another second before plunging his fangs into his wrist, blood oozing from the wound. He brought his wrist to Ayla’s mouth, and she sealed her lips onto it, closing her eyes with pleasure as she sucked and sucked. 
 
    When she’d drunk her fill, she fell back onto the table, her breasts heaving with the full breaths she inhaled, red streaming down the corners of her mouth. Vince brought his finger to the blood, wiping it up and gathering it. 
 
    “Don’t you dare waste a drop,” he said. 
 
    She opened her golden eyes, resting them on his finger. 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” 
 
    Ayla wrapped her lips around his finger, her eyes on his as she moved her lips up and down, sucking off every last bit of blood. When it was clean, she bared her teeth and dragged them slowly against his skin, flicking the tip of his finger with her tongue to make it very, very clear what sort of other things she had on her mind. 
 
    She a sat up, looking around at the group. “Holy… holy shit. I feel like a new woman.” 
 
    “Get used to it,” Olivia said. “Being a vampire is like nothing else.” 
 
    She ignored Olivia’s words, her eyes moving up and down Vince as if he were a snack. 
 
    “And it’s making me want more than blood right now.” 
 
    Vince moved in close, putting his hands on her soft, round hips. 
 
    “We were off to a good start,” he said, a sly smile forming on his lips. “Let’s finish what we began.” 
 
    Ayla looked up and down one more time, seemingly trying to decide whether or not she wanted him to screw her brains out on the spot. 
 
    “There’s something about your blood, Vince, something that’s making me feel more turned on than I’ve been in a long, long time.” She took in one more full breath, her lungs expanding to the point where it looked like her breasts might tear through her shirt. “But you’re not going to get an alpha to give herself over to you that easily. I’m going to make you work for it a little.” 
 
    Vince grinned. “That’ll make it all the better when I finally do take you.” 
 
    Her smile let him know that his words were exactly what she wanted to hear. 
 
    “Perhaps you will. But all the same, I need to do something with all this energy running through me. And I think I know what it is.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Vince asked. 
 
    “I want to see what I can do with these new powers. And I want you to have the chance to see what you can do, too. So, let’s put that big fighting ring downstairs to use—let’s spar, Vincent.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Vince was shirtless in the werewolf ring, wearing only black trunks with red trim. No gloves—those were strictly forbidden in the Lycan ring. 
 
    Vince glanced down at his body, noting that his musculature had become even more developed, no doubt from Ayla’s blood. He felt good, felt powerful. And he couldn’t help but notice the lingering stares and inviting smiles from the female Lycans in the audience. 
 
    Ayla was there with him, wearing a pair of dark-green, skin-tight shorts and a white sports bra. If there had been any doubt her body was enough to drive any man wild, her outfit in the ring would have put it to rest. There was more ink on her body too, a large tree tattooed up her right side. 
 
    The entire pack was watching, along with Sara and Olivia. 
 
    “You know,” Vince said. “The entire city is hanging in the balance. You think we’ve got time for this?” 
 
    Ayla let out a laugh. “Trust me, we’ve got time. When I’m done whupping your butt in here, I’ll explain my plan. Not to mention that if I don’t work off some of this blood energy, I’m going to lose my mind.” 
 
    The two dots from the bite were still on her neck, though they were healing by the minute. Her energy level stood in stark contrast with how close she’d been to death only a few minutes prior. 
 
    “Alright!” she said. “Rules are simple: nothing dirty, and no weapons. Winner is whoever pins the other. Oh, and shifting’s allowed. That make sense to you, pretty boy?” 
 
    “Pretty boy?” he asked. “And yeah. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Ayla nodded to one of the Lycans, a man standing near a large bell. He dinged it, the sound echoing through the space. 
 
    The fight was on. 
 
    The crowd began cheering, the Lycans yelling out in support of Ayla, and Sara and Olivia shouting encouraging words for Vince. 
 
    Vince and Ayla began the fight by circling one another slowly, each waiting for the other to make the first move so they could counter. It’d been a long while since Vince had trained in the ring like this. He’d taken a year of boxing back in college, and put in a couple years of MMA for fun.  
 
    But never before had he come toe to toe with a werewolf. 
 
    Ayla made the first move, rushing toward Vince with incredible speed. He turned on Vamp Speed, her movements slowing down to a crawl. He pivoted hard to the left, moving out of the way of her rushing attack. 
 
    Maybe I can end this nice and fast, he thought. Take her down in Vamp Speed. 
 
    His power was swiftly draining, and he knew he didn’t have the luxury of spending the whole fight that way. If he was going to take her down, he was going to have to do it fast. 
 
    Ayla rushed past him, quickly correcting her misstep and turning on her heels. And as she moved to face him, Vince pulled his fist back and prepared to clock her hard. 
 
    Something strange happened, however, as he moved in for the win. Ayla began moving faster, lifting up a single finger and wagging it, an amused smile on her face. 
 
    How the hell is she doing that? 
 
    He realized the answer right at the moment Ayla threw a punch of her own, this one connecting hard with his stomach, the air rushing out of his lungs as she grabbed him by the shoulders and tossed him to the other side of the ring. His blood magic supply was fading, but he used a drop to make sure he hit the ropes with his back, so he could bounce off and back onto his feet. 
 
    Ayla was already running toward him when he landed, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to sacrifice any more magic, especially when she seemed to be able to move just as quickly as his Vamp Speed. 
 
    He shut off the power, the world around him returning to its normal speed. The crowd was going wild, the Lycans in the audience screaming their heads off, howling even though they were in their human forms. 
 
    Ayla leaped into the air, sticking her feet out and connecting with Vince’s chest. The force was like that of a sedan hitting him at thirty miles per hour, and as he flew out of the ring, he had just enough time before he landed to consider how such an impact likely would have killed him if he didn’t have vampire strength. 
 
    Vince landed on his shoulder with a sickening crunch, pain blasting through him. 
 
    He groaned as he got up, and when he looked down, he could see that the concrete had cracked where he’d landed. 
 
    “Damn!” he exclaimed. 
 
    The Lycans were still going wild, Ayla standing at the edge of the ring with her hands on the rope. 
 
    “I’ve heard about the way some vampires can move so fast that it almost seems like time slows down,” she said. “Vamp Speed, they call it? Well, anyway, thanks for the power.” 
 
    Shit! he realized. She got access to my power. But how the hell is she able to use Vamp Speed? Sara and Olivia can’t use it. 
 
    He put the question out of his mind, focusing once more on the fight. 
 
    “Come back in, Vince!” she said, gesturing toward the ring. “I’ll even let you jump back in without taking the opportunity for an easy shot.” 
 
    Vince grumbled as he approached the ring, the pain in his chest and shoulder still intense. Ayla stuck out her hand as he reached the edge. He took it, and she pulled him back over the ropes. 
 
    “Now,” she said as she made her way to the other side, and they prepared to square off again. “Let’s see what else I’ve got to work with.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, jutting out the top row of her teeth. 
 
    “How the hell do you get these fangs work?” Ayla strained, and it wasn’t long before a pair of sharp fangs extended. “Nice!” she touched them, letting out a cry of pain as she did. “Shit! These things are sharp! Now, let me see what happens when I shift with them…” 
 
    She closed her eyes and changed right before his eyes. First, silver fur sprouted from her body, the rest of her remaining human. Next, her face and limbs elongated, her middle following suit. In no time at all, Aly had taken the form of a massive silver wolf. When she bared her teeth, Vince saw right away one key difference between her and the other Lycan wolves—Ayla sported a massive pair of vampiric fangs. 
 
    Her fangs had shifted along with her, huge curving tusks protruding from her mouth, striking Vince as a combination of a giant wolf and a saber-tooth tiger. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    She snarled then howled, the noise so loud that he and the rest of the audience took a step back, Vince ending up holding the ropes behind him. There was more to this howl than there’d been before. It was powerful, like the soundwaves were a force of their own. 
 
    Ayla leaped toward him, Vince only just managing to jump out of the way before she landed with a hard thud where he’d been standing only a moment before. She didn’t give him a second, leaping again and again, Vince struggling to keep up with her. 
 
    He managed to put some distance between them, so he could catch his breath. Without the advantage of Vamp Speed, and with her beating him in the strength department, he was going to have an extremely difficult time taking her down. And with the gym being bright as it was, he didn’t have any good way to use his shadow magic. 
 
    “Vincent!” Olivia shouted from the audience, Sara standing wide-eyed and worried at her side. “She’s not the only one who gained powers! Try to shift!” 
 
    “Shift into what?” he called back. 
 
    “I don’t know! Close your eyes and focus!” 
 
    Vince couldn’t think of anything better to do, and he was getting desperate. He closed his eyes and focused, just as Oliva had said.  
 
    And it worked.  
 
    He felt a new power unlock. Like when he’d used his fangs for the first time, it was as if he suddenly remembered a limb he’d always had that only needed a little warming up. 
 
    The shift began inside before it became visible. But soon enough, his entire body began to shift and contort. He didn’t quite change as dramatically as Ayla, however, but when he looked down at himself, he saw that his forearms and hands had sprouted jet-black fur, that his fingers had grown into sharp claws. He placed his hands on his face, feeling that his features had elongated. 
 
    He wasn’t a wolf, he realized; he’d become a wolf-man, a midpoint between a vampire and a werewolf. 
 
    Ayla narrowed her eyes at him. She couldn’t speak in her wolf form, but she was clearly letting him know that she wasn’t afraid of him. With a snarl, she raced across the ring. 
 
    Vince snarled right back, his muscles bulging, pure power running through him. As Ayla leaped through the air, he jumped out of the way effortlessly, grabbing onto the ropes and using them to bounce back toward her. Like a rocket he hit home, hammering Ayla’s side with his fist.  
 
    Ayla whimpered for a moment, recovering from the punch. She backed away slowly, moving to the other corner of the ring across from Vince. 
 
    Alright, let’s see what I’m working with here, he thought. 
 
    He gave his blood levels a quick check. His wolf form was certainly draining his supply, though not nearly as quickly as Vamp Speed. 
 
    Ayla squared up for another pounce. Vince could sense by the ferocity in her eyes that she was ready to end the match once and for all. The Lycans in the crowd watched with eagerness, their excitement boiling. Olivia regarded Vince with the coolness of a master watching her apprentice at work, while Sara witnessed the match through the cracks between her fingers. 
 
    Ayla moved. She put all her power into this pounce, running as hard as she could and then leaping through the air.  
 
    Vince was ready for her.  
 
    The moment she was right in front of him, a split-second before her jaws would clamp down on his neck, he pivoted to the side, then opened his arms and wrapped them around her. With all his strength, he lifted Ayla into the air and slammed her down as hard as he could, a deafening boom blasting through the gym. 
 
    Once she was down, Vince encased her torso around his thighs then grabbed her jaws and pulled them open. If the fight were for keeps, he could have ended her right then and there, tearing her apart with his bare hands. 
 
    Silence filled the air. 
 
    Ayla shifted before his eyes, returning to her human form. Vince still had his legs wrapped around her, and he shifted back too. Even in those adrenaline-fueled moments, Vince was keenly aware of the softness of her breasts, and the fact that her shorts had been pulled down just enough to reveal the notches of her hips. 
 
    “Ngghhaah!” 
 
    At first, Vince was confused by the noises she was making. Then he realized that he was still holding her mouth open. 
 
    “Oh, right,” he said as he let go of her. But she was regarding him with a sensual expression. 
 
    “Don’t be,” she said. “Kind of fun having you be a little rough with me, handsome.” 
 
    She let out a bark of a laugh, putting her hands on Vince’s chest and shoving him off her. 
 
    “Alright, everyone!” she called out. “Fair’s fair—Vince whupped my ass!” 
 
    Cheers sounded from the audience, Vince getting the impression that they’d been more interested in a good fight than anything else.  
 
    Ayla hopped to her feet, then held out a hand. Vince took it, and she pulled him to his feet. She grinned at him, her vampire fangs still on display, and gave him a hearty slap on the back. 
 
    The fight was over.  
 
    And all Vince could think about was how much he needed some damn blood. 
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    The group was seated around a small table in the gym, which had settled back into its usual activities. The members of the Silverfang pack had wasted no time getting back to their sparring and workouts, the rest of them hanging out and chatting, drinking beer or energy drinks, depending on where they were in their routines. Thrash metal played at deafening levels, so loud that Vince could only hear the women at the table with him. 
 
    Ayla was once more dressed in jeans and a tight white T-shirt, still braless. Vince avoided looking at her nipples as they pressed against the fabric, though he sensed that Ayla wouldn’t have minded one bit if he had. She had found a bottle of blood wine in the supply room and given it to the vamps. As Vince sipped, all he could think of was Anna at The Evidence Room, how much better and fresher blood had tasted right from the source. 
 
    He wanted to feed. But he pushed those thoughts out of his head, knowing there were more important matters to think about. 
 
    “We need info on Helsing,” he said.  
 
    “Alright,” Ayla said, sitting back and propping her feet up on the table, a beer in her lap. “So what do you know already?” 
 
    “We tried to interrogate one of them,” Olivia said. “But he had this poison pill. Must be something new that they’re all packing.” 
 
    Ayla clicked her tongue, shaking her head in a manner that suggested she understood the situation completely. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard about those. I’m not sure if it’s just a fringe group among the NYC chapter or if they’re all outfitted with them now. Either way, those Helsing boys don’t screw around when it comes to letting crypts get a hold of them. They’d rather die a quick death than that. Can’t say I blame them, you know? Crypts are a little more civilized these days, but way back when, the last thing you wanted was to be alone with a pack of angry Lycans. Think about it like this: would you rather go out nice and painless, or watch you own guts get ripped out right in front of you?” 
 
    “Ew,” Sara said, shivering at the mere thought. 
 
    Ayla laughed, amused at getting such a reaction. 
 
    “What’re we going to do about it?” Olivia asked. “That’s what we want to know.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Yeah, what’s this in you were talking about?” 
 
    Ayla grinned. “Come here and let me show you.” She tossed back the rest of the beer, then crushed the can before whipping it into a nearby garbage container. She heaved herself out of her chair and started toward a big set of steel double doors that led into the back of the gym. “You’re gonna love this, bloodsuckers!” 
 
    Vince and the women shared a mutual look of confusion before hopping out of their chairs and following Ayla through the steel double doors. 
 
    Vince wasn’t sure what he’d expected on the other side, but it sure wasn’t what he saw. Before him was a large lab, a dozen human-form Lycans dressed in white coats performing work with what looked to be blood. There were animals there, mostly dogs and some cats, being attended to by Lycans. Stacks of large cages lined the back walls, a few of them filled with dogs. 
 
    “What on earth is this?” Olivia asked. “A laboratory?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Ayla replied. “A lab and vet clinic all in one. We’ve got kennels all over Harlem, and they’re not just for show. We take care of animals whose owners can’t afford more expensive care. And a lot of these animals don’t have owners at all.” She stepped over to one of the dogs being examined, a big golden retriever. Ayla leaned in, scratching him behind the ears and telling him what a good boy he was. 
 
    “Oh, so cute!” 
 
    Vince turned just in time to watch as Sara ran over to another nearby dog, a goofy-faced little pug. She squealed, petting him and letting him lick her face. The sight warmed Vince’s heart, reminding him of the Sara he’d known before he’d been pulled into this strange supernatural world. 
 
    Ayla went on. “Anyway, the point is that we don’t only work on animals. We’ve had an arrangement with Helsing where they outsource some of their lab work to us in exchange for a small fee.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Vince asked. “What kind of lab work?” 
 
    “The Helsing Bureau’s a police agency, which means they do a hell of a lot of detective work. And that means a lot of their manpower is dedicated to investigating crypt-related crimes, especially crimes done to humans. They find some blood on the scene, blood that doesn’t belong to humans, and we can analyze it for them, let them know what kind of species, even have it ready for them to scan in their database. And we’re still doing it. But over the last couple of months, there’s been something strange about the blood we’ve been reading.” 
 
    “What?” Vince asked. 
 
    She hopped up on one of the tables, looking down and shaking her head as if it were a puzzle she’d been trying to figure out. 
 
    “It’s… really weird. Most blood is easy to read. It takes some practice, sure, but once you’ve got a knack for it, you can tell which blood is human, which is vamp, which is Lycan, which is witch, and so on. But this blood, it’s… well, there’s no other way to say it than this, it’s like a bunch of different crypt bloods all at once.” 
 
    Olivia snorted. “Sounds to me like your Lycans aren’t as good at blood work as you might have thought.” 
 
    “Screw off, bloodsucker. We’re freaking experts. Just because we dress in leather and like to lift weights and slam beers doesn’t mean we’re idiots. Lycans are damn good at veterinary work—just about every breakthrough in the field over the last hundred years has been one of our people. But I’m not about to explain myself to you.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Olivia said with a toss of her silver-blonde hair and a roll of her eyes. “I’ll take your word for it, I suppose.” 
 
    “Don’t do me any favors, lady. Anyway, that’s what the blood work says. We checked it and checked it and that’s how it came up every time. But… it’s impossible. Imagine if you looked at human blood and there was blood for a chimp and a hippo and a tree all at once. That’s how strange this is.” 
 
    “How could that happen?” Vince asked. “Maybe some kind of disease?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought at first. But the more I thought about it, the less sense it made. After all, diseases are bad, right? This blood looked damn healthy to me. Well, once you got past how freaking weird it was.” 
 
    “Did you ask the Helsing people about it?” Sara looked up from her pug. 
 
    “She new?” Ayla asked, pointing to Sara with the index finger of her hand that held the beer. 
 
    “Very new,” Olivia said. “Painfully new.” 
 
    Sara stuck her tongue out at Olivia. 
 
    “You don’t just ask Helsing stuff like that,” Ayla said. “When they offer you a contract like that, it’s implied that it’s no-questions-asked. And why would we care? Up until recently, Helsing’s been on the level. They can be squares, sure, but they’re basically just cops. And as much as Lycans don’t usually care for the law, we’re more than happy to take their money.” 
 
    “This is all starting to seem like too much of a coincidence,” Vince said. “Helsing’s acting strange, they’ve got some guy named Andrei running around, plus there’s another Blood Lord besides me.” 
 
    “Yup,” Ayla said. “We Lycans have an expression—if it smells like shit, you don’t need to put your foot in to find out for sure.” 
 
    “Ew,” Sara said. 
 
    “The question is,” Vince said. “What are we going to do about it?” 
 
    Ayla grinned. “I thought you’d never ask. We’re going to kidnap one of them, of course.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The plan was set. 
 
    Every Saturday night, according to Ayla, three agents from the Helsing Bureau arrived to collect their blood samples, along with whatever information the Lycans had learned about them. 
 
    This Saturday night, however, would be different. Vince and his crew would await them, capturing the agents when they entered and ensuring they couldn’t get the chance to take their poison pills. Once that was done, they’d interrogate the agents and try to figure out what the hell was going on in New York. 
 
    The four of them were in Ayla’s office, the gym downstairs closed for business, all of the Lycans except for the receptionist gone. The lights were low and dim, and from where Vince stood, he wasn’t able to make out anything except for the vague shadows and shapes of the gym in the darkness. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you don’t have the entire pack here,” Olivia said. “Strength in numbers, after all.” 
 
    “You of all people should understand what’s happening tonight,” Ayla said, seated at her desk, a big can of Japanese beer in front of her. “I’m stabbing Helsing in the back. If this goes sideways, hell, if it works, then the entire Silverfang Pack is going to have a bullseye on it. If I die, that’s one thing. But like hell I’m going to put them at risk. If something goes wrong, then I’ll get the word out and let them know to get out of the city, hide out in upstate New York until shit blows over, find a new alpha when they do.” 
 
    She shook her head. “But that’s not going to happen. We’re going to get the information we need, and then we’re going to sort out Helsing before this Andrei prick does whatever he has in mind.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “We’re going to pull it off. And we’ll find more allies along the way.” 
 
    Ayla sipped her beer, thinking it all over. “Those were some impressive moves you pulled back in the ring,” she said, turning in her seat and plopping her boots on the desk. “Never thought I’d see anything like that. You turned into some… wolf-vamp hybrid.” 
 
    Olivia grinned. “You found a powerful ally in Vince. If he’s half the Blood Lord I have a feeling he is, then he’s set to take over this city and rule it like a king.” 
 
    Ayla let out a laugh. “A night king, huh? Well, you’ve got confidence in the man, I’ll give you that. But we’ll see what he’s worth tonight. And if we end up getting on Helsing’s bad side the way I think we will, then he’s going to need all the power he’s got. Either way, I’m bound to Vince here, so I’m seeing this through to the end.” 
 
    She popped her fangs out, retracted them, then popped them out again. 
 
    “Still can’t get used to these things.” 
 
    “You will,” Olivia said. “And there’s more to your dark gift, Ayla.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “That’s right. When we find the proper blood for you to drink, you’ll be able to pick your vampire class. I can give you the rundown later, but I’m thinking Bruiser for you—it’ll be a nice complement to your Lycan strength.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Sounds good to me. Whatever makes me more powerful so I can protect my wolves.” 
 
    Ayla turned her attention to Sara, who was seated in the small meeting area. “And what’s your deal? You’re newer to this vamp thing than Vince here, right? How’d you get mixed up in all of this?” 
 
    “Long story,” Sara said, shaking her head as if the mere memory hurt. “But, basically, it was Helsing. They wanted me to kill Vince.” 
 
    Ayla whistled. “Then Vince must be the forgiving sort. Me? I would’ve tied you up, cut you open, and pulled your guts out for that one. I know this way to do it that’ll keep you alive for a good few hours. Trust me, I don’t screw around when it comes to traitors.” 
 
    “That’s… good to know,” Sara said. 
 
    Ayla took another sip of her beer. “Seriously, what’re you doing here? Did Vince feed on you then decide he wanted to keep you around? Pretty little thing like you might be worth keeping. How good are you at sucking dick?” 
 
    Sara looked down, her cheeks reddening. “Uh, am I suppose to answer that?”  
 
    “She’s terrible,” Olivia said, “but I’m sure she’ll be better with some practice.”  
 
    “Thanks, I guess?” Sara said awkwardly.  
 
    Vince couldn’t help but shake his head.  
 
    Sara suddenly piped up. “I joined Vince’s coterie because I wanted to make up for what I did. It’s… going to be a long time before Vince trusts me, I’m sure. But I’m willing to work for it. And if that means I become the best cocksucker in all of New York… hell, all of America… then that’s what I’ll do!” 
 
    “Prove it,” Ayla said. “Everyone else might be convinced you’re not a traitor, but I’m not.”  
 
    “What… what do you mean? How am I meant to prove it?” Sara asked, but from the look in Ayla’s eyes as she looked from Sara to Vince’s crotch, the meaning was clear.  
 
    Vince didn’t want to degrade Sara in front of these two other women, but it seemed Sara was more than happy to take on that burden herself.  
 
    “I’m more than happy to prove myself,” Sara said, “if you don’t mind, Vince?” She turned her gaze upon him, and he couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Show me what you’ve got in mind.” 
 
    Her eyes locked onto his as she stepped over with a sultry, hip-swaying walk. The first time they’d been intimate, Sara had displayed no small amount of awkwardness about being with him and another woman. Judging by the way she looked at him now, however, there was no doubt she was feeling much, much more excited by the prospect. 
 
    When she was in front of Vince, she looked up at him with eager eyes, a slight smile playing on her lips. Without a word, she stepped up on her tiptoes and kissed him. She tasted delicious as ever, her tongue finding his. The kissed grew deeper by the moment, Vince losing himself in it. 
 
    Right in the middle of it, Vince felt a sting in his mouth, followed by the taste of blood. He pulled back a bit to see Sara with her fangs bared, blood trickling down the corner of her full, luscious lips. She closed her eyes and licked her mouth, making sure to get every last drop. 
 
    “Something you’ll need to know, Ayla,” she said, “is that vampire blood takes sex to another level. There’s nothing like it.” 
 
    Ayla, a small smile on her lips, nodded. “Noted. How about you show me what you mean?” 
 
    Sara placed her fingertip on her chin, looking away and giving the matter some thought. “That’s the real question—where to start?” 
 
    Olivia smirked. “I seem to recall you looking quite pretty on your knees, Pipsqueak. Why don’t you show Ayla what you can do with that mouth of yours?” 
 
    Sara turned her attention to Vince. “Does that sound good to you, Vince?” 
 
    He had to take a moment compose himself—the kiss had made him hard as a rock, his dick straining against his pants.  
 
    “That sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Then let’s get you comfortable, my lord.” She took Vince by the hand and led him over to the couch in the sitting area. Ayla and Olivia were seated there, each moving to opposite sides of the couch as Sara guided him down. Once he was seated, Sara spread his legs and took position between them.  
 
    “Mind if we stay here?” Ayla asked. “I’d love a front-row view for this.” 
 
    “I insist,” Vincent replied.  
 
    Sara started by rubbing his cock through his pants, tracing the outline of his shaft and head.  
 
    Vince growled with pleasure, even the touch through the fabric enough to send shivers up his spine.  
 
    When she was done teasing him, Sara opened the button and pulled down the zipper, taking down Vince’s pants enough for his cock to spring out. He was fully erect, his length pulsing as Sara wrapped her slender fingers around it. 
 
    “That’s… very nice, Vince,” Ayla said, biting down on her lower lip after she said the words.  
 
    “Now,” Sara said. “Let me see if I remember what it is you like. How about I start like this?” 
 
    She leaned in, moving her mouth to the base of Vince’s cock. Once there, she stuck her tongue out and began teasing his balls with the end of it, bringing her lips closer and following her licks with kisses. Sara looked up, making eye contact all the while as she covered his balls with kisses, her tongue darting out and adding another layer of pleasure to her teasing.  
 
    “You can’t just rush into it,” Sara said. “That’s what Olivia taught me.” 
 
    “Very good, little one,” Olivia replied. “Give him something to look forward to.” 
 
    After spending a little more time on Vince’s balls, Sara began traveling up the length of his cock, kissing his shaft and licking, making sure that each square inch of his length was attended to. Soon she was at his head, covering that in kisses and licks too.  
 
    “There,” she said, nodding her head as she stroked him up and down. “I think that’s more than enough teasing.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Vince said. “Now, make me come.” 
 
    “With pleasure, my lord.” 
 
    Sara opened her mouth, taking his head into it and wrapping her lips around his girth. She formed a tight seal, flicking his head with her tongue as she surrounded him with her warm wetness. She held him like this for several moments before going down with her lips, bringing more of him into her mouth until each inch was down her throat. Once at the bottom, she stuck her tongue out and teasing his balls one more time. 
 
    She brought her lips up slowly, making eye contact with Vince all the while. It was hard for him to wrap his head around just how sexy she looked with her mouth full of his manhood. 
 
    “She really knows what she’s doing,” Ayla said, Sara bringing her lips back up and covering Vince’s head in kisses before going down again. 
 
    “Annoying as she might be at times, she’s a good pupil,” Olivia said. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Vince watched as Ayla’s hand moved down, over her body and between her legs. She took in a deep breath, her chest rising and falling as she began touching herself through her jeans. Ayla closed her eyes, opening her mouth slowly and taking in an ahh, ahh of pleasure.  
 
    He reached around her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders, grabbing her shirt and pulling it up. Her big, full breasts, her nipples big and pink, tumbled out of her shirt.  
 
    Ayla’s eyes went wide with surprise, but the pleased expression quickly returned. 
 
    “I… I don’t suppose there’s anything wrong with touching,” she managed to say as Vince began tweaking her nipples, feeling them go hard against his fingertips. “And that… that does feel pretty damn good.” 
 
    She closed her eyes once more, touching herself as Vince played with her tits. Soft sucking sounds filled the air as Sara continued to go down on him, the orgasm growing closer and closer by the second. Vince felt a new sensation on his cock and glanced down to see that Olivia was cupping his balls, rubbing them gently. 
 
    “As much as I love to watch, it’s impossible to do just that.” 
 
    Vince wasn’t about to complain. His hands full with Ayla’s tits, he watched as Sara sucked him and Olivia massaged him. It didn’t take long for him to arrive at the brink of orgasm, his balls tight with anticipation of release. 
 
    Seeming to sense this, Sara took her mouth off his cock. 
 
    “Come in my mouth, Vince. I want to taste you. I want to drink you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue, her hand on the top half of his cock and Olivia’s on the bottom.  
 
    Vince decided he was ready.  
 
    With a groan, he released, his cock pumping one rope after another of cum onto Sara’s mouth, coating her lips and tongue. The pleasure was hard to contain, running through Vince’s body and making him tense, making him groan. 
 
    When he was done, Sara’s mouth was covered with his seed. She closed her lips and swallowed what had made it onto her tongue. Before she could get the rest, however, Olivia placed her fingers under her chin and brought Sara’s face toward hers. Olivia kissed her hard and deep, and in between kisses she licked off and swallowed whatever remained.  
 
    “Vincent,” Olivia said. “I’ve been thinking, and now just might be the time. I believe I’m ready for you to take me.” 
 
    Vincent grinned. “I’m ready for that too. Or, wait… I might not be ready just yet.” He spoke in expectation of needing a little time for him to recover from his orgasm.  
 
    “No,” Olivia said. “You’re ready. You think you need to wait around to go again like some kind of human?” 
 
    To make her point, she reached forward and wrapped her hand around his cock. To Vince’s surprise, instead of feeling uncomfortable in the way he was used to after sex, he felt ready to go again.  
 
    Olivia stroked him more, using Sara’s saliva as lubricant. To his left, Ayla was still touching herself, now opening her jeans and pulling them down to reveal a dark thatch of hair above her pussy. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” she said, spreading her wet lips and pressing on her clit.  “Just… just enjoying the show.” 
 
    Sara backed away, Olivia moving to where she was seated.  
 
    “I want you inside of me,” Olivia said. “But not in the same way you were with Sara.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Let me show you.” 
 
    She hooked her thumbs under her pants, pulling them down along with her panties. Once she was bare from the waist down, she turned and bent over, exposing her perfect, round ass. 
 
    “This is where I want you, Vincent. And Sara, I want you to help.” 
 
    Sara nodded. She placed her hands on Olivia’s ass, spreading her cheeks.  
 
    “A little something to make the going easier?” Olivia asked the other woman.  
 
    Sara smiled and nodded as she spit onto the other vampire’s asshole. 
 
    Olivia moved down slowly, bringing herself down onto Vincent’s head. He groaned, her asshole tight and hard to enter with a cock his size. But with a little work, his head pushed inside. 
 
    “Oh… oh God…” Olivia moaned the words, leaning forward and placing her hands on the coffee table in front of her. Sara sat back on the edge of the table, reaching down her pants and beginning to touch herself.  
 
    Olivia’s ass was tight and gripped Vince’s cock hard. She raised herself a bit, the tightness running up his shaft, the pleasure intense. He placed his hands on her hips, holding her in place as he lifted her up, then back down, his cock vanishing once more inside of her. 
 
    “Yes, Vincent,” she said. “You feel as amazing as I’d hoped.” 
 
    They were soon in a steady rhythm, Olivia’s ass bouncing up and down on his cock, her cheeks jiggling. He slipped his hands under her shirt, reaching under her bra and taking her tits into his hands. Her breasts weren’t quite as big as Ayla’s, but he could tell they were perfectly formed, the exact size for his hands.  
 
    Olivia leaned back, laying on top of him as she writhed. He pulled her shirt up more, exposing her tits and rubbing them as his cock moved in and out of her ass.  
 
    “Vincent, I’m almost…I’m almost there. I want you to come at the same time as me, understand? I want to feel you unload inside of my ass right as I come.” 
 
    “You got it.” He emphasized his words by slapping her hard on the ass, the ripe, pale flesh jiggling from the impact. She moaned as he spanked her, grinding herself harder against him.  
 
    To his left, he could see that Ayla was on the verge of orgasm, her body beginning to shake. Sara was at the same point, her fingers busy rubbing her pussy as she positioned herself on the brink of orgasm. 
 
    “Now,” Vince growled. “Come for me. All of you.” 
 
    The women silently assented with nods, moans pouring from their lips and blending together in a symphony of ecstasy. Vince released, his cock exploding with another orgasm, more thick ropes shooting from him deep into Olivia’s ass. She came hard, her ass clenching tight around his shaft as her body shook with orgasm. He gripped hard onto her breasts, kissing her deeply as she laid back against him.  
 
    The four of them came together. When they were done, their bodies went slack, each of them bathing in the afterglow of their fun. 
 
    Vince slid his cock out of Olivia’s ass, a bit of cum leaking out behind it. 
 
    “That was… fun to watch,” Sara said, clearly turned on by the sight. “We might have to do that together sometime.”  
 
    “Aw, isn’t that sweet. Who would have thought someone who wanted to become part of Helsing would be so… well, like you,” Ayla said as she grabbed a wet towel to clean up. She gently stroked Vince’s cock until he was all clean. “How did a pretty little thing like you get mixed up with Helsing in the first place, anyway?” she asked Sara. 
 
    Sara’s eyes flashed with anger. “I wanted a chance to get close to the man who killed my mother—so I could kill him.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Ayla said, leaning forward. “What did Helsing want with your mother? This is getting more intense by the second.” 
 
    “She was a vampire. Turned when I was a kid. The vampire killed my dad, then made her one of them. The vampire wanted her for himself, but she didn’t let that happen—killed him with a silver stake through the eye the first chance she got.” 
 
    “That right, Pipsqueak?” Ayla asked. “I didn’t know that kind of blood was in your veins.” 
 
    Sara nodded, and Vince could sense she was proud to tell the story of her mother. She had previously said that Cutter had killer her mom, but not precisely why. And now Vince knew. 
 
    “As soon as she was free from him, she came to find me. I was staying with my aunt and uncle, but she made sure I knew she was still alive. You know, in a sense. She waited until I was older to tell me what she really was, why she could never play with me in the park, why she could never walk me home from school.” 
 
    Tears formed in her eyes, and she quickly wiped them away. “She was killed by a Helsing agent, a man named Cutter. He hated vampires, thought they should be exterminated. I don’t know what happened, exactly, but from what I heard, he cooked up some story about how my mom and her closest friends were part of some group that had been preying on humans. Their home was raided, and Cutter made sure every last one of them was dead. Piece of shit.” 
 
    Vince listened carefully, noting the way she spoke about her mother with loving eyes, and how they formed narrow slits as the subject moved to Cutter. 
 
    “He’s still in New York, as far as I know,” Sara said as she cleaned herself up and got dressed. “I was going to get into the Bureau, find him… and kill him. That was the plan, anyway. Until…” 
 
    She turned her eyes to Vince, only managing to hold his gaze for a moment before breaking it and looking down in shame. 
 
    “Well, you could do worse that teaming up with a Blood Lord, an ancient vamp, and the alpha of the strongest damn Lycan pack in the city,” Ayla said. “Nothing hits like a little revenge. Don’t worry—you just might get yours.” 
 
    “What’d this guy look like, anyway, Pipsqueak?” Olivia asked as she washed herself over with a cloth and started to reorder her clothing to a respectable state. “Would you even be able to spot him in a lineup?” 
 
    Sara nodded. “When I was speaking with the Helsing agent at the bureau office, I managed to get a peek at his computer and look through the database. I knew his last name, but didn’t know what he looked like. Now, I do.” She narrowed her eyes once more. Vince could tell that his face was fresh in her mind. 
 
    “He’s tall, with a shaved head and a black goatee and about the ugliest face you’ve ever see in your life. But the way you know it’s him is that he’s got this weird scar that goes up along his neck.” 
 
    “Weird how?” Vince asked. 
 
    She shook her head, her brow knitted in confusion. “It’s like… lightning. It branches out in this really strange way.” 
 
    “That’s a magic scar,” Olivia said. “No doubt about it. A witch hits you with a powerful enough spell and it has an effect on the body that’s not too different than getting blasted with lightning. Sounds to me like our friend Cutter ran afoul of a spellcaster at some point.” 
 
    “I wish she would’ve finished the job,” Sara said. “But that doesn’t matter—I can be the one to do it.” 
 
    Vince noticed the anger in her voice, and he had no doubt that if Cutter were in the room with them right at that moment, Sara would’ve clawed his eyes out. 
 
    “Well,” Ayla said. “Maybe you’ll get your chance.” 
 
    Before any of them could say another word, a buzz sounded through the office. 
 
    “Ayla,” spoke the receptionist’s voice through the intercom. “They’re here.” 
 
    “Lead them to the back. We’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “Alright,” Vince said. “Let’s get downstairs and into position. And when I make my move, you know what to do.” 
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    The group broke, watching and waiting for the agents to head into the lab before they took the elevator down to the main floor. Once there, Sara and Ayla and Olivia hung back as Vince approached the double doors. Through them, he could hear the muffled voices of the receptionist and the three agents. 
 
    He took a deep breath, knowing that a single wrong move would mean failure. And more than that, he’d likely use every last bit of his magic in the process. However, there was no other option without putting the lives of the rest of the group at risk. 
 
    When he was ready, Vince shifted into his half-wolf form. Power ran through him, an animal intensity boiling inside and making him crave violence. It took all of his rational faculties to fight the urge to give in. He glanced down at his hands, still not used to his wolf-like fingers, along with the hair that covered his hands and wrists. 
 
    His magic started draining. What he had to do next, he knew, would drain it even further. Vince activated Vamp Speed, kicking the door open as he did. 
 
    The bright lights of the lab were blinding. But through them he could make out the forms of the three agents, along with the receptionist. The dogs in the kennels at the back of the room began barking like mad, filling the air with noise. The sounds were in extreme slow-motion, so they were distorted and deep. 
 
    The agents and the receptionist turned, their eyes going wide. Vince raced toward the receptionist, flying through the air and landing on top of her, bringing the girl to the ground and out of harm’s way. Once he was on the ground, Vince rolled over just in time to watch three silver darts zip through the air. The agents hadn’t wasted any time in opening fire, and that was just what he wanted. 
 
    Their bolt-guns were drawn, Vince setting his sights on them as he rushed toward the left-most agent. Between his half-wolf form and Vamp Speed, the agents were no match for his speed. Vince had no doubt that he could kill each of them on the spot if that was what he wanted. 
 
    But he needed them alive. 
 
    Vince reached the left-most agent, plucking the bolt-pistol out of his hand. As he did, he spotted Ayla running into the room. He moved from the left-most agent to the center, then the right. As he took the last bolt-pistol, he gave his magic pool a quick check and saw that he was already down to his last twenty percent. 
 
    Still got to get these to Ayla. His blood was getting so low that he could hardly think straight. Vince used the last of his strength to rush over to Ayla, shoving the bolt-pistols into her hands. The moment he made the handoff, he hit the last bit of his blood supply and, just in time to avoid a total collapse, shifted back into his human form and turned off Vamp Speed. 
 
    He was woozy, barely able to stand. But he’d made it. And not a second too soon. 
 
    Vince turned to see the three agents standing before him. They each looked at their hands, shock appearing on their faces as they realized what had happened. But the shock turned to anger when they noticed the state Vince was in. 
 
    He was a sitting duck, there for the slaying. 
 
    The agents had only traveled a few steps before the doors opened once more, Sara and Olivia bursting into the room. Olivia rushed to the left-most agent, a raised dagger in her hand, bringing the hilt down onto the agent’s head and knocking him to the floor. Sara raised her foot and drove it into the belly of the right-most agent, knocking the wind out of him on her way toward one of the examination lamps. 
 
    Once she reached it, she flicked it on and angled it so that it cast huge shadows on the wall that loomed over the group. Sara lifted her arm to bring her shadow hand toward the agent in the middle, the shadow large enough to pick him off the floor with its fingertips and toss him against the wall. He connected with a thud, landing in a heap. 
 
    “Ayla!” It took all of Vince’s strength to shout her name over the commotion of the barking dogs. “Hurry!” 
 
    “Got it!” Ayla, standing over at one the shelving units that lined the walls, raised one of the bolt-pistols. Instead of a silver bolt on the channel, there was a metal-tipped vial filled with green liquid. 
 
    She took aim at the agent Sara had thrown into the wall, firing the bolt-pistol and sticking him with the dart. Then she dropped the bolt-pistol and picked up another that she’d taken from the agents, firing another vial of green and hitting the second agent this time. Within moments, the three agents had been hit, and were lying in a heap. 
 
    They’d won. The agents had been incapacitated and were ready to be tied up. 
 
    “Blood!” Vince shouted, his vision blurring. “I… need it!” 
 
    Ayla nodded before running over to another of the shelving units, opening it and grabbing a packet of dark-red blood. 
 
    “This is human!” she said, tossing it through the air toward Vince. 
 
    Vince raised his arm, using the last bit of strength he had to catch the bag and bring it to his mouth. He sank his fangs into it, easily piercing the plastic and getting to the blood inside. It was cold and thick, but even so, the relief from drinking it was enough to make him close his eyes with pleasure. 
 
    He sucked the last drops out, the bag crinkling in his hands. When he looked up, he saw that Ayla had another ready for him. Vince caught and drank that one too, and when the second bag’s contents were in his belly, he was feeling right as rain. 
 
    “So,” he said, approaching the agents, all three of them sprawled on the ground in whatever strange positions they’d happened to fall in. “How long are they going to be out?” 
 
    “Not long at all,” Ayla said. “That’s a very short-lived anesthetic we used to put animals asleep for a few minutes if they’re the kind that get a little panicky during treatment. With how much these guys weigh and the amount I gave them, I’d say they’ll be waking up in less than three minutes.” 
 
    “Then we need to move,” Vince said. “Get them tied up and ready to be interrogated.” 
 
    The group didn’t waste another moment. They picked up the agents and carried them into one of the examination rooms. 
 
    Sara brought in three chairs, and Ayla emerged with more vials, blue ones this time. 
 
    “What’ve you got there, wolf?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Local anesthetic. A few applications of this to the limbs will keep them nice and still. That’ll prevent them from going for their poison pills, too.” 
 
    She got to work, sticking the agents in the arms and legs with the anesthetic, the needles piercing their fine suits. One of the agents began to moan right about the time Ayla was done, his mouth opening and his sunglasses hanging off his face. 
 
    That agent was followed by another, then another. Soon, all three of them were coming back to the world of the living. Vince and the rest of the group stood on the other side of the room waiting for the agents to rouse. 
 
    When they finally did, they all realized at the same time, and with the same panic, that they couldn’t move their arms and legs. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” the one in the middle asked, the others still groaning and struggling and trying to get their numbed limbs to function. 
 
    Ayla glanced over to Vince. “Mind if I handle this? Interrogation is kind of a specialty of mine.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Vince said, chuckling at the sight of her eagerness. 
 
    She nodded, clasping her hands together as she approached the group. 
 
    “Alright, boys, here’s the situation: right now, you’re all numbed up to the necks with my special anesthetic. It’ll wear off in time, sure, but for the moment, you all are in my paws. So, right now, you’re going to tell me and my friends here exactly what I want to know. If not…” She placed her fingertip on her chin and looked away, as if giving the matter some serious thought. “Hmm, I don’t know what I’ll do, exactly. Been a while since I’ve needed to get information out of anyone.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and shifted into her wolf form. Her werewolf shift made her huge, and the size of the small examination room only added to the effect. She rushed over to the agent on the right, a scream erupting from him as she opened her mouth over his head. Ayla didn’t close her jaws, however, instead letting the agent’s head stay right where it was. 
 
    The message was clear: if she wanted to, she could crush his head right there and then. She didn’t, however. She just turned her golden eyes to each agent, snarled, and bared her teeth. Then she moved back to the center of the room, closed her eyes, and shifted back. 
 
    The agents were trying to stay cool and calm. It was clear, however, from the way their lips quivered and sweat formed on their brows, that her message had hit home. 
 
    A pleased smile on her face, Ayla grabbed one of the empty chairs in the room, turned it around, and dropped down into it. 
 
    “You get the idea?” she asked. “Now, if I’m feeling generous, I might just chomp your heads off, one after another.” Her eyes flashed, as if an even better idea had occurred to her. “Oh! Or, maybe I’ll take advantage of the fact that you guys can’t feel from the neck down. I can chomp your guts a little, let the other guys watch, knowing their turn’s next. That sounds pretty cool, if you ask me.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together. “So, here’s what I want to know: what the hell is going on with this weird-ass blood you guys have been making me test? And who’s putting you up to it?” 
 
    The agent in the middle snorted. “You clearly don’t understand how Helsing works. We’re low-level agents; they don’t tell us a damn thing other than what our orders are.” His voice was deep and gruff. 
 
    “Is that right?” Ayla asked, not pausing for a moment. “And does that mean you don’t know the guy on top who’s responsible for giving orders?” 
 
    “Nope. Just my lieutenant and that’s it,” the man in the middle said. “And he’s not going to tell you shit, either.” 
 
    Vince glanced at the two agents flanking the middle. They were younger and weren’t doing nearly as good a job at hiding their fear as the one in the middle. 
 
    The smile on Ayla’s face suggested that she was well aware of what was going on, that the two other agents were on the verge of cracking. 
 
    Ayla shrugged. “If that’s the case, then there’s no reason I need to keep you jackasses alive, huh?” 
 
    Without another word, she shifted back into her wolf form and pounced on the agent to the right. She struck him in the chest, and he toppled backward on his chair. Ayla landed on his chest, pinning him with her significant bulk. This time, she brought her face right up close to the agent’s, letting him get a good look at her snarling maw and feel the heat of her breath and the saliva drip onto his face. 
 
    “A chimera!” he sputtered. 
 
    Ayla stopped, pulling back and giving the agent a bit of room. 
 
    “A what?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Shut up, asshole!” the first agent shouted. “Don’t you say a word!” 
 
    A thought occurred to Vince—glamouring. 
 
    “No,” Vince said, approaching the middle agent. “Tell him to speak.” 
 
    The agent’s brow furrowed as he seemed to realize what Vince was trying to do. 
 
    “Don’t bother trying that mind-control trick on Helsing agents,” he said. “We’re trained to resist.” 
 
    “All the same,” Vince said. “I want to know what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Don’t say another word,” the lead agent said. 
 
    “Don’t eat me!” the other again exclaimed, ignoring the command of his superior as Ayla growled in his face. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know!” 
 
    Vince grinned, the agent in the middle sighing with frustration. 
 
    “Ayla,” Vince said. “Back off a bit and give him some room to talk.” 
 
    She did as he asked, moving backward toward where Olivia and Sara stood. But she remained in her wolf form, letting the threat hang in the air.  
 
    Vince stepped over to the agent and grabbed him, pulling him off his back and bringing the chair back up. 
 
    “A chimera,” Vince repeated. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s a creature of legend,” Olivia said. “As much as memory as the Blood Lords were. It’s from Greek myth—a lion’s body with a goat’s head and a snake’s tail.” 
 
    “That’s what they’re trying to make?” Vince asked. 
 
    “No,” the agent on the other side of the room said. “Not a chimera—Project Chimera.” 
 
    “This conversation better get a hell of a lot less cryptic really fast,” Vince said. 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” the middle agent said. “Just promise not to hurt my men.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Deal. Now, speak up.” 
 
    The agent grumbled, as if finally understanding the nature of his position. 
 
    “Project Chimera is the brainchild of the head of New York’s Helsing Bureau.” 
 
    “Andrei?” Vince asked. 
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    “Let’s start there,” Vince said. “Tell me everything you know about Andrei.” 
 
    “He’s a vamp, like you. But there’s a big difference: he knows what crime against nature you and the rest of the crypts are. He’s the leader of Helsing in New York, and pushed out all the weak-willed agents who wanted to act as glorified policemen.” 
 
    “And now what are you?” Vince asked. 
 
    His expression hardened, even from behind the glasses he wore. 
 
    “We’re exterminators. We’re going to do what Helsing should’ve been doing this whole time: taking out your freaks so you can’t hurt humans.” 
 
    “Scum,” Olivia said. “We have just as much of a right to live as any human.” 
 
    “Wrong,” the agent said. “You’re menaces. Thankfully, a man like Andrei came along to take charge and put us on the right path. And he’s going to use the chimera to do it.” 
 
    “Keep talking,” Vince said. 
 
    “The chimera’s a combination of just about every crypt known to man. It’s part-vamp, part-were, part-witch, part-Bigfoot, part-zombie…You get the idea. And we’re creating it for one purpose and one purpose only: to exterminate any crypt we find. With Andrei at the helm, we’re going to cleanse this world of the scourge of you crypts, sending you back to hell, or wherever you came from.” 
 
    A small, pleased smile formed on his face. “Doesn’t even matter that you know about the chimera. Hell, you were going to find out pretty damn soon anyway.” 
 
    Vince turned to Ayla, nodding for her to shift back, which she did. Then Olivia stepped in close to Vince. 
 
    “This is bad,” she whispered. “If someone has control of Helsing, then that makes them the most powerful crypt force in the city. And if they have something like the chimera on their side…” 
 
    Vine nodded. He was right on the same page. 
 
    Before he had had a chance to say or do anything, however, someone started banging on the door in a panic from the other side. Vince quickly stepped over and opened it. 
 
    It was the receptionist, fear written all over her face. 
 
    “Helsing,” she said. “They’re here. And there are way too many to fight off.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The lead agent laughed. 
 
    “You didn’t think I was going to tell you all this shit if I thought you’d be able to do anything about it, did you? You idiots—our blood retrieval missions are of the utmost importance. There was a whole other team behind us this entire time, waiting to move in if we didn’t check back. You’re screwed.” 
 
    Vince tore his eyes away from the agents, turning to his group. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Whatever’s happening, we need to be ready for it.” 
 
    Ayla, Sara, and Olivia didn’t waste a moment following him back into the lab. The dogs were going wild in their cages, barking and throwing themselves against the bars. 
 
    “How many?” Ayla asked. 
 
    The receptionist shook her head. “I don’t know for sure. I was watching the footage in the security room and saw three cars pull around front.” 
 
    “We don’t have a back,” Ayla said, addressing Vince and the rest of the group. “And it’s precisely for moments like these—easier to defend the place if there’s only the one entrance.” 
 
    “What are the odds of calling the rest of your little pack, wolf?” Olivia asked. “We could use the backup.” 
 
    She snorted and shook her head. “Nothing little about us. But no—I told them to get to safety. Last thing I wanted was for my pack to get wiped because they were all in one place.” 
 
    Ayla turned her attention to the dogs barking in the back of the room. A smile spread across her face. 
 
    “You all hold those assholes off for as long as you can,” the lycan woman said. 
 
    “I take it you have an idea?” Vince asked.  
 
    “I do,” Ayla said. “I just need some time to pull it off.”  
 
    “Alright. You do whatever it is you’re going to do, and we’ll do what we can. Let’s go!”  
 
    “And what do we do after?” Sara asked. “Where do we go?” 
 
    “We can figure that out once we’re safe,” Vince replied. “For now, come on!” 
 
    Leaving Ayla and the receptionist behind, he rushed to the door leading into the gym, hearing agents on the other side. He didn’t waste a moment to make a move. He shifted into his half-wolf form, pulling his foot back and slamming it into the door. The huge steel doors flew open and bashed into the agents on the other side, two men and one woman sailing through the air like they’d found themselves at ground zero of an explosion. 
 
    “Vince!” Olivia shouted. “You cool with killing these fucks?” The small smile on her face made Vince very aware of her stance on the matter. 
 
    Vince took a quick look at the gym—there had to be twenty agents there in total. Part of him had hoped that he and the Bureau might’ve been able to come to a peaceful solution so that no blood needed to be spilled. 
 
    They’d tried to kill him and his friends, however. And what the agent had told them in the exam room clinched it. Their mission was to take out all crypts. 
 
    Us or them, Vince thought. Time to spill a little blood. 
 
    He roared, sweeping his hand toward the agents. Olivia grinned, she and Sara receiving the message loud and clear. 
 
    Vince went in for the attack, setting his eyes on the nearest agent and leaping toward him, grabbing his head with two hair-covered hands and giving it a hard twist. The agent’s neck broke like a dry twig, the man dropping to the ground in a heap as soon as Vince let go of him. 
 
    Vince put his feet on the agent, bouncing off him and toward the next nearest agent. The woman raised her bolt-pistol, taking aim… but Vince grabbed her hand and pointing the gun straight up below her head right as she pulled the trigger. The bolt-pistol fired, the bolt shooting up and into her head from below. Blood poured down from the wound, and Vince wasted no time putting his foot on her chest and kicking her back and away. 
 
    A little breathing room established, Vince turned to check on his companions. Olivia was already doing her bloody work, her twin blades in hand. She jammed one into the throat of a nearby agent, the end of the blade coming clean out the other side. Olivia turned as she pulled it out, a jet of blood spraying from the wound. With a quick flip of her wrist, she tossed the other dagger end over end, the blade planting in the chest of an agent twenty paces away. 
 
    My blade, Vince thought. Let’s see what it can do with my half-wolf power. 
 
    He reached underneath the back of his shirt where he’d tucked away his blade, pulling out the silver-coated steel and holding it in the air above him. He brought it down with all his strength on the nearest agent, the blade cutting effortlessly through his shoulder, cleaving downward until Vince had sliced through a neat chunk that started at the top middle of his right shoulder all the way halfway down his stomach. The agent fell into two pieces, dead. 
 
    Another nearby agent raised his weapon, a bolt-casting rifle, toward Vince. But with a burst of Vamp Speed, Vince was able to close the distance between him and the agent, first slicing through his arms and rifle, the agent not even having time to scream before Vince shoved the tip of the blade through his eye and out the other side of his skull. 
 
    While he pulled it out, the lights of the gym turned on. Vince flicked his gaze over his shoulder to see that Sara had done it, her hand on the light switch and the other holding a gun as she took aim at one of the lights above. A pop sounded as she fired, follow by a few more. It was clear she didn’t quite have a mastery of firing weapons, but even so, she managed to hit one of the overhead lights and send it dangling down by a cord. 
 
    When shadows began to dance on the walls, Vince realized what her goal had been. Sara tucked her gun away, closing her eyes and raising her hands so they projected on the walls. She reached down and grabbed the nearest agent with her huge shadow hand, pulling him off his feet and tossing him across the room. He slammed into the wall with a sickening crack, then fell the rest of the way to the ground. When he landed, he didn’t move. 
 
    Next, Sara moved her shadow hands to the weights, picking up a stack of forty-five-pound plates with the ease as if they were a tower of quarters. Those in hand, she flicked her wrists and tossed them, the plates whizzing through the air and connecting with agents, wounding some and killing those who were unlucky enough to take one straight to the head. Vince smiled at the sight of the agents dropping one by one. 
 
    “Reinforcements!” one of them shouted. 
 
    Within moments, fresh agents started pouring into the gym from outside. Vince and his companions had taken down nearly a dozen. A few minutes after the agent shouted, however, the room was full with even more agents than there’d been before. 
 
    Olivia and Sara hurried to Vince’s side, the three of them backing up against the doorway they’d just come through. 
 
    “This is bad,” Olivia said, her daggers in her hands, blood dripping down their jagged points. “If they’ve got the whole of New York’s Helsing operation behind them, then that’s thousands of agents. Powerful as we might be, we’re not going to be able to beat those kinds of numbers.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Sara asked, worry heavy in her eyes. 
 
    “We keep fighting until Ayla is ready,” Vince said. “Whatever’s she’s got in mind, she seemed pretty damn confident it would help us out of this jam. So, let’s give her the time she needs.” 
 
    The agents finished pouring in right as Vince finished his sentence. At the tail end of the group, a tall man with a head bald aside from a ring of long silver hair around the top that reached down to his shoulders. He was slender, with long arms and legs and a bony face, his jutting chin sheathed with a goatee as silver as his hair. 
 
    And along his neck was a strange scar, dark and pink, spreading out in fractal lines like the branches of a tree or the points of a bolt of lightning. It extended from his collar all the way up to the lower tip of his ear. In his hands was a massive gun, one that appeared to Vince like some futuristic combination of a double-barreled shotgun and a chainsaw. 
 
    Cutter. 
 
    Vince looked at Sara and found her standing with her eyes wide and her mouth opened slightly. 
 
    “That’s… that’s him,” she stammered, her voice weak, barely audible over the sounds of the agents moving in. 
 
    “Alright, boys and girls!” Cutter called out. “Clear this place out! Grease any vamp or were or whatever crypt piece of trash you see in this godawful-smelling joint!” 
 
    “Vince, my dear?” Olivia asked. “If we need to wait another moment for our little pup friend, there’s going to be nothing left of us to save.” 
 
    “Let’s take care of these freaks ASAP!” Cutter roared. He moved to the front of the line and took aim at Vince. His shotgun fired, the boom deafening. 
 
    Vince was running low on blood—but he needed to act. He shifted into Vamp Speed, the word around him moving slowly enough that he could see the dozens and dozens of individual pellets flying through the air from the gun blast. 
 
    He stepped close to them, close enough to see that they were all small and silver and jagged. There was no doubt in his mind that, if he and his companions were to be caught in this blast, they’d be ripped to shreds. 
 
    Vince’s blood dwindled. He hurried back to Sara and Olivia, giving the women a hard shove out of the way. Once they were clear, he stepped away from the cone of fire and turned off Vamp Speed. 
 
    The moment he did, the pellets from the shotgun blast hit the wall with a clatter, most embedding into the material, a hundred small, smoking craters taking shape. 
 
    “Wow,” Olivia said, her eyes on the wall. “That gun’s no joke.” 
 
    “It’s him,” Sara said. “He’s here.” 
 
    Vince watched as Cutter took aim once more with his shotgun. 
 
    “Sara, he’s here and he’s going to kill us all if we don’t figure out something to do.” 
 
    Her face flashed with panic. “I… I don’t know what to do!” 
 
    Vince checked his magic pool. There was enough left for possibly two more dodges with Vamp Speed. Even that was cutting it close, however. 
 
    “Use your shadow magic, Pipsqueak,” Olivia said. “Don’t freeze up when it matters.” 
 
    Cutter pulled the trigger again before the group could figure out a plan. 
 
    Vince had no choice. He activated Vamp Speed once more, grabbing Sara and Olivia by the arms and hurrying them away from where the shotgun had been pointed. He turned the power off the moment he could, the blast slamming into the wall behind where they’d been. The shotgun was followed by dozens of other silver bolts fired by the other agents. 
 
    Vince felt woozy and knew there was no way he could manage that again. 
 
    “Sara!” Olivia shouted. “Get your head in the game and disarm him with your magic!” 
 
    Cutter let out a cry that struck Vince as a combination of frustration and amusement. 
 
    “Hold your fire, agents!” he called out. Then he grinned. “Damn, never seen a vamp move like that before! Look at that little bloodsucker go!” 
 
    Oh yes, Cutter was someone who took distinct pleasure in killing vampires. He’d found his calling. 
 
    More importantly, however, Cutter was taking aim, and so were the other agents. Vince knew that if he were to use Vamp Speed again, he’d consume the last bit of his blood supply—a death sentence, for all of them. He could potentially risk becoming a Revenant by feeding on one of the agent corpses on the ground, but they were probably too far away for him to reach before Cutter fired. Nor did Vince have enough blood to use his shadow magic from a distance. 
 
    The doors to the lab burst open, a horde of massive dogs rushing into the gym. The animals wasted no time running toward the Helsing agents, leaping into the air and pouncing, snarls and barks erupting as tooth met flesh. 
 
    “Get their asses, kids!” Ayla emerged from the lab, a huge, wild smile on her face. 
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    Screams erupted as the dogs tore their way through the crowd of Helsing agents. The rampage happened so quickly that Vince was initially unsure how to react. When he saw the hounds clear a path through the agents, however, he knew it was time to move. 
 
    “Sara,” Vince said. “Now’s your chance! Use your shadow magic to deal with Cutter!” 
 
    Sara was frozen, her eyes locked on Cutter. A sick smile formed on his face as he realized he was done for. 
 
    Sara was still stunned. Vince grabbed her by the shoulder, pulling her to her feet.  
 
    “Come on!” he yelled over the sound of dogs barking and bullets firing. “Move!” 
 
    His commanding tone was enough to pull her back into the moment. She shook her head and blinked hard as Vince and Olivia began toward the doors out of the place. 
 
    Ayla and the receptionist were among the agents, Ayla sinking her teeth into the neck of one of them, a fountain of blood erupting. Another agent took aim at Ayla, but a quick intervention from the receptionist in the form of a bite to the wrist made the shot go wide. 
 
    Something else caught Vince’s eye as he ran as hard as his legs allowed him: Cutter, raising his strange shotgun once more. This time, however, he took aim right into the center of the mass of hounds in the process of sending his men and women scattering. 
 
    Vince didn’t have much blood left at all, but he knew he needed to do something. 
 
    With his little remaining strength, he grabbed hold of the shoulders of the nearest agent. His fangs bared, he sank them into his neck, the man letting out a scream as Vince sucked his blood 
 
    I know I’m only supposed to do this to the willing, he thought. But it’s not like I have another option. 
 
    Vince’s strength returned as the blood pooled in his belly. But as the blood settled, something else filled him too—pure rage. 
 
    It was an anger he’d never known before, an anger that he couldn’t control.  
 
    And he liked it. 
 
    He activated Vamp Speed. With a roar, he shoved the agent he’d drained in front of Cutter, the shotgun blast going off in slow motion. The hapless agent’s body was riddled with shots, blood erupting from the dozens of wounds. 
 
    Vince turned his attention toward Ayla, who watched the agent spiral onto the ground, the dogs Cutter had been aiming at safe. Even in her wolf form, Vince could sense Ayla’s gratitude. 
 
    He was in no mood for anything but carnage in that moment, however. Vince pounced on another of the agents, grabbing him by the arm and ripping it hard from its socket, the agent letting out a cry of pain as his limb was flung clear from his body. 
 
    Vince lost control of Vamp Speed, the world shifting back to its normal speed. Two hands clamped down on his shoulders, and before he could react, he was pulled from his feet and out the door into the cool night air. The dogs came out with them, Ayla holding open the door and gesturing for them to run free. 
 
    “Get the hell off me!” His voice came out in a snarl, a voice he hardly recognized. 
 
    He whipped around on his feet to see Olivia. Sara was to her right, the stunned expression still on her face. 
 
    The world blazed a shade of crimson.  
 
    All Vince could think about in those moments was the anger that flowed through his veins. Part of him wanted to throw Olivia out of the way so he could get back into the place and not stop killing until each and every last agent was dead. 
 
    “Vince!” 
 
    Her voice didn’t fully bring him back to the moment, but it pulled him away from the edge. 
 
    “What?” Another snarl. 
 
    “You need to calm down. Okay? Calm down.” Olivia spoke slowly, her palm in front of her which she lowered as the words came out of her mouth. “Okay? You need to calm down.” 
 
    He did his best to push the rage away. Little by little, it ebbed. But the anger was still there, still burning like an uncontrollable wildfire. 
 
    “Fuck…” Vince groaned, palming his face.  
 
    Olivia nodded slowly, as if pleased that he’d calmed down—if only a little. 
 
    “You’re having a blood frenzy right now. That’s what happens when you drink from someone who doesn’t will it.” 
 
    “What about her?” he asked, gesturing toward Sara with a quick cock of his head. “She didn’t… she didn’t act like this.” 
 
    “Stealing blood affects different vampires differently,” she said. “But the one common thread is that it brings you closer to the animal side of your vampire nature.” 
 
    “Hey, kids?” Ayla’s voice demanded their attention. “Blood frenzy or not, we just barely made it out of there. And once that guy in charge regroups, they’re going to come out here to finish what they started.” 
 
    “The guy in charge,” Sara echoed. “Cutter.” 
 
    Ayla raised an eyebrow. “He’s the guy who did your mom in? Well, shit, he’s not screwing around. We need to move.” 
 
    Vince turned to see a handful of Helsing cars parked out front. A touch of relief took hold when he saw that there were no agents with them. 
 
    Cutter must have called in backup when he realized the fight wasn’t going to be as easy as he’d hoped, Vince thought. 
 
    It was hard to hold even this single thought in his head; the rage was too intense for anything more than that. 
 
    “There!” Ayla pointed down the road toward a run-down white van parked up ahead. “That’s our ticket out of here.” 
 
    She turned to the receptionist, placing her hands on her shoulders. “Get out of here. If something were to happen to me—” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to you!” 
 
    “Of course not!” she said with a confident grin. “But just in case, it’s going to be up to you to spread the word to the rest of the pack. Tell them that if they haven’t heard from me by the next full moon, they need to find a new alpha. Either way, they’re going to need to prepare for war.” 
 
    Ayla turned to the park in front of them, the space shaded with the heavy branch of trees overhead. The night was dark, the moon a half coin in the sky. 
 
    “Shift and go. Stay out of sight.” 
 
    The receptionist held her tongue for a moment, as if not sure whether to abandon her alpha. But she did as she was asked, shifting to her wolf form and running across the street, disappearing into the darkness of the park. 
 
    Commotion sounded from inside the building. It was time to move. 
 
    “Come on!” Ayla called out, breaking off into a run and heading down the sidewalk. “Unless you’re planning on giving these assholes a tour of the city, we need to get out of here!” 
 
    Vince had to push down the urge to rush back into the place and rip off some more limbs. Even through the rage, he forced himself into a run, Olivia and Sara at his side. 
 
    They reached the van and climbed in, Ayla taking the driver’s seat and the rest of the group piling into the back. The smell of dogs was thick in the air—there was no doubt in Vince’s mind that this car was typically used for transporting animals, not crypts fleeing from Helsing. 
 
    “Strap in!” Ayla shouted from the front seat. 
 
    “Strap into what?” Olivia shouted back, searching around for a seatbelt. 
 
    Ayla paused for a moment before replying. “Oh yeah, this isn’t that kind of van. Well, grab on to something!” 
 
    Vince spotted a metal handle on the side of the van and grabbed it. The intensity of his anger propelled his grip, and as he wrapped his fingers around the steel, he felt it bend a bit. 
 
    Ayla gunned the engine, the van struggling to come to life. 
 
    “Shit!” she said. “This van’s, ah, seen better days, you know?” 
 
    Through the square windows of the van, Vince saw the remnants of the Helsing attack force pour out of the Lycan HQ and rush into their cars. Their numbers had been depleted, but there was still more than enough to pose a threat. Vince heard their engines rev, the cars pulling onto the street and beginning their pursuit. 
 
    Their own van, however, was still having problems getting started. 
 
    “Shit, shit.” Ayla repeated the word over and over as the engine tried and failed to turn over. 
 
    “Damn!” Olivia cried out. “We’d be better of getting out and running, wolf!” 
 
    “Shut up and let me focus, blondie!” 
 
    The black Helsing cars growing larger and larger by the moment, Ayla turned the keys one more time. With a gurgle and a groan, the engine sputtered to life. 
 
    “Yes!” she shouted as she banged on the dashboard with her palm. “I knew this old girl wasn’t dead and done just yet!” 
 
    “Great!” Vince growled. “Now, move!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Ayla said. 
 
    The van lumbered out of its parking spot and onto the road. Ayla floored the engine, and to Vince’s surprise, soon enough they were moving fast enough to avoid the Helsing agents behind them. 
 
    “Hang on!” Ayla pulled a hard right, taking them around the next block, the right two wheels pulling off the ground as they made the hard turn. The van hardly made it halfway down the block, however, before the Helsing cars whipped around the same turn and continued their hot pursuit. 
 
    Vince tried to focus, to rally his senses so he could be the leader his group needed. But it wasn’t easy. Anger pulsed inside of him, and every time he tried to form a coherent thought, a shockwave of rage blasted it apart. He glanced up to see Olivia regarding him with a concerned expression, Sara still wearing the black look she’d had on her face since they’d encountered Cutter. 
 
    “Vince!” Olivia said. “I know it’s hard. But you have to do your best to focus!” 
 
    He grumbled and growled, feeling more animal than vampire. Against his better wishes, he began to lose hope that he’d be much use at all until the hold the blood had on him wore off. 
 
    “Wait!” Ayla shouted from the front. “I almost forgot I grabbed this from the lab!” 
 
    She reached into the pocket of her jeans and shoved her hand back toward Vince, her eyes on the road as she pulled another turn. 
 
    It took Vince a moment to realize what she was offering. When she did, his eyes flashed with surprise—it was a small, ruby-red gem. 
 
    It was another portion of Balthazar’s Blood. 
 
    “What the hell?” Olivia called out. “You had this the whole time and you didn’t say anything?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what it is!” Ayla exclaimed. “We had it in some drawer in the vamp section of the lab. All I know is you guys seem to like these things. You going to take it or what?” 
 
    A clang sounded, and Vince glanced back at a newly formed indentation in the back door of the van. 
 
    “They’re shooting at us!” Sara said, finally raising her voice to speak. 
 
    “No shit, Pipsqueak!” Olivia reached forward and snatched the gem out of Ayla’s hand. Once she had it, she wasted no time offering it to Vince. “Take this. Not only does Balthazar’s blood give you more power, the purity of the blood has a restorative effect. It’ll soothe your frenzy.” 
 
    Another clang sounded out. 
 
    “Damn!” Ayla shouted. “So much for Helsing operating under the radar! We’re going to have the NYPD on our asses if they keep this up!” 
 
    Vince ignored her words for now, focusing on the gem of blood. His hands shaking with rage, he carefully took the gem from Olivia. 
 
    “Normally,” she said, “you’d want a little more time to think about which power you’re going to take. But right now, you don’t have that luxury. Drink and choose and get back here to help us!” 
 
    Vince brought the gem to his mouth and bit the top off. That done, he tilted the gem back and drained the rich, succulent blood down. 
 
    The effect was instantaneous. The rage left his body, replaced with a feeling of pure power.  
 
    Vince closed his eyes, and when he opened them, he was in the Night King’s Abode: the realm of blood-red, swirling mist where Blood Lords could upgrade their powers.  
 
    Just like before, the six figures appeared in front of him. His eyes flicked back and forth as he tried to decide, each of the mist-shrouded figures reaching out to him. 
 
    Olivia said I don’t have time to think about it, he thought. Got to pick, and now. 
 
    He considered taking another level in the Shadow Mage path. However, he still felt as if he hadn’t quite mastered the first level of his abilities. 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the Bruiser path. 
 
    That’s got to be simple—brute strength, right? he reasoned in his mind. How hard can that be to get the hang of? 
 
    He hurried over to the massive Bruiser, extending his arm and touching the fingertips of the enormous mitt in front of him. Blood-red flashed in front of his eyes, and the next thing he knew, he was back in the van. 
 
    “Finally!” Olivia shouted. 
 
    Vince felt a cool wind, turning to see that while he was out, one of the shots had hit its mark, the left of the back windows broken and a silver bolt stuck in the van’s partition. Luckily, the bolt hadn’t hit anyone. If there had been someone in the passenger’s seat, however, they’d be trying to function with a big-ass bolt stuck through their chest. 
 
    “You back with us, Vince?” Olivia asked, an eager smile on her face. 
 
    Vince could feel the power of Balthazar’s blood running through him. His personal blood supply was just as full as it had been before, though now purified. He was clear-headed and strong, the anger he’d been in the grips of long gone. 
 
    “Let me answer your question,” he said. 
 
    Vince reached to his right and grabbed hold of the bolt. Once his fingers were wrapped around it, he closed his eyes and focused, tapping into his new Bruiser powers. His strength felt limitless as his muscles bulged, and strangely, his hands grew in size until they were like baseball gloves.  
 
    Vince was easily able to wrest the bolt from where it had been jammed into the passenger seat. Once it was yanked out and in his hands, he took up position in the back of the van. Ignoring the pain from holding the silver, Vince grabbed a handle on the ceiling, pulled back his arm, and launched the bolt. It whizzed through the air like a bullet, smashing through the driver’s side windshield of one of the cars. 
 
    He didn’t need to check to know if the bolt had hit its target. The car pulled a hard turn, smashing into a streetlamp and coming to a sudden and disastrous halt. 
 
    “Nice!” Ayla shouted over her shoulder. “One down, two to go!” 
 
    Sara craned her neck to speak up. 
 
    “Wrong,” she said, her voice low and weak. “There’s another.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia and Vince turned their heads toward the cars in pursuit as they realized with horror that Sara was right.  
 
    A new car had joined the chase.  
 
    Unlike the simple, black luxury sedans that had been following them, this one reminded Vince of a combination of a sleek SUV and a tank. Just a glance at the exterior panels were enough for him to understand that they were armored, and the roar of the engine hinted at the power underneath the hood. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Vince asked. 
 
    Olivia’s expression was grim. “Helsing battlewagon… but crypts just call them ‘hearses.’ You don’t often see those in the city like this, and no doubt you can tell why.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vince said. “Those things are attention-grabbers.” 
 
    As if to prove his point, a cylindrical compartment emerged from the hood, city lights catching off the silver of the bolts inside. One fired with a bang, the bolt rocketing through the air. Vince tapped into Vamp Speed, the bolt slowing down to the point where he was able to spot it and focus. It punched clean through the door and toward Vince as he raised his hand and snatched it out of the air right before it broke through the partition behind Ayla. Once the danger had passed, Vince turned off Vamp Speed. 
 
    The bolt burned in his hand. But like before, he forced his way through the pain and launched it back at its sender. The bolt hit its mark, slamming into the windshield on the driver’s side. Unlike before, however, instead of smashing through and sending the car spiraling out of control, the bolt bounced off with a clang, landing on the street and rolling away. 
 
    “You’re not going to be able to pull that trick off with a hearse,” Olivia said. “Those things are built for crowd-control and battle.” 
 
    “Shit.” Vince hissed the word as he turned back toward Ayla. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” he shouted. 
 
    “The plan is to keep driving until we lose these assholes! You come up with a better one, let me know!” 
 
    Vince watched as the smaller Helsing cars formed up on the flanks of the hearse, the large vehicle in the middle dwarfing the other two. The smaller cars took aim with their bolt guns, launching a pair of them toward the van. Once more, Vince tapped into Vamp Speed along with his Bruiser powers to snatch the bolts out of the air before they were able to do any serious damage. 
 
    He didn’t have time to send them back, however. The hearse prepared to launch another bolt. 
 
    “Get down! Ayla, pull a hard right!” 
 
    “Got it!” 
 
    Ayla yanked the wheel, the tires of the van squealing on the road as the hearse launched another bolt. It punched through the side of the van right at the moment Ayla turned, and the group dropped to the floor. The bolt pierced in through one side of the van and out the other, sounding like the world’s largest tuna can being peeled open. When Vince turned to assess the damage, to his relief, the passengers were all unharmed. 
 
    “We need to fight back!” Vince shouted as he stood up, grabbing Sara and Olivia by the hands and yanking them up to their feet. “We’re screwed if all we’ve got is outrunning them.” 
 
    “Uh, Vince?” Ayla’s voice was low and hesitant. “It… doesn’t look like we’re going to get a chance to do any of that!” 
 
    “Huh?” Vince hurried to the front partition, and the moment he looked out the windshield, he realized what she was referring to. 
 
    Parked at the end of the dark and desolate road were three Helsing sedans, a dozen agents in position behind them with their weapons drawn. 
 
    “Drive through!” Vince shouted. 
 
    “No way!” Ayla replied. “Those things are built tough! It’ll be like crashing into a solid wall!” 
 
    It dawned on Vince that Ayla was right. They’d been outmaneuvered. The last thing he wanted was to kill his entire group in a doomed suicide run. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Ayla nodded, pulling a hard turn and bringing the van to a screeching halt. Sara and Olivia and Vince flew across the van, slamming hard into the side and barely missing the jagged steel from where the huge bolt had punched through the walls of the vehicle. The engine rumbled, and the acrid smell of burnt rubber wafted in through the broken windows and holes in the body of the van. 
 
    Vince groaned, pain throbbing inside of him. The pain didn’t last for long, however, his vampire strength allowing him to fight through it.  
 
    “Nice driving, wolf,” Olivia said, who’d somehow made it through the ordeal without a single strand of her silver-blonde hair falling out of place. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Ayla asked, turning to face them. “My driving’s the only reason you didn’t all get smushed against that hearse in front of us.” 
 
    “Enough,” Vince said, raising his palm. “That hearse is exactly what we need to worry about right now.” 
 
    Ayla and Olivia fell silent, the direness of the situation seeming to dawn on them. 
 
    “What’s going to happen?” Sara asked, her voice quiet. 
 
    Before anyone could respond, a voice boomed through the air. 
 
    “All of you! Step out of the van right now. Obey this command, or we will open fire and make sure not a soul lives when we’re done!” 
 
    Olivia’s mouth formed a hard line. “We need to do what they say. I hate to admit it, but they’ve got us by the balls—or whatever the equivalent might be for us ladies.” 
 
    “You want us to just… walk out there?” Ayla asked. “We might take one step and get blasted apart in a hail of silver bullets while they all laugh their stupid-ass heads off!” 
 
    Vince understood that Olivia was right. 
 
    “I don’t like it any better than you guys,” he said. “But if we go out there, we at least have a chance to think of something—not to mention to find out what we’re up against.” 
 
    “Right,” Olivia said. “Someone is in that hearse. And I want to know who.” 
 
    Sara nodded but didn’t say a word. In those moments, Vince found himself worried that she might not turn out to be a reliable member of the team. Her performance back at the Silverfang HQ didn’t exactly give him that impression. 
 
    Regardless, I’m the one in charge, he thought. It’s up to me to make sure my group is ready for action. 
 
    As he opened the back doors of the van and stepped out into the cool and still night air, however, Vince understood this was easier said than done. He was greeted by the line of black Helsing cars that had pulled up behind them, the agents standing with sunglasses on their eyes, guns in their hands, and sneers on their faces. Not one of them said a word. 
 
    “Raise your hands!” called out the same voice. “Step around the van! One of you makes a single move we don’t like, we will not hesitate to open fire and wipe your sorry asses from the face of the earth!” 
 
    Vince raised his hands, nodding to his group members to do the same. The street they found themselves in had constructions zones on both sides, neither looking like a single soul was present. As far as Vince could tell, it was only them and Helsing. 
 
    Vince and his group moved around the van, his stomach tight at what he might find on the other side. As he’d expected, another line of cars awaited them, the hearse even bigger and more imposing as it lay across from him, even its stillness somehow seeming threatening. 
 
    Cutter was there, a megaphone in his hand—he was the one who’d been speaking to them. Sara gasped at the sight of him. 
 
    “I know this is hard,” Vince whispered sharply as he leaned in. “But you can’t let him intimidate you. We’re here for you, understand?” 
 
    To his relief, Sara nodded. The fear stayed on her face, however—Cutter still had her in his grasp. 
 
    “There we go!” Cutter said, lowering his megaphone and putting his hand on his hip. “Always happy to see vamps do as they’re told. If you bloodsuckers just knew your place in the world, we wouldn’t have these sorts of situations, if you ask me! But I digress.” 
 
    Cutter looked the group up and down. “First, I want you all to drop whatever weapons you’ve got.” 
 
    The women turned to Vince, waiting for his response. There was no doubt in his mind that if he were to tell them to attack, to go out guns blazing, they would have done it. 
 
    He wasn’t about to throw their lives away so carelessly, however. 
 
    “Do it,” he said. 
 
    Vince opened his coat and withdrew his sword and gun. Slowly, he held them out, then dropped them to the ground where they landed with twin clatters. Once he was done, the women did the same. 
 
    He kept his eyes on the hearse. The windows were jet-black, dark as the night sky above. All the same, Vince could feel the hard gaze of someone inside, someone watching him with great interest. 
 
    “You love to see it,” Cutter said. “Normally, you vamps are too damn arrogant for your own good.” 
 
    Cutter leaned down, poking his head into the half-open passenger door of the hearse. 
 
    “They’re ready for you, boss. Got ‘em just how you wanted ‘em.” 
 
    Cutter stepped back, opening the door the rest of the way as he did. 
 
    “Now!” Cutter called out. “Another couple of rules! When you’re speaking to the boss, you show some respect. That means ‘sir’ if he’s ever kind enough to ask you for a response. And it goes without saying that we want no shifting, no fancy-ass vamp magic. We’ve got two dozen bolt-pistols trained on you right now, and we’d love nothing more than to open fire with everything we’ve got and ice you four on the spot.” 
 
    Vince snorted. “You got anything else? I’m getting bored listening to you talk.” 
 
    Cutter raised his eyebrows in mild surprise. “You’re really ballsy for a vamp whose life I could end with a snap of my fingers. How about this—you want to see the boss, you ask for it.” He grinned. “And call me ‘sir’.” 
 
    “How about this,” Vince replied. “You bring this boss of yours out right now or I pull your vocal cords right out of your throat. It’d be worth it to shut you up.” 
 
    The amusement vanished from Cutter’s face, replaced with a steely, hard glare. 
 
    “Cute, kid. Don’t think you’re not going to pay for talking to me like that.” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    A resonant voice sounded from the inside of the hearse. Cutter’s mouth formed into a hard line, fear flashing on his face. 
 
    “Yes… yes, sir,” he said, stepping back from the hearse and giving whoever was inside room to get out. 
 
    A boot stuck out of the car—a sleek, black Chelsea boot that landed on the ground with a hard thud. The boot was followed by another, then long, lean legs clad in black leather pants. A towering figure emerged from the back of the hearse. There was no doubt this was the man in charge. 
 
    “And there he is. The little Blood Lord.” 
 
    The man was long limbed but with a powerful build, his hair long and silky black, his face lean and handsome, a pair of circular sunglasses resting downward on his long nose. Silver necklaces—though Vince was sure they only looked like silver—hung around his neck. He wore a long black cape with blood-red trims over a white shirt, his hands and arms covered in tattoos. He seemed to be in his mid-thirties. He kind of looked like a rockstar, all in all, and his pale, white skin clearly identified him as a vamp. His entire being radiated power. 
 
    The man threw back the flaps of his cape, revealing a belt with a fist-sized skull as the buckle. He put his hands on his hips and regarded Vince and his group with an expression of amused skepticism. 
 
    “So!” he said. “This is the Blood Lord I’ve been hearing so much about!” 
 
    Vince stood firm. The situation was dire, but he wasn’t about to let the man intimidate him. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Vince responded. 
 
    “Ha!” the man was amused. “You’re a brave one, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    Vince noticed something as the man spoke, something about his cape—it moved. At first, Vince had dismissed the thought, as the cape might have been blowing in the low evening wind. The longer he looked, however, the clearer it became that the cape was doing more than that. It roiled and shifted, as if it were alive. 
 
    Vince chose to focus on the matter at hand. 
 
    “I guess you’ll make me repeat my question, but I’m a patient man. Again, who are you?” he called out. 
 
    The man let out an amused snort. 
 
    “Do you know how many I’ve killed over the centuries for speaking to me with the impudence you just did?” Suddenly his accent struck Vince. He was far from an expert on the matter, but as far as he could tell, it was Slavic, but blended with other European accents—French, German, Italian. It seemed this man had spent the centuries he’d just mentioned in so many places that his accent had been influenced by many different languages. 
 
    “I could do it right now, too,” he said, his dark, almost black eyes moving from Vince to the rest of his group, one by one. “I’d have fun with it, too. Maybe rip the guts out of your little companions while you watched.” His eyes flashed with excitement. “Oh! Or, I could slowly, deliciously, kill you in front of them. Then, when they’d learned the lesson of how powerful I am, of how there’s no resisting me, I could take them home and turn them into my personal pets. That could be quite fun.” 
 
    “Fat chance, prick,” Ayla said. “I’d rip my own guts out before I let you do that.” 
 
    He laughed. “I love the spirited ones—they’re my favorite to break.” 
 
    He turned his eyes back to Vince. “Anyway, introductions are in order. My name is Andrei Constantin—call me Constantin. I’m the ruler of New York’s Helsing division, and soon to be ruler of this entire city.” 
 
    “You’re not the ruler of anything,” Olivia said. “You took over something that doesn’t belong to you.” 
 
    He laughed. “For a centuries-old vampire, you sure are ignorant when it comes to the ways of the world, my love. Everything that belongs to anyone was taken in one way or another. Helsing New York was sclerotic, devoid of purpose. Hell, the entire organization is that way, doing nothing more than watching as crypts of all kinds do whatever they please. Now that one of the biggest divisions is mine, I’m going to give it new purpose, make it something greater than it ever has been.” 
 
    He waved his hand through the air. “But there’s no need for you to know anything about that. What you do need to know is that all of you are coming with me, now.” 
 
    After Constantin spoke, Vince noticed something else strange about his cape. Not only was it moving, it seemed to be moving toward Vince. The red tips of the cape pulled toward him, as if they were magnetically drawn. Constantin didn’t seem to notice. Well, maybe Vince had just gotten fixated on the notion. He could be imagining things. It was hard to tell in the darkness and with the adrenaline rushing through his veins. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” Vince asked. 
 
    Constantin leaned against the hearse. “Because you and I have a hell of a lot to talk about. We’re both Blood Lords, after all.” 
 
    Vince hadn’t expected him to mention this. He was stunned to silence. He had thought there were two people of interest out there: this Andrei person and some other Blood Lord in New York. He’d never expected them to be the same person.  
 
    “That’s right,” Constantin said. “Got your attention, didn’t I? We’re both Blood Lords, yes. But there’s a difference between you and me—I’ve been on this earth for much, much longer than you, keeping my true nature as a Blood Lord a secret. But now that Blood Lords are back, walking the earth as they once did, things are going to be quite different in the crypt world.” 
 
    No, he couldn’t be imagining things. The cape was actually straining to get toward Vince, the movement was too lifelike. 
 
    “As for your companions, we’ll figure out something to do with them. But for now, let me present to you your choice: come with me, or die where you stand. What do you say?” 
 
    The bottoms of the cape rose, and this time nobody could miss what was happening. The corners moved so desperately that they yanked Constantin forward. 
 
    “What the?” Constantin glanced down at his cape as he found his bearings. “What on earth are you doing? Stay where you are!” 
 
    Vince took advantage of the confusion to speak to Olivia. 
 
    “Am I seeing things?” he asked. “What the hell is going on with that cape?” 
 
    “That’s a living cape,” she said. “You’re not seeing things. And it’s looking like the Blood Lord wearing it isn’t the one it wants to be with.” 
 
    “‘Wants to be with’?” Vince asked. 
 
    He glanced up to see Constantin swatting down the flowing cape, expletives sounding from him as he did. 
 
    “Guys!” Ayla hissed. “I’ve got an idea. You give me a distraction, and I can get us out of here.” 
 
    Vince didn’t get a chance to respond before Constantin swatted down the cape one more time, the thing finally obeying and falling back to his sides. Vince noticed that the cape was attached by a golden amulet at Constantin’s collarbone, right in the center. 
 
    If I can get that open… 
 
    He leaned over to Sara. 
 
    “You with me?” he asked. 
 
    It was obvious that she was still scared out of her mind. All the same, she nodded. 
 
    “Yes. I’m here.” 
 
    “When I give the word, I want you to undo that clasp, the gold one. Use your shadow magic. You’re going to need to be precise, but I know you can do it.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, then nodded again. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to Constantin, who was struggling with his cape again. 
 
    “Having trouble?” Vince asked. 
 
    Constantin narrowed his eyes. “The first thing I’m going to do when you’ve surrendered is to teach you a lesson in respect. Whether or not you can learn to obey me is going to determine your fate.” 
 
    “You want me to obey you?” Vince asked. “Looks like you can’t even get your cape to follow your orders.” 
 
    Constantin’s eyes flashed with anger. He raised his hand toward Vince. 
 
    Something strange happened. Vince felt a tugging of his own. It actually pulled him off his feet, slowly causing him to rise until he was twenty feet into the air, staring down at the agents and his friends.  
 
    It was as if Constantin had control of something inside of him, a control Vince couldn’t resist. It was a terrifying feeling, as if Vince had lost control of what had always felt like his own dominion—his own body. 
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    “You feel that?” Constantin asked, his arm still outstretched. “You feel the hold I have on you? That’s your blood I’m controlling, kid! Now, feel this!” 
 
    Constantin raised his hand slightly, and as he did, Vince felt heat rising within him. It soon became unbearable, as if he were in a microwave. He roared in pain, his insides seemingly on the verge of exploding. 
 
    “Oh, no more wisecracks?” Constantin asked. “No cute comments? What you’re experiencing right now, Vincent, is the true power of a Blood Lord—the power over blood itself. If I wanted, I could make your blood burn so hot it boils right through you. Maybe I will? Maybe that’d be easier than dealing with you and your little friends.” 
 
    As soon as Constantin dropped his hand, Vince dropped too, pain blasting through his body as he slammed into the pavement. 
 
    “Was that lesson sufficient?” Constantin asked, his cape fluttering around him. “Because if not, I’d be more than happy to teach you another. Perhaps I can show you what happens if contain the superheated blood in one limb? That’s a fun one—I could cut off the supply to your leg, then blow the limb to smithereens. You’ll grow it back, of course, but I think it would be quite amusing to watch you hobble though my home for a few weeks while it does. Yes, I think that would be a grand lesson.” 
 
    He raised his hand one more time. But before Constantin could cast his spell, Vince turned to Sara. 
 
    “Now,” he said, and immediately switched on Vamp Speed. 
 
    The spell Constantin cast was powerful, the pain building in Vince’s right leg despite the slow passage of time. Vince did his best to ignore it, activating his Bruiser strength as he rushed toward the nearest streetlight. By the time he reached it, his leg hurt like nothing he’d ever experienced before, the pain so intense that he could hardly think straight. 
 
    Vince grabbed the streetlamp and pulled it down, a grunt sounding from the base of his lungs as he bent it at an angle, the light now casting dramatic shadows across Constantin and the rest of his companions. He didn’t know what was going to happen when Sara undid the clasp, but Vince sense that the cape was the best chance he had of making it out of the encounter in once piece. 
 
    Once at Sara’s side, he prepared to deactivate Vamp Speed, knowing that the pain would grow with a vengeance as soon as he did.  
 
    But he had no other options left. 
 
    He shut off Vamp Speed. As soon as he did, his leg felt like it was on the verge of exploding like a balloon. Sara was ready, however. She used the shadows of her hands to undo the clasp, the cape falling to the ground around Constantin’s feet. The surprise was enough to distract him from casting the spell, the pain ebbing from Vince’s leg. 
 
    Nobody moved—especially not the cape. 
 
    “What… what the hell have you done?” Constantin asked. “You… undid my cape?” 
 
    Vince realized he’d quite possibly made a huge mistake. 
 
    But it was too late to go back. So he proceeded with his plan. He raised his hand toward the cape. 
 
    “Come to me,” he roared. “Now!” 
 
    He wasn’t quite sure what to expect. But it sure wasn’t this: the cape swirled up and off the ground, rushing straight at him, and immediately wrapping around his body, the gold clasp shutting at the center point of his collar bone. 
 
    Vince was stunned. The plan had worked—the cape had really come to him. He was acting on pure instinct; he hadn’t even known the cape existed before he saw Constantin, and he had no idea what the cape wanted. But all of this felt exactly right. 
 
    It took Constantin a few moments to realize what had happened. When he did, however, his confident expression turned into one of pure anger. He pointed to his agents and barked out commands. 
 
    “Kill them! Open fire now!” 
 
    Vince looked down at his new companion, not sure what to do. 
 
    “Uh, cape! Do something! Protect us!” 
 
    Unbelievably, just as the agents raised their bolt-pistols and rifles, the black cloth expanded, forming a dome around Vince and his group. The agents opened fire. The cape, despite being made of seemingly nothing but cloth, held strong. The shots bounced off the cape, bolts clanging to the ground all around them. 
 
    “What is this?” Sara asked, stepping in closer and touching the fabric from the inside. Even though the cape was stretched so thin that it became transparent, it still endured. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “I think I’ve got a good idea what it is,” Olivia answered. “For now, we need to get the hell out of here—this cape, magic as it may be, won’t hold forever.” 
 
    Vince turned to Ayla. “You said you had a plan? Is it still viable?” 
 
    Ayla nodded. “I think so. But we need to get to that storm drain over there.” She pointed to the right side of the street, a heavy storm drain blocking the passage downward. 
 
    “Alright, uh, cape,” Vince said. “We’re moving over there. I need you to keep this barrier up until then.” 
 
    A ripple moved through the dome of fabric. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Vince said. “Come on!” 
 
    The gang moved. And sure enough, the cape moved with them, the agents’ steel bolts still bouncing off the material. Soon, they reached the storm drain and positioned themselves right over it. 
 
    “Right!” Ayla shouted. “We need to get down there, but it’s going to take all of us to pull this thing out. Got it?” 
 
    Vince nodded, then turned his attention back to Constantin. The sounds outside of the dome were muffled and hard to make out, but all the same he could hear Constantin bellowing out orders. Vince pushed all of that aside, dropping down and grabbing the storm drain. 
 
    “Gonna need all your help on this one,” he said. “Come on!” 
 
    The group obeyed, squatting down and grabbing onto the drain, the metal wet and cold. 
 
    “On three. One, to, three!” 
 
    The group grunted as they pulled, the storm drain only peeling back a small amount. 
 
    “Again! Now!” 
 
    One more pull got it a few inches further back, but not high enough for them to slip under. Through the fabric of the cape, Vince could make out the hulking form of Constantin as he stepped over to the nearest Helsing sedan and, with a heaving grunt, lifted the car clean over his head. 
 
    “Shit!” Vince called out. “Cape, can you block that?” 
 
    The fabric of the dome rippled from side to side—a clear no. Vince turned his attention back to the grate. 
 
    “One more shot at this,” he said to the group. “Come on!” 
 
    Vince activated his Bruiser abilities once more, he and the rest of the team grabbing onto the grate. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    He pulled hard, hard enough for his muscles to cry out in pain as he peeled the grate back. 
 
    It worked. More and more inches of space were available, and soon there was room for all of them to slip through. He cast a quick glance to the side to see Constantin pull the car back, preparing to throw. 
 
    “Down! Now!” 
 
    One by one, the group slipped through the open sewer. Vince waited until last, Constantin launching the car and hurtling it toward him as Ayla—the second to last to go—dove down feet-first. 
 
    “Come on, cape!” 
 
    Vince jumped down into the sewer drain, the cape following him. He glanced up to see the car fly through the air where he’d been standing only moments before, a crash sounding out as it landed. Gripping onto a ladder down, Vince used another burst of Bruiser strength to reach up and pull the grate back into place, blocking the agents from following. 
 
    If Constantin can lift a car, he can bend that, he thought. But it might buy us some time. 
 
    He hurried down the ladder, the smell of sewage growing more and more overpowering by the moment. The smell of rotting shit, however, was preferable to getting smashed like a bug by a flying car. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked. 
 
    “Down!” Ayla said. “Trust me!” 
 
    They descended the ladder, and soon were in a dimly lit tunnel, a channel of sewage running down the middle. Vince had a strong stomach, but the sight of what was floating in the dirty water was almost too much for him to bear. Dingy lights from the fixtures around him cast the scene in a strange yellow. Vince’s cape curled and shifted, as if it were taking in its new surroundings. 
 
    “We make it through the sewers and then to the subway tunnels,” Ayla said. “We’ll be safe there for the time being.” 
 
    “You know what’s lurking down there, right?” Olivia asked, a slight smile on her face. 
 
    “What?” Sara’s asked. “What’s down there?” 
 
    Ayla crossed her arms and leaned against the curved wall of the sewer pipe. “Crypts,” she said. “Some that are friendly, others that are… um, not so much.” 
 
    “That’s putting it lightly,” Olivia said. “I know for a fact that vamps are down there, some ghouls, Revenants. Depending on who you’re lucky enough to bump into, you might find hospitality or a fight on your hands.” 
 
    “It’s the best option we’ve got,” Ayla said. “Unless you want to go up there and try to talk some sense into Mr. Constantin.” 
 
    The cape shuddered at the mention of Constantin. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like there was any love lost there,” Olivia said, her eyes on the cape. 
 
    “Now’s as good a time to ask this as any, I guess,” Vince said. “But what’s with this thing?” He stuck his thumb out over his shoulder, pointing to the cape. 
 
    “I can fill you in,” Olivia said. “But if it’s all the same, I’d prefer to do it not in the middle of a sewer.” 
 
    Ayla laughed. “I guess we can do that. Come on.” 
 
    “Let me lead the way,” Olivia said. “I know these sewers quite well.” 
 
    “Is that right, princess?” Ayla asked. 
 
    Olivia smiled, as if pleased to prove her wrong. “It is indeed. Vince, Sara, now that you’re both vampires, you’re going to need to become familiar with the sewers. While most of our kind prefer the finer things in life, you must always be prepared to go down below when necessary. After all, there’s never any sun down here, and abundant food—if you know where to look.” 
 
    With that, the group headed down the sewer. Vince’s belly rumbled in the strange but unmistakable way it did when he craved blood—he knew he’d need to feast soon. 
 
    Before too long they reached a service tunnel. With his Bruiser strength, Vince was able to pull the door open and let the group through. 
 
    “Soon we’ll be walking under Central Park,” Olivia said as they made their way down the tunnel. “Not many people who live in the city know this, but the park was built on top of several settlements that were simply buried underneath. With the help of the sewer system, these towns were rebuilt over the years—in a sense.” 
 
    “By crypts?” Vince asked as they reached the bottom of the tunnel, which opened up into what appeared to be a large, abandoned subway line. 
 
    “That’s right,” Oliva replied. “Crypts and humans—the sort of misfit types that don’t have much of a place elsewhere in the world. Not to mention the vamps that were cursed with the sort of vampirism that renders them, ah, unsuitable for the public. It’s a bit of a trek, but we’ll be there soon. Come.” 
 
    They made their way down the large tunnel. 
 
    “Now,” Vince said. “Tell me about this cape.” 
 
    Olivia glanced back over her shoulder, a small smile appearing on her lips as she took in the sight of the thing. 
 
    “It’s incredible. I never thought I’d see it in person.” She stepped back until she was at Vince’s side. “Do you remember when I told you Dracula wasn’t real?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, as if not sure what to say. “It’s… a complicated topic in the vamp community. Some are convinced that Dracula wasn’t real, that he was simply legend, and that Balthazar is the true god of the vampires. Others disagree, and believe that, while Balthazar was the true father of our kind, that it was Dracula—a real, living man—who was the most powerful vampire in history. The first true Blood Lord, you might say. This cape that you’re wearing isn’t merely magical—it’s a holy relic, as far as many are concerned, one of Dracula’s artifacts he used during his time on earth.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Sara asked. “Is Dracula real?” 
 
    “Believers in Dracula say that the existence of these artifacts are proof that he was a living, breathing man, so to speak. But those who disagree say that they’re merely enchanted artifacts that aren’t link to any one vampire, let alone Dracula himself. As far as I’m concerned… I’m uncertain. It’s one of those things that are impossible to know for certain. It’s too long ago; the evidence is ambiguous at best.” 
 
    “What other artifacts are there?” Vince asked. “And how many?” 
 
    “Many,” Olivia said. “And there are all sorts—weapons, clothes, jewels, rings. They’re all enchanted with magical power. Many vampires have devoted their lives to collecting as many of Dracula’s artifacts as they can. Despite this, only a select few have more than one. And there’s more.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Vince asked. 
 
    “As you saw with Constantin, the artifacts have something of a mind of their own. You can find one and use it, but getting it to obey you is another matter. Often, they don’t care who wants to use them; they go to the vampires who they believe to have the most power.” 
 
    “That means I’m more powerful than Constantin? That guy threw a damn car!” 
 
    “Possibly. It could very well be that you’re not as powerful as him, but that you have the potential to be. The cape might’ve sensed this. Really, though, it’s hard to say what goes through an artifact’s ‘mind.’ All we can say for sure is that there’s no way it would’ve come to you like that if it hadn’t wanted to. Oh yes, one more thing: having the artifact in your possession isn’t enough. You’re going to have to prove to it that you’re worthy of its power.” 
 
    “Like slaughtering Helsing agents?” Vince asked. “Because I feel like I could do that and enjoy it.” 
 
    Olivia shrugged. “Maybe. But if you want it to obey you when it counts, you’ll need to show it that you’re as powerful as it suspected you are. Time will tell how it wants you to prove that to it.” 
 
    “What about you, Olivia?” Sara asked. 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “What do you think? Is Dracula real? Or is he a legend?” 
 
    Olivia took a long, deep breath. “I don’t know. Personally, I choose to focus on the here and now rather than waste time with esoteric debates that simply don’t matter all that much to me. Others, however, aren’t so blasé about the matter. Much, much vamp blood has been spilled over the subject, in fact.” 
 
    She glanced over the cape. “Seeing such a thing in person, however, does get a girl thinking. I don’t know what the answer is, but I’ve got a good feeling that whatever we all know about vamps is going to be shaken up very, very soon.” 
 
    “How much longer until we get to where we’re going?” Ayla asked, her eyes on the seemingly endless tunnel ahead. 
 
    “Not too much longer at all, wolf,” Olivia answered. “Just be patient—if you can manage.” 
 
    Ayla growled at Olivia before returning to her walk. Vince hung back a bit, paying attention to his cape, eager to see if it might do anything unpredictable. For the time being, however, it was behaving. 
 
    “Vince?” 
 
    Vince looked up and saw that Sara was walking by his side. She wore an expression that was equal parts concern and fear. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, as if she didn’t know quite where to begin. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry for what happened back there. You all were counting on me to carry my weight in the battle, and I failed you. It’s a miracle we didn’t die because of me.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “We were counting on you. Sara, I can’t have you freezing like that in the middle of a fight. If you’re going to be a part of my coterie—” 
 
    “I know. It’s just that when I saw him, saw the man who’d killed my mother, I didn’t know what do. And I hate myself for it.” She clenched her fists in frustration, releasing them as she shook her head. Vince said nothing, letting her go on. “You have no idea for how long I’d been fantasizing about this day. I’d dreamed of what I’d do when I finally got Cutter in front of me, there for the killing. Well, it happened, and I blew it. Not only for me, but for everyone else.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, her eyes heavy with sadness. Vince could sense she was about to say something that she’d put great thought into. 
 
    “If… if you want to release me from your coterie, I’d understand. I betrayed you, and I let down the group. I don’t deserve you, or deserve to fight by your side. Whatever you want, I’ll do it.” 
 
    Vince said nothing at first. After all, she’d made a good point. His journey as a Blood Lord would no doubt be the most difficult of his life. He wasn’t sure if he could afford to have a member of his coterie that he couldn’t count on. 
 
    The more he thought about it, however, the less he liked the idea of letting her go. There was a bond between him and Sara now, one he couldn’t ignore. Not to mention her obligation. 
 
    “No,” he said. “That’s not happening.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You owe me, Sara. You betrayed me, and you’re going to make up for it.” 
 
    Her mouth went flat again, and she nodded her head. 
 
    “Yes, Vince. I do owe you.” 
 
    “And… I like having you around. I had fun with you during those few dates before all this happened.” 
 
    Surprise flashed on her face, followed by a smile. She hadn’t expected to hear this. 
 
    “Me too. And I wouldn’t feel right leaving you alone knowing that I hadn’t made things right with what happened. Not to mention that we became vampires at the same time! Granted, you’re a Blood Lord and I’m just the regular kind of vamp. Even so, I feel like we’re learning about this new world together.” 
 
    She made a good point. Not being alone in his new life as a vampire was no small thing. 
 
    “All the same, you’re going to need to face your fears,” Vince said, glancing over at her. “Your goal was to kill Cutter, right? To avenge your mom?” 
 
    She nodded, grim determination on her gorgeous face. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted. It sounds strange, but it’s like… I can sense my mom’s spirit out there, restless at knowing the man who killed her is still walking the earth.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than that,” Vince said. 
 
    “There is?” 
 
    Vince glanced up ahead, watching as Olivia, with Ayla only a few paces behind, turned a corner and disappeared. 
 
    He nodded. “Cutter killed your mom because she was a vamp, right? Well, what do you think is going to happen when he gets hold of you? It’s not just about avenging your mom, it’s about saving your own life, too—and the lives of everyone he and Constantin want to kill.” 
 
    The confusion on her face faded, replaced by grim determination. 
 
    “You’re right, Vince. It’s not just about me now. If we don’t stop them, there’s going to be a bloodbath of crypts in this city. We’ll only be the first ones to die. I don’t have the luxury of being scared. I need to be tough, to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Vince was more than pleased to hear the words. He placed his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it. 
 
    “I’m going to show you that you made the right choice in letting me join you,” she said. “I swear that I won’t let you or the coterie down.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it. We’re—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish before Olivia’s voice cut through the silence. 
 
    “Vince! You’d better get up here—now!” 
 
    Vince and Sara shared a wide-eyed look before breaking out into a run, Vince’s cape flowing behind him. They soon reached the corner that Ayla and Olivia had gone around, and the instant they turned it Vince realized what Olivia had been yelling about. 
 
    Dozens of pairs of glowing red eyes filled the darkness before them, snarls sounding out left and right. The dim glow of the lights on the walls showed seemingly endless pairs of fangs protruding from the ragged mouths of the horrible creatures rapidly closing in on the gang. 
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    “Those don’t look good,” Vince muttered as the monstrous creatures approached in the darkness. 
 
    The creatures let out a snarl in unison after he spoke, as if they wanted him to know that whatever they were, they were something to be feared. 
 
    The light was poor, but even so he could make out their figures. The beings were humanoid, with blood-red eyes and long, curved fangs. Their faces were narrow and boney and inhumanely long, their bodies nude but their flesh so rotted and malformed that it was almost impossible to tell which were male and female. 
 
    They moved with shambling lurches, a few of them reaching their skinny arms out toward Vince and his companions, their fingernails like yellowed knives. 
 
    “Are… are these zombies?” Sara asked, her voice braced with fear. 
 
    “No,” Olivia said. “These are Revenants—mindless vampires.” 
 
    Sara grimaced. “So, like zombies, but somehow worse?” 
 
    “That’s another way to look at it,” Olivia said. 
 
    “Rabid vamps,” Ayla said with a scowl. “Great.” 
 
    One of them was close enough to Olivia to lunge at her. He opened his mouth, snarled, and dumbly bit down, but Olivia was too quick for him, stepping back just in time so the creature sank his massive fangs into nothing but air. 
 
    Vince glanced over at Sara, part of him worried that she was about to shut down once again. She didn’t, however, and he could sense that she was keeping her fear in check, her eyes narrowed in determination. 
 
    Good—she’s ready to fight. 
 
    “Put some distance between you and them,” Olivia said. “They’re dumb, little more than mindless killing machines. And they’re slow too. But if you get cocky, they’ll swarm you. Seen more than a few powerful vamps get taken down by a pack of Revenants that they underestimated.” 
 
    “Come on!” Vince said. “Let’s move back now!” 
 
    Ayla and Sara called out affirmative responses, and together they ran back to join Olivia near the corner. Once there, the creatures having moved into the better light, Vince could see how many they were up against: dozens of Revenants, each in various states of decay. 
 
    “Why are they rotting like that?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Well, they may be mindless,” Olivia said. “But they’re still vamps. And believe it or not, they don’t get much of a chance to feed down here.” 
 
    “Then let’s put them out of their misery,” Vince said, flipping open the side of his cape to reach in and take out his blade. As he did, however, he closed his fist on… nothing. 
 
    “Shit!” he hissed. “Cutter made us drop our weapons topside.” 
 
    Olivia, a grin on her face, pulled up her shirt to reveal her twin blades sheathed in leather scabbards against her bare skin. “Speak for yourself, Vincent. You’re going to have to get craftier if you’re going to survive as a vamp.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he replied, turning his attention back to the horde of approaching Revenants. 
 
    In the meantime, Vince had nothing but his fist and what remained in his pool of blood magic. He closed his eyes and checked his supply, seeing that he was already under half—the battle with Constantin and his agents had cost him dearly. 
 
    “How do you kill these things?” he called out. 
 
    Olivia flashed him a smile. “Watch and learn.” 
 
    Her blades in hand, Olivia made a fast turn, spinning so quickly that she become nothing more than a blur. When she stopped, the head of one of the Revenants was in the process of sailing through the air, a trail of dark blood behind it. Her arm was outstretched, her hand holding the other dagger which was jammed into the head of another nearby Revenant. She yanked the dagger out, the Revenant dropping like its plug had been pulled. 
 
    “Like that!” she said with a grin. “Just cut their heads off or mash their brains—think of them as zombies with a twist!” 
 
    “Let me try. You guys might want to block your ears.” Ayla closed her eyes and shifted into her wolf form, rearing back and letting out a powerful howl that blasted so hard through the tunnel that the Revenants staggered backward. The creatures stunned, she barreled forward, smashing through them and knocking several of them to the floor. When she reached the end of the pack, she opened her mouth and bit down onto the head of the nearest Revenant, his skull exploding in her jaws, gore showering over the Revenants around her. 
 
    Ayla took a step back, putting a few feet between her and the nearest Revenants. With a quick lunge, she chomped a bite out of the flank of one to her right, his soft, rotting flesh ripping from his torso in red strands. The bite wasn’t enough to kill him outright, but the huge missing chunk threw the Revenant out of balance, making him topple to the ground. 
 
    Another nearby creature went in for a bite, but Ayla was too quick for him. She slammed her massive body into him, shoving him against the stone wall with such force that she broke every bone in his body, a series of dull cracks sounding as his insides were shattered. He was still alive when he fell, trying in vain to take a bite of Ayla. She ended the thing’s life with a quick smash of her paw. 
 
    Vince glanced down at his hands. 
 
    Looks like these are the only weapons I’ve got. 
 
    He closed his eyes and shifted into his vampire-wolf form, power running through him as the animal rage set in. Vince went for the nearest Revenant, grabbing him by the top of his head and clamping his other claw-hand down on his shoulder, holding the hapless ghoul in place as he tore his head off with a quick twist. 
 
    The Revenant dropped, Vince holding the ripped-off head in his hands. With a roar, Vince threw the severed head as hard as he could with two hands, and it rocketed through the air as if it had been fired from a cannon. It connected with the skull of another Revenant, both exploding like grapes, orange-red goo splattering here and there. 
 
    Rage was part and parcel of his vampire-wolf form, Vince realized. While his Bruiser skill was pure strength, his Lycan abilities were both strength and rage, the animal anger pushing his power to another level. 
 
    He felt a tugging on his back as he fought, glancing over his shoulder to see the cape hanging from him. 
 
    “Uh, you want to help?” His vampire-wolf form’s voice was deep and growling and distorted, but his words could be made out. 
 
    The cape did nothing, hanging from him lifelessly as if it were any other article of clothing. 
 
    “Stubborn,” Vince growled, turning his attention back to the fight. 
 
    He set upon another nearby Revenant, picking the creature up over his head and ripping him in half, a shower of gore falling down on him. A Revenant half in each hand, he used the slain thing as twin weapons, carving a bloody swath through the crowd of Revenants, bringing the torso and legs down with enough force to smash skulls and rip off limbs. 
 
    Vince gave in to the rage, feeling his power grow the more he did. He ripped off limbs, smashed heads, pulled out guts, taking a wild pleasure in creating so much chaos. 
 
    Through the fighting, he spotted Ayla doing much of the same, crushing heads with her jaws and slamming Revenants in to the walls. Sara was in the fight, taking advantage of the shadows cast on the wall by the dim illumination to use her magic, her shadow hands twisting off heads left and right. There was no doubt that she was coming into her powers, finding confidence as a fighter. 
 
    Olivia did her deadly work with her twin blades, jamming them into eyes and slicing through necks, her movements so fluid and effortless that she seemed more like she was dancing than fighting. Vince watched her through his own carnage, his hands covered with blood and brains as he punched and ripped and tore. 
 
    He spotted something—Olivia had taken a misstep, accidentally pivoting away from her position and into one of the remaining masses of Revenants. It only took a few moments before she was surrounded, cut off from the rest of the group, a dozen or more Revenants forming a circle around her that grew smaller and smaller by the second. 
 
    Even through his battle rage Vince remembered her words about being surrounded, how easily Revenants could lull you into a false sense of security by the ease with which they were killed, only to overwhelm you. 
 
    Her dance became frantic, Olivia zipping around to slice through Revenants and drop them before they had a chance to get close with their long, saber-like teeth. A quick check revealed that Ayla and Sara were too far to help in time—it was up to him. 
 
    A panicked expression formed on Olivia’s face as the Revenants swarmed her. Vince moved in, letting out a powerful roar as he rushed through the fray and broke the circle around Olivia, grabbing one Revenant by the neck and squeezing so hard that its spine cracked and the head popped off. He shoved the Revenant into another, creating a gap in the circle through which Olivia could escape. 
 
    She flashed him a smile as she broke from the circle, not wasting a second before turning right back around to continue her dagger slaughter.  
 
    Together, Olivia and Vince ripped apart the group that had threatened her only a few moments before, and when they were done, a silence filled the passageway. 
 
    Vince checked his blood pool—it was around twenty-five percent. He shifted out of his man-wolf form and felt his human calm return, the animal rage turning off like a light. 
 
    He looked around to see that each and every last Revenant had been killed, ripped apart in various gruesome and violent ways. Vince and the rest of his group were unharmed, though covered with blood and guts. 
 
    “That… that was intense,” Sara said, her chest rising and falling as she tried to collect herself. 
 
    “No kidding,” Ayla said. “There’s nothing like a good battle to get the blood flowing.” 
 
    Olivia looked at Vince. “Thank you. I don’t know what happened back there.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. We’re a team; we look out for each other.” 
 
    She smiled slightly, but warmly. It was clear she appreciated his words. There was something else in the way she looked at him, too, as if she was appreciating something more than just his battle skills. 
 
    Vince found himself wondering if she was finally ready to finish what they’d started back at her apartment, back when she’d first turned him. 
 
    “Hey!” Ayla’s voice cut through the silence, breaking the moment between Vince and Olivia. “There’s something here!” 
 
    Vince and Olivia shared a curious look before they turned around to see Ayla squatted down among a pile of Revenant parts. 
 
    “What is it?” Vince asked as he approached. 
 
    “Look.” Ayla shoved her hand into the mess with a squishing sound, yanking something out from among the bodies. “Here!” 
 
    She raised the thing into the air, and Vince saw right away what it was—another gem of Balthazar’s Blood. 
 
    “How the hell is that all the way down here?” Sara asked, stepping over to get a better look at it. 
 
    Olivia bounded over, plucking it out of Ayla’s hand. 
 
    “Hey!” Ayla said. 
 
    “Get over it, wolf,” Olivia replied, her attention on the gem. 
 
    “Wait,” Ayla said. “There’s more!” She squatted down and began rifling through the bodies, pulling out one, then another. She raised them up, one in each hand. “There’s three of them!” 
 
    “What are three of them doing down here?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It seems unlikely that we’d find these among the Revenants, but it’s not all that odd,” Olivia said, looking pensively at the gems in Ayla’s hands. “These were once normal vamps, after all. One of them might have found them, stored them for a rainy day, then taken one too many drinks from unwilling humans. Or it could have happened after, one of these Revenants mindlessly collecting them.” 
 
    She raised her finger. “By the by, take a good look around you. These Revenants are your fate should any of you drink too much from humans who don’t willingly offer their blood. It can take time to truly degrade to this state, but you never know—there are stories of vamps drinking once from a human who didn’t offer their blood, and the vamp instantly made the change. No one knows for sure what pushes a vamp over the line, but every time you drink from an unwilling, you’re playing a game of Russian roulette.” 
 
    She wiped the goo from the stone off on her pants, then tossed it over to Vince. He neatly caught it, the blood inside the gem inspiring an immediate and overwhelming hunger. He knew how delicious it was, how nourishing. More than that, he knew it would increase his powers. 
 
    Sara placed her hand on the wall, closing her eyes as if overcome by weakness. 
 
    “What is it, Pipsqueak?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Hungry,” she said. “All the fighting today… I can hardly think straight.” 
 
    Olivia didn’t have a smart comment for her. Instead, she placed her hand on her belly. “I hate to second the shrimp, but I’m right there with her.” 
 
    As if on cue, Ayla did the same. She placed her hand against the wall for support, closing her eyes for a long moment. 
 
    “No kidding about you vamps needing to eat—I feel like I’m dead on my feet.” 
 
    “We vamps,” Olivia said. “Don’t forget that you’re one of us, now.” 
 
    Ayla snorted, but clearly didn’t have the energy to sass her back. “Seriously, this is crazy. I feel like I’m crawling out of my skin.” 
 
    “That’s the hunger,” Olivia said. “It’s not a normal hunger like the human craving for food. It’s… all over. You whole body doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    “Does this mean we have to hunt for rats?” Sara asked, her face screwing up with disgust. 
 
    “We could. But there’s another option.” Oliva held up the gem. “We could use this. Three portions of Balthazar’s blood would boost your power indeed, Vince. But if you gave each of us one, it would allow our powers to increase. Not to mention feed us. But we don’t have to do that. You can drink all of them, progress in three classes, and become even more powerful.” 
 
    “I don’t mind eating rats if I have to,” Sara said. “If you want to gain more power, that’s fine with me.” 
 
    Ayla pursed her lips. “You are the Blood Lord, I suppose.” There was a bit of defiance to her words, but she blinked and a weight seemed to lift off her shoulders. “No—it’s yours. If you want it, that is.” 
 
    Olivia tossed the other two gems to Vince, one after another. He caught each of them, regarding the gems in his hands. He imagined drinking all of them, reveling in the power, leveling his abilities. 
 
    I’ll need them if I’m going to beat Constantin. He turned his eyes to the women, all of them looking sallow and weak. But… I’ll need a stronger party more than that. Not to mention I don’t want them to suffer and drink from rats while I gorge myself. 
 
    He made his decision.  
 
    “One for each,” he said, tossing each of the girls a gem. “Drink up.” 
 
    Their faces lit up as they turned their attention to the gems. Not one of them wasted a second cracking open the top and eagerly drinking down the magical blood. Their complexions returned as soon as each of them had finished. In fact, Vince realized, they somehow managed to be even more beautiful than they’d been before—stronger, healthier. 
 
    “Wow!” Sara held the now-empty gem in front of her, as if she couldn’t believe what had happened. “I’ve… never felt like this before.” 
 
    Ayla flexed her arms, stretching her limbs. “Yeah, this is something else. Holy shit.” 
 
    Olivia was more composed, as if she’d been through it before. 
 
    “Good. It’s been a while since I’ve had one of these. I can feel my powers grow. Thank you, Vince.” 
 
    “What’re you ladies capable of now?” he asked. 
 
    “We’ll have to see,” Olivia said. “And Ayla still needs to pick a class. If I can find a way to get back to my apartment, I can retrieve the blood necessary for her to do so. All the same, she’ll be more powerful than she was before. We’ll need to practice to find out exactly what we’re now capable of.” 
 
    Vince glanced down, realizing that he’d been so wrapped up in the conversation that he’d forgotten about the gore all around him, not to mention on him. 
 
    “Let’s get moving,” he said. 
 
    “Good call,” Olivia replied. “We shouldn’t be too much further from the underground vamp towns. Come on.” 
 
    The group took a few moments to wipe off the chunks of Revenants still on their bodies, though Vince knew they’d need proper showers before they were truly clean. 
 
    They stepped out of the mess of gore and continued down the way, moving along the huge pipe until they were far away from the battle site. 
 
    Olivia walked next to Vince, and she nodded to his cape. “I was a little occupied during the fight. But did the cape help at all?” 
 
    Vince let out a wry snort. “No. It saved our lives up there with Constantin but didn’t do a damn thing to help us with the Revenants.” 
 
    Olivia reached forward and pinched the cape with her index finger and thumb, rubbing the fabric slightly. 
 
    “I have to admit, I’m kind of out of my depth when it comes to Dracula’s artifacts. All I know is that they’re powerful, have minds of their own, and only submit to those they deem worthy. “ 
 
    “Maybe it was testing him?” Ayla asked. “Maybe it saved our lives because it wanted to be with Vince, but decided that during the battle he’d have to prove himself?” 
 
    Olivia scrunched her forehead, giving the idea some thought. 
 
    “That could be true. Maybe it wanted to see what you were capable of.” 
 
    Vince glanced over his shoulder at the cape. “Well, what’d you think? We fight hard enough for you?” 
 
    The cape did nothing, hanging as still as it had been. 
 
    “The fact that it’s still here is all the proof you need that it hasn’t rejected you,” Olivia said. “I once saw a fledgling vamp who’d managed to come across one of Dracula’s artifacts, a small dagger. He was convinced that’d he’d become invincible with the weapon at his side. I watched as he picked a fight in a crypt bar with a senior vamp, trying to show him who was boss. He pulled out the blade, cocky as could be.” 
 
    “What happened?” Sara asked. 
 
    Olivia smirked. “The blade bounced out of his hand and into the hand of the senior vamp. Needless to say, a few minutes later, there was one less cocky fledgling in the world—and a senior vamp with a powerful new toy. Moral of the story is that if you don’t tame them, they’ll find a new owner who they deem worthier. That’s precisely what happened with you and Constantin.” 
 
    They continued, the pipe seeming to go on forever. Vince lost track of time, and found himself wondering if the vamp towns had disappeared. Until finally they turned a corner, and ran slap-bang into precisely what Olivia had described: an underground town.  
 
    Vince took a moment to wrap his head around what was before him. The corner had opened up, the narrow, circular tube giving way to a large, open area around the size of a football field. 
 
    And it was a town—a real, actual town.  
 
    There were streets and shops and houses. Granted, they were made in a shanty style, most constructed with corrugated steel and other scraps. Vince guessed the place was big enough for a few hundred inhabitants. Only, there was no one to be seen. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sara asked. “Why is there no one around?” 
 
    Olivia stepped forward. “This… this is strange. This is the Central Park Necropolis, but the vamps who live here just call it Central City. There should be around five hundred vamps here. But it’s—” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to finish before a voice called out, “Put your weapons down and your hands up!” 
 
    The group shared a look of surprise. 
 
    “Who’s speaking?” Vince replied. 
 
    “The vamp who’s going to kill you where you stand unless you do what I say! Now, hands up, weapons down!” 
 
    “Thing about that,” Vince said. “We already got disarmed. But we can put our hands up.” 
 
    Olivia complied, however, slipping her daggers out and tossing them onto the ground. 
 
    The rest of the group put their hands up. 
 
    Vince prepared himself for another battle, one that he and his party might not win. He could only guess what was lurking out of sight behind the buildings around him. For all he knew, Constantin had beat them down there and was ready to settle the score. 
 
    A figure stepped out from behind a building—a bar, it seemed—across from the group. He was tall and lean, dressed in dark, rugged clothing, his head and limbs long, like a Revenant. Vince’s hands clenched into fists, and he prepared for battle. 
 
    The figure drew closer. From the way he moved, Vince could tell it wasn’t a Revenant after all: he walked carefully, deliberately. Like the Revenants, his face was long and bony, no hair on his head, his facial structure gaunt, his fangs curved and long. When he drew closer still, Vince noticed intelligence in his eyes. He truly looked like a non-Revenant soul trapped in a Revenant body, though one dressed in clothes. 
 
    He stopped ten or so feet away from the group. 
 
    “I’m Mayor Ford,” he said. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the group and Mayor Edwin Ford—mayor of Central City for nine decades running—were making their way through the main thoroughfare of the town. The citizens of Central City had been hiding, it turned out. Now they’d gone back to their usual routines. Many were out for walks, buying goods from the various shops, or chatting among themselves. They resembled the mayor, with long limbs and bald heads and bony faces. It was hard to tell the women apart from the men. 
 
    It looked beyond surreal. 
 
    Ford gave the group a once-over as they walked. “I can see you found our security system.” 
 
    “Your what?” Vince asked. 
 
    Ford let out a snort, a smirk forming on his face. “We’ve got packs of Revenants all up and down the passages leading to town. If you’re meant to be here, you know how to avoid them. But if you’re looking for trouble, you’ll find them instead.” 
 
    “They were nothing,” Ayla said. “You’re going to have to get a better security system than that to stop a group like us.” 
 
    “They worked just fine. We’ve got sensors all up and down the passageways. The second the fight broke out, we knew about it. The only reason you four aren’t dead is because you’re vamps like us. Well, not quite like us—you’re surface normies.” 
 
    “Surface normies?” Sara asked. 
 
    “She’s a fledgling,” Olivia said, explaining. “She doesn’t know about all of this.” 
 
    Ford nodded. “Figures. We’re ghouls down here, the kinds of vamps that don’t exactly blend in with the beautiful folk up there. We’ve got to stay down here, out of sight.” 
 
    “Why do you look like that?” Sara asked. As soon as she said the words, she clamped her hands down on her mouth, her eyes going wide. “Ohmigod, I’m so sorry. That was so rude.” 
 
    Ford only laughed. “Trust me, you don’t look like this and live as long as we do without getting used to questions like that. The answer is, we don’t know. Ghouls come from other ghouls—you get turned by one, you become one. But where the first ghoul came from, we’ve got no freaking idea. Some say it’s from a blood mutation that gets passed on, others say the first ghoul was one of the original vamps, one of Balthazar’s crew who made some deal with a long-dead god that backfired on him. You ask me—who gives a shit, you know? Life as a ghoul isn’t so bad. We stick to our kind, and don’t have to worry about the bullshit with the vamps and other crypts topside. When we need money, we trade information for it.” 
 
    “That’s not going to be the case any longer,” Olivia said. “I’m sure you know about what’s going on with Helsing.” 
 
    He nodded. “We do. And you know what? That’s not our problem. Helsing and us, we have an arrangement—they don’t bother us, and we don’t bother them.” 
 
    “No,” Vince said. “You’re not getting it. This new Helsing isn’t like what you’re used to. It’s run by a vamp.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Ford asked. 
 
    They reached a three-story building made of brick. It looked more solid than most of the buildings in Central City. Ford opened the door and led the group inside. The interior was surprisingly homey, decorated with pictures, along with knick-knacks that looked to have been pilfered from the surface.  
 
    Vince leaned in a bit to examine one of the photos on the wall, and was surprised to see a picture of a normal, human family. The photo appeared old, maybe a hundred years or so. In the shot was a couple and two kids posing on Coney Island. At a second glance, he noticed the man bore a striking resemblance to Ford. 
 
    “Happier times,” Ford explained. “Before I was turned.” He nodded toward the other pictures on the wall, which were also of families, some of them clearly a lot more recent. “Shitty thing about being a ghoul is you gotta cut yourself out of normal society. When you look like this, you can’t exactly drop in on your grandkids and say ‘hey.’ That is, unless you want to be responsible for their therapy appointments in twenty years. Nice thing about it is you get to pull strings from a distance and make sure each and every generation of your family is good and set up, you know?” 
 
    Vince checked out more of the photos and, sure enough, the families in them seemed like they had plenty of money. Nice cars, expensive clothes, and big houses were in all of them. Ford pulled his eyes away from the pictures, as if they were difficult to look at. 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    They took the stairs to the third floor, where Ford led them to an office. The windows looked out over Central City, giving a view of the hundreds of vamps living there going about their daily business. Vince couldn’t get over how strange it was to watch. There was even electricity in the odd, underground town. 
 
    Ford plopped into the chair behind his desk. The surface was piled with papers, his ancient computer festooned with sticky notes. Everything about the scene suggested that Ford was a busy vamp. 
 
    “Blood beer in the fridge,” he said, nodding to a small cooler at the side of the room. “Grab what you want and let’s talk this shit over.” 
 
    The group did just that, plucking bottles of red, foamy liquid from the fridge and cracking them open. The blood beer hit just right, replenishing Vince in more ways than one. He let out a sigh of relief as it settled in his belly. 
 
    Ford put his feet up on his desk, looking aside as if trying to figure out where to begin. 
 
    “You guys got a problem up top, a Helsing problem. But before you even think about asking me for help, I want to make this perfectly, abundantly clear—it’s your problem, not ours.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Olivia said. “This is every crypt’s problem.” 
 
    Ford snorted derisively. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ayla said. “There’s someone new in charge of Helsing, someone who’s going to—” 
 
    “Ehh,” Ford interrupted her and waved his hand through the air, dismissing her words before she even had a chance to say them. “Let me tell you this—you kick around on this earth for more than a hundred years and you’ll see right away that humans and their stupid little institutions are always dealing with one problem or another. Countries, churches, corporations—they do well under one guy’s rule, and when the next takes power, they turn into something different. Same deal with Helsing. I don’t give a damn about who’s in charge right now. He’s probably some guy with big ideas and some plan to turn things around or whatever. Maybe he’ll make some changes, sure. But before too long he’ll be gone and some other idiot will be in charge and so on and so on. That’s why it’s great to be down here: you don’t have to worry about any of that topside shit.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Ayla bit. “Let me show you some ‘topside’ shit that you will have to worry about.” With that, she pulled up the right leg of her jeans and revealed a solid-looking leather pouch strapped to her calf. Before Vince could wonder what it was, she opened it and slipped out a vial of blood, one of the chimera vials. 
 
    “You saved one of those?” Olivia asked. 
 
    Ayla nodded as she stepped over to Ford’s desk and set the vial down in front of him. 
 
    “Figured it would be good to have some of it on hand in case we bumped into someone who didn’t believe what we were telling him.” 
 
    Ford flicked his eyes up at the group, then down at the vial. He picked it up skeptically. 
 
    “So you going to explain why you have blood in this odd little container?” 
 
    Vince stepped forward. “That’s not just any blood; it’s a hybrid of several different kinds of blood from different species.” 
 
    Ford glanced at Vince, then back down at the blood. 
 
    “Constantin, the Blood Lord who’s now in charge of Helsing, is trying to create a chimera, a—” 
 
    “A horrible fucking creature that’s made for killing crypts,” Ford said, nodding his head as he set down the vial. “Shit. I knew there were Blood Lords lurking around, but I didn’t know that one was in charge of Helsing. The ghouls I had poke around there didn’t come back.” 
 
    “And I’m a Blood Lord too,” Vince said. “But I’m the one who’s going to take Constantin down.” 
 
    Ford looked Vince up and down. “Blood Lord, huh? Don’t really look the part, aside from the cape.” 
 
    The cape flicked up and down, as if curtsying after being introduced into the conversation. Ford’s jaw worked as he thought. 
 
    “They’re not going to stop at topside crypts,” Olivia said. “Constantin is going to kill everyone, or make them serve him. It’s only a matter of time before he turns his attention to Central City.” 
 
    Ford picked up the vial and tapped it on the desk as he thought. “Tell me what you want from me.” 
 
    “Shelter,” Vince said. “While we figure out our next step.” 
 
    “And we’re going to want information,” Olivia said. “I know Helsing is the most dangerous target for ghoul espionage. But we’re going to need all the information we can get of what they’re up to, what kinds of defenses they have.” 
 
    Ford nodded. “Alright, then what? Say I let you crash here, send some spies out to gather what intel they can. Then what?” 
 
    A good question. The kind of question only a leader could answer. 
 
    “We’re going to go to Helsing,” Vince said. “We’re going to kill Constantin, put an end to his experiments. If that’s not enough, when this is all said and done, and me and my coterie come out on top, you’ll have a Blood Lord on your side.” 
 
    Ford let out a laugh. “Well, you’ve got confidence, kid, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    He glanced aside, as if weighing the pros and cons right there on the spot. 
 
    “Here’s the deal. I’ll get some of my best spies on this, see what we can find out. If they come back with intel that proves you guys aren’t bullshitting me, we can talk about teaming up and taking down this Constantin jackass. Until then, I’ll provide you with some quarters where you can catch a breather.” He raised his finger at the group. “But make no mistake, I care about my people first and foremost. If I get even the slightest whiff that you guys are bullshitting me, Central City will be your tomb. Understand?” 
 
    “Got it,” Vince said. 
 
    With that, Vince offered his hand for a shake. Ford regarded it tentatively, then rose and took it. 
 
    “Don’t make me regret this, kid.” 
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    The place wasn’t much: a two-story house near Central City’s main marketplace that, from the outside, looked as if it had seen better days. The inside was more promising, however, the interior clean and well-maintained. Most importantly, it was safe, and there was more than enough space for the four of them. 
 
    “All yours for the next day or two,” Ford said, standing by the door as the group checked out the first floor. “My agents are fast—they should have some proof one way or another of what’s going on. Until then, sit tight. Oh, and if any of you cause any trouble around here, you’ll be explaining it to me.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ford,” Vince said. “You won’t have to worry about that from us.” 
 
    “That’s right, Mr. Mayor,” Olivia said with a sly expression on her face. “We’ll be on our best behavior.” 
 
    “Cute,” he replied. “Anyway, I’ll let you guys know when I know.” 
 
    With that, he shut the door and was gone. 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Olivia said, plopping down on the couch, a puff of dust rising around her. “Every minute that Constantin lives is a minute that he and the rest of his cronies grow stronger. We need to take the fight to them.” 
 
    Ayla narrowed her eyes, the golden orbs flashing with anger. “My pack’s out there not sure if I’m alive or dead. I need to get to them.” 
 
    Sara nodded. “And Cutter. I’m finally ready to face him. I just need the chance.” 
 
    Vince stepped into the middle of the group. 
 
    “I know we’ve all got our reasons for wanting to get back out there. But we can’t possibly do this all on our own. We need Ford’s recon before we can do anything else. It’s the only way to know what we’re up against.” 
 
    No one in the group disputed him. 
 
    “You’re right, Vincent,” Olivia said. “All the same, there’s nothing fun about waiting around for things to happen. If Constantin manages to breed himself a chimera, it’s going to turn New York into a blood bath, and not the fun kind.” 
 
    Sara opened her mouth to speak, but instead of words, a yawn came out. Her eyes flashed with surprise as it happened. 
 
    “Wow, I’m really tired. All that fighting must have taken it out of me.” 
 
    Ayla stretched her long, slender limbs. “Yeah, I’m right there with you. I can barely think straight.” 
 
    “I’ve got good news for you both,” Olivia said. “Dingy and ghoul-filled as it might be, Central City is one of the most hospitable places for vamps. We’re under dozens of feet of concrete and earth, which means that there’s not a chance of any sunlight getting down here. You could take a nap in the street and be fine. I wouldn’t recommend it, but you get my drift. Most importantly, it means that you don’t need a coffin. Just find a bed and crash and you’ll be good to go.” 
 
    “A bed,” Sara said. “That sounds amazing.” 
 
    “Should be some upstairs,” Olivia said. “Have at it, Pipsqueak. You too, wolf.” 
 
    Sara shot Olivia the usual hard glare she reserved for when her nickname was used. But instead of getting upset, she merely yawned again. 
 
    “Rest sounds perfect,” Ayla said. “And it beats sitting around. Come on, kid, let’s find some places to crash.” 
 
    With that, the pair went up the stairs, leaving Vince and Olivia alone. 
 
    “You too, Vince,” she said. “I know you feel like you’ve got the weight of the world on your shoulders, but that doesn’t mean you should skip getting some sleep.” 
 
    Vince had considered it, but he was too keyed up to lie down. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said. “Still need to figure out the story with this cape.” 
 
    Vince glanced back at the red and black piece of fabric hanging from his shoulders. It had been still and calm for so long that he was beginning to wonder if it had gotten bored with him. 
 
    Olivia nodded. “That cape still needs to decide if you’re worth its time. You fail to impress it, and it just might run off with another vamp. Although I can’t imagine any creature, once they’ve had a taste of Vincent Pike, would ever leave.” 
 
    Vince snorted in amusement. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    Olivia’s eyes flashed with hunger. “I can’t imagine any woman getting bored with a man like you.” 
 
    Vince rubbed the back of his neck, a little surprised at the direction the conversation had gone. 
 
    “You’re in a new world now. A more exciting one. The last thing you need to worry about are foolish human women.” She stepped closer to him. “You’ve got us, now. And I’ve seen you up close and personal, Vincent. I watched you turn Sara into a quivering little pet, shuddering and moaning with uncontainable bliss.” 
 
    Vince’s cock twitched. The intimate moments he’d shared with his coterie had been incredible. But it had been missing something. 
 
    He stepped toward her. “Yeah, you got to see it all. And if you’re lucky, maybe I’ll do the same to you.” 
 
    She grinned. “You never know.” 
 
    Vince moved in, placing his hands on her hips and pulling her close, letting her feel his hardness against her. Olivia’s eyes went wide, a gasp pulling into her throat. 
 
    “Tell me what you want, Vincent,” she said. “I want to hear it.” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate for a second. “I want you. I want to turn you into my little plaything.” 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip, her eyes moving up and down Vince. She took in a full breath, her breasts on the verge of bursting through her shirt. 
 
    “I want it too. But…not right now.” She put her hands on his hip and pushed him back a bit, putting distance between the two of them. 
 
    Vince chuckled. “You’re making me crazy, you know that?” 
 
    She grinned. “Maybe so. Maybe that’s all part of the fun. But you were right about what you said.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    She nodded toward him. “Your cape. You should see what’s going on with it. I caught a glimpse of the area behind the house when Ford brought us here. Looked big enough to do some training in. Come on.” 
 
    Olivia turned and made her way toward the back of the house, clearly hoping that Vince would be watching her hips swaying. He’d seen her naked before, knew how perfect her ass felt while it was clenching around his manhood. All he could think about was what her pussy would feel like bouncing up and down on his cock. 
 
    The cape tugged on Vince, the first motion it had made since before the Revenant attack. 
 
    “Oh, now you want my attention,” Vince asked. “Fine, let’s go train.” 
 
    As he made his way toward the back of the house, he found himself wondering if the cape had somehow been able to read his mind, knowing that he was letting his thoughts drift to fantasies of sex with Olivia. Or, he considered, that the cape was simply ready to get out there and show Vince what it could do. 
 
    Either way, he was ready to train.  
 
    He followed Olivia out back, finding her standing in the middle of a medium-sized yard, houses on all other sides, through the windows of which Vince could spot ghouls inside. 
 
    “Come,” Olivia said. “There’s a hell of a lot of work to be done if you want to make that cape yours.” 
 
    He approached Oliva, who stood with her hands on her hips and an eager expression on her face. 
 
    “Let’s try this—cape, are you listening?” Olivia asked.  
 
    The cape tugged at Vince, the bottom-right corner flicking up. 
 
    “There we are,” she continued. “Now, let’s see how much communicating this little piece of cloth is in the mood to do. Cape, are you ready to train?” 
 
    The corner of the cape flicked up once more. 
 
    “Perfect. And let me ask you this—are you ready to let Vince claim you as your master?” 
 
    The cape raised itself slightly, moving from side to side in a non-committal manner. As the discussion, as it were, continued, Vince noticed that a couple of ghouls, one from a house on the right, the other to the left, had opened their windows to watch and listen. 
 
    “But you’re willing to give him a shot. Correct?” 
 
    The cape flowed up and down in a gesture that seemed to indicate a nod. 
 
    “Perfect. Well, you’re the boss. How would you like to start?” 
 
    The cape didn’t waste a second before reaching up with its bottom-right corner and opening the clasp that held it together on Vince’s throat. 
 
    “Hey!” Vince let out a cry as the cape undid itself and moved around, floating across from where Vince stood. Once there, it formed itself into a taut, upturned rectangle. 
 
    “Looks like it’s ready for something,” Olivia said. “Whatever it is.” 
 
    “Be a hell of a lot more helpful if this thing could talk,” Vince added. 
 
    “Well, no one said it would be easy to make an ancient, magical cape do whatever you wanted. But trust me, it’ll be worth it to have such a powerful artifact on your side.” 
 
    The cape nodded in agreement in its usual way. 
 
    “Maybe it wants me to beat it?” Vince asked. “Like, in a fight.” 
 
    Another nod from the cape. 
 
    “There you are, Vincent,” Olivia said. “Give it a try.” 
 
    Vince looked the cape up and down, unsure where to begin. “How do I beat a cape?” 
 
    “Same way you beat anyone else, I suppose. Do your best to pin the thing to the ground. Make it cry uncle. Make it accept that you’re its master.” 
 
    It was strange, but as sensible a way to proceed as any in the given situation. He stepped up to the cape, which awaited him patiently. 
 
    “Alright, cape,” Vince said. “You chose me so I could have a chance to make you my servant. When this fight’s over, that’s what you’re going to be. Understand?” 
 
    The cape stayed still, as if it were challenging his authority. 
 
    Here goes nothing. 
 
    Vince closed his eyes and activated his Bruiser powers, his fists growing in size. Strength flowed through him, power surging in his body.  
 
    With a roar, his eyes flashing red, Vince pulled back his fist and drove it forward in the direction of the cape. 
 
    He expected to connect with cloth, to punch the thing hard enough to force it to the ground. 
 
    Instead, he struck nothing. 
 
    Pulled by his own momentum, Vince’s fist yanked him forward. 
 
    “What the…!” 
 
    Vince rushed past the cape with huge steps, stumbling until he fell flat on his face. Pain blasted through him, and if that weren’t enough, the sound of laughter filled the air. 
 
    He groaned and turned, seeing that more people had joined the audience. A half-dozen or so ghouls were watching, and, now, laughing. 
 
    The cape rose, turning on its side and dipping in the middle. At first, Vince was certain he was seeing things. But the longer he looked, the more it seemed like the cape had formed a mocking smile. 
 
    “Did you see what happened?” Olivia asked. “The cape… pulled apart.” 
 
    Vince pushed himself off the ground. “Didn’t see it. I was too busy falling on my face.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Olivia added with a grin. “Try and hit him again, watch for yourself.” 
 
    Vince rolled his shoulders, stepping up to the cape, which had now moved back into the upturned-rectangle form. Vince turned off his Bruiser powers, his fists shrinking. He wanted to take a shot at the thing, but didn’t want a repeat of the last incident. 
 
    He jabbed. The cape did something remarkable: it opened. A small, fist-sized hole formed in it. It wasn’t a tear; more like it had simply pulled itself apart. When Vince brought his fist back, it sealed up once more as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Vince tried again. He jabbed once more, the cape doing the same. This time, however, the hole in the cape closed on Vince, sealing around his wrist and yanking hard enough for him to be pulled off his feet, and slammed onto the ground again. 
 
    There was more pain, more laughter.  
 
    Vince groaned, rolling over and taking in the sight of the cape looming over top of him. He groaned again, pushing himself off the ground and stepping back. 
 
    “Looks like that’s not going to work too well,” Olivia said. “Remember, this was the same cape that formed a bulletproof dome over us back there. You’re going to have to be cleverer than simply running up to it and unloading a barrage with your fists.” 
 
    She watched from the side, leaning against the house with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Give it another shot, Vincent. Try a few skills at your disposal. The cape wouldn’t have given you a chance if it didn’t think that you were capable of handling it.” 
 
    Vince rolled his shoulders again, facing the cape. The ghouls in the houses around them watched with excited eyes. 
 
    Vamp Speed. Let’s see how that works. 
 
    Vince closed his eyes and activated the power. The cape stood before him, roiling slowly up and down—very slowly, in fact. 
 
    Okay, so far so good. 
 
    Vince’s blood magic drained by the moment, so he wasted no time rushing toward the cape. Once more, he activated his Bruiser powers, his fists growing larger as took a swing. However, before he was anywhere near close, the cape vanished. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    This time Vince was able to catch himself before he toppled over, instead swinging his huge fist back in the other direction with his momentum. Vamp Speed was still active, and the two powers were draining his blood magic at an alarming rate. 
 
    Can’t keep this up forever. 
 
    He deactivated his Bruiser ability and Vamp Speed, his body and the world around him coming back to normal. The cape reappeared at the other side of the court, forming another smile. 
 
    Oohs and aahs sounded from the growing audience. Rage bubbled inside of Vince as he realized how powerful the cape truly was. 
 
    “It’s kind of hard to hit it if it can phase like that?” 
 
    “You’re going to have to figure something out,” Olivia said. “I’d help, but if another vamp had to jump and help fight your battle, there’s not a chance in hell the cape would be impressed by that.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention back to the cape, now even more determined to get hold of it and tame its power, to make it his own. 
 
    Before he had a chance to come up with another plan, however, the cape went on the offensive. It zipped through to air, going this way and that, juking left and right until it closed the distance between it and Vince. Once it was right in front of him, it swung its upper right corner like a punch. 
 
    Vince managed to duck, the “fist” going over his head. A tightness around his ankle caused him to look down and see that the cape had grabbed hold of him. With a tug, it pulled his foot out from underneath him and sent Vince flying into the air. He landed hard on his ass, pain radiating through his body from where he landed. 
 
    More noises of amusement and entertainment sounded from the ghouls in the crowd. 
 
    “You might lose this fight,” Oliva said. “But at the very least you gave our hosts a fun show.” 
 
    “That’s about the last thing on my mind,” Vince said as he rolled his shoulders and stretched out his arms and legs. The cape was getting the better of him, and he wasn’t about to let that happen. 
 
    “Vince, here’s what I think—the cape wants you to prove that you’re worthy of it, right? Well, I doubt you’re going to be able to do that easily.” 
 
    “You mean the fight is going to be hard? I could have told you that.” 
 
    “That’s not it, smartass. What I mean is that you’re going to have to show the cape that you’re capable of really wielding some powerful vampire magic. Think, try to come up with something better than just punching it until it submits.” 
 
    She’s right, he thought. I should try something that involves all of my powers. 
 
    The cape went in for another strike, phasing all around the court until it was close to Vince. This time, Vince used his shadow magic on the small pool of shadow underneath him, causing it to come out of the ground and push him up, sending him rocketing through the air and away from the cape. The launch was more forceful than he’d been anticipating, and Vince went flying toward the second-floor balcony of the one of the nearby houses. 
 
    The ghouls watching scattered as Vince slammed onto the brick floor. The pain was intense, but with a groan and a push, he managed to get himself up and on his feet again. 
 
    “Hope you’re enjoying the show,” Vince said with a forced smile. 
 
    The shadow of a nearby street lamp cast over the balcony, and Vince used his shadow magic to solidify it. He grabbed onto it and slid down the length, holding up his hand to change the direction of the shadow at the last minute. The path now took him right to the cape, and once there he raised his feet and slammed into it. 
 
    It worked. Vince flew right through the cape, knocking it to the ground. Noises of amusement and surprise rose up from the audience, which was now in the dozens. Everyone around seemed to want to catch a glimpse of the Blood Lord battling with the magical cape. 
 
    Well, if they’re all going to watch, he thought, I might as well give them a good show. 
 
    All the same, Vince’s blood magic was waning. If he didn’t replenish it soon or win the fight, he’d run out and have no chance of taking down the cape. 
 
    The cape moved in for another attack. It swooped down low, making the cape equivalent of a sweeping-leg attack. Vince jumped in time, the cape flying underneath him. When he landed, Vince jabbed. The cape moved with ease, striking him with a punch of its own. 
 
    More noises sounded from the crowd, the world a blur around Vince as he stumbled back. His head tilted up, and as he did, he caught sight of something: one of the big overhead lights a hundred or so feet above that illuminated Central City. 
 
    He had an idea. But it would require him to get all the way up there. 
 
    Vince moved, juking away from the cape and rushing back toward the pole’s shadow that he’d used to get down from the balcony. He used his magic once more, jumping on top of it and activating his Bruiser powers. His fists and body grew, the added weight pulling down on the pole and bending it. He soon reached the ground, and when he did and he deactivated his Bruiser abilities, the force was enough to make the shadow pole snap back and launch him straight up into the air. 
 
    Vince turned as he rose, watching as the big grid of Central City became smaller and smaller until he could see almost the entire town spread out underneath him. For a moment he could see the faces of Olivia and the audience members looking up, but they soon blurred as he rose into the air. 
 
    When he hit the peak of his ascent, he paused for a short moment in front of the light above. When he did, the thing he was hoping to happen, happened. His shadow was massive, covering not just the court where he’d been fighting, but the entire block. 
 
    It was more than enough material to work with. 
 
    Perfect. Now I just need to figure out what to do with all of that shadow. He began to fall, his mind racing. What else can vampires do? How about… bats? 
 
    He grinned as he turned, his mid-air hang done and his downward descent beginning. His shadow was still huge, and using the majority of his blood magic pool, he took control of it and broke it into thousands pieces, focusing his mind and giving them all the shape of bats. He spread his arms wide as he spotted the cape down below, then pointed his fingers toward it. The bats swarmed as commanded, all flying toward the single spot where they’d been directed. 
 
    That is, aside from small portion of them that Vince peeled off the main mass and sent aside, forming a solid square that rose up to him. He landed on it, the speed of the square slowing and slowing until it brought him gently to the ground. 
 
    Once there, he was greeted with the sight of the cape being swarmed with shadow bats. The thing struggled against them, but there were too many for it to fight off. 
 
    It was pinned. The battle was over. 
 
    “Very nice, Vincent!” Olivia said. “Most vamps find the whole bat thing to be something of a cliché. But I think it’s a classic. Now, get over to that cape and claim it.” 
 
    Vince stopped in front of the cape, putting his hands on his hips as he gazed down at it. 
 
    When he opened his mouth to speak, however, he didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “How do I claim it?” he called out to Olivia. 
 
    She shrugged. “There’s no formal thing, really. Just tell it in clear terms that it belongs to you.” 
 
    “Uh, alright. I, Vincent Pike, greatest of all the living Blood Lords, claim you, cape, as mine. You’ll do as I ask, and teach me your powers. Do you agree?” He felt a bit silly issuing such a proclamation. 
 
    But it worked. The cape stopped struggling. It nodded, as it had before. 
 
    Vince cast away the bats, the shadow creatures flying into the air and vanishing. It was just him and the cape now, along with the few dozen ghouls who’d been watching and were now applauding and whistling wildly. 
 
    “I think you’ve landed yourself a loyal cape, Vincent,” Olivia said. “Tell it what to do.” 
 
    “Come.” He gestured for the cape to sweep around him. 
 
    It did. The cape rose, wrapping around Vincent and sealing the clasp over his chest. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “I want you to phase, like you did when I was fighting you.” 
 
    The cape obeyed. It wrapped tighter around him, forming a tight cocoon. With a flash, it then transported them both across the court. He could see through it, see that Olivia was now on the other side of the space. 
 
    “Now, back where we were!” 
 
    The cape obliged, zapping him across the court once more to where they’d been standing. The noises from the crowd let him know they were more than impressed. The cape unfurled itself and came to rest loosely around Vince’s shoulders again. 
 
    “Very nice, Vincent,” Olivia said, her arms crossed as she leaned against the back of the house. “In time, you’ll develop something of a symbiotic relationship with the cloak. It will do your bidding without you needing to issue such lengthy commands. You’ll be of the same mind.” 
 
    Vince grinned, eager to develop these powers. 
 
    And he wanted to try something else. He stepped into the middle of the court, ghoul eyes on him. 
 
    “Does anyone have a gun?” 
 
    “You kidding?” one of them called out. “We’re all strapped!” 
 
    A few of the ghouls ran into their homes, coming back moments later with pistols and rifles in their hands and eager expressions on their faces. 
 
    “What are you doing, Vincent?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Just want to take this thing for a test drive. Now, cape, I want you to block these bullets. Got it?” 
 
    The cape fluttered, letting him know it had heard him. 
 
    “Those guns loaded with silver rounds?” Vince called out, and they confirmed. 
 
    This might be a bad, bad idea. 
 
    Hell. Let’s rock. 
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The ghouls took aim, letting loose with a barrage of gunfire. And the cape did its work, forming a wall in front of him, moving here and there and blocking the bullets that zipped in. They pinged off the cape, dropping to the ground with clatters. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    The ghouls did, silence returning and the scent of gunpowder thick in the air. The cape returned to Vince’s back, and he looked down to see that he was, thankfully, not perforated with bullet holes. Dozens of rounds littered the ground at his feet. 
 
    “Nice work,” he said with a small smile. 
 
    The cape fluttered, as if pleased with the compliment. 
 
    “This guy—he’s a real Blood Lord!” one of the ghouls shouted. 
 
    “The real freaking deal!” 
 
    “I thought they were all dead!” 
 
    The ghouls spoke in excited tones among themselves. Vince could sense that his reputation was growing—that, soon, all of the crypt world would know of him and his power. He pushed those thoughts aside as he and Olivia stepped back into the house, knowing he had more pressing concerns at hand. 
 
    Ayla and Sara were there waiting for him. 
 
    “That was incredible, Vince!” Sara exclaimed, her eyes lighting up as she rushed over to him. 
 
    “I thought you two were getting some sleep?” he replied 
 
    Ayla snorted. She was dressed in nothing but a pair of black panties and her white sleeveless top.  
 
    “You kidding?” she asked. “You really think we’re going to sleep when you’re out there fighting with a living cape?” She paused a moment, as if thinking something over. “That was… something else. I had doubts about this whole ‘Blood Lord’ thing, but watching you use your powers like that, it was something else. You might be the real deal after all.” 
 
    Vince’s eyes drifted down to Ayla’s powerful, shapely legs. When he pulled his gaze up, he saw that Ayla had noticed him looking, and smiled. 
 
    “We’ll see about all that,” Vince said. “Constantin needs to be taken down before I start celebrating being the king of the Blood Lords or anything like that.” 
 
    “Very prudent, Vincent,” Olivia said. “There’s much to be done before you’re even the sole Blood Lord of New York, let alone the most powerful in the world.” She turned to Ayla and Olivia. “Speaking of prudence, you both need some sleep.” 
 
    Ayla nodded, not bothering to argue with Olivia. “Yeah, you’re right. Thanks for the show, Vince.” 
 
    Sara threw her arms around him. “That was amazing.” 
 
    With that, the two women went back up the stairs and were gone. 
 
    Olivia remained, a strange, thoughtful expression on her face. 
 
    “Something up?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, there is. Come with me to the master bedroom, Vince. There’s something I want to discuss with you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Vince and Olivia made their way up the stairs to the third floor of the house. The third floor was compact, made up of a small hallway with a door on either side, one leading to a bathroom and the other to the spacious master bedroom. 
 
    Vince had a hard time taking his eyes off Olivia’s ass while she walked ahead of him. The fight had his blood pumping, and the bit of teasing she’d given him beforehand had only increased his sexual tension. 
 
    They stepped into the master bedroom, the space surprisingly luxurious. There was a four-poster bed, high-ceilings, and arched windows that looked out over Central City. Were it not underground, it would have been a fine place to live. 
 
    “What’s up?” Vince asked. 
 
    Olivia said nothing at first, a thoughtful expression on her face as if she wasn’t quite sure where to begin. 
 
    “Come sit with me, Vincent.” 
 
    He did, stepping over and sitting down next to her on the on the end of the bed. 
 
    She bit her lip, and began. 
 
    “First of all, I wanted to say thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For what happened back there with the Revenants. I was being swarmed, and you put your own life at risk to save me. That little plan of yours could have easily gone sideways, both of us losing our lives. But you didn’t care—you wanted to save me, and you did.” 
 
    “What else was I supposed to do? You’re not just a part of my coterie—you’re my friend.” 
 
    She smiled, as if that were exactly the answer she’d been hoping to hear. 
 
    “And there it is. Vincent, at first, I wasn’t sure about you. The power of the Blood Lord moved through your veins, but power is nothing without the character to temper it. Constantin, after all, is a Blood Lord, and he’s using his power to rule as a tyrant. You could do that if you wished.” 
 
    “I’d never even consider doing something like that.” 
 
    The smile stayed on her face. “Exactly. It never occurred to you to do anything other than what was right, to stick up for those who can’t defend themselves, to restore balance to the world of the crypts. Make no mistake, Vincent—our journey is just beginning. And it’s going to be a difficult one. To be fighting at your side… it’s an honor.” 
 
    Warmth ran through Vincent at her words. 
 
    “Thank you, Olivia.” 
 
    “Your battle with the cape only confirmed my thoughts.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Her smile changed, turning from one of warmth to one slyer, more sexual. 
 
    “That I’m ready to give myself over to you, Vincent. Completely. I gave you my ass, now I want you to have my pussy. That is, if want it.” 
 
    His cock stiffened at her words. Oliva leaned back, squaring her shoulders and showing off her body. 
 
    “But I’m not going to be a little toy like Sara. If you want everything I have to give, you’re going to have to be aggressive about it. You’re going to have to be a leader and take what’s yours. So, are you ready?” 
 
    Vince gave himself a moment, working through the arousal that clouded his mind. When he was ready, he stood. 
 
    “You bet your gorgeous ass I am.” 
 
    Olivia laughed. “You’ve already had my ass. Now you get something even sweeter. But I like that attitude. Now, let’s see if you can back it up with actions. Tell me, my great Blood Lord—where would you like to begin with me?” 
 
    All sorts of ideas came to mind, all manner of positions he wanted Olivia in. 
 
    But first, he knew to start with the basics. 
 
    “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    Her face was impassive, amused, almost. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The unexpected word hung in the air. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No. I’m not going to take my clothes off.” The corner of her mouth curled, and Vince understood that her refusal was a challenge. 
 
    “Fine. If you don’t want to do this the easy way,” he said. “We’ll do it the fun way.” 
 
    She grinned. “Just what I was hoping to hear.” 
 
    Vince rushed over to Olivia, pushing her back onto the bed. She let out a squeal of excitement as he moved, her eyes flashing as he positioned himself over top of her. Olivia’s chest rose and fell, her tongue moving across her lips. 
 
    Vince grabbed the front of her shirt, ripping it open, the buttons flying here and there as he exposed the bra she had on underneath. Her breasts were big and round, the skin of her cleavage flawless. With a smooth motion, he reached around and grabbed a handful of her silver-blonde hair, pushing Olivia’s upper body high enough for him to move his other hand underneath her and undo the clasp of her bra. 
 
    “Yes!” she cried out. “That’s the spirit. You want something, you have to take it!” 
 
    He pulled her bra off and tossed it aside, exposing her perfect tits, the skin white and her nipples big and pink.  
 
    Vince wasted no time leaning in and taking one of her nipples into his mouth and sucking it, the slightly salty taste of her skin washing over his palate.  
 
    Olivia moaned, running her hands through his hair and holding him in place. The nipple went hard against his tongue, and when it did, Vince moved over to the other. Then he raised himself over her, a big, eager smile spread on her face as he gazed down. 
 
    “Do you want this, Vince? Do you want my tight wet pussy?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” His voice came out in a low growl. “And now that I’ve got you, I’m going to make you beg for it.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow. “Mmm. Big words. But can you back them up?” 
 
    As she spoke, it occurred to Vince what he wanted. He grabbed hold of her pants, yanking them down and exposing the matching silk thong panties she wore underneath, then pulling them off along with her shoes and socks. 
 
    When she had nothing on but her underwear, Vincent lowered himself between her creamy, flawless thighs. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you to start out like this,” she said. “But I’m certainly not going to argue.” 
 
    “I’m going to give you something,” he said, glancing up at her. “But first, there’s something you’re going to give me.” 
 
    He glanced at her right thigh, the big artery throbbing underneath. 
 
    “Do it,” she said. “Please.” 
 
    He didn’t say another word before moving over and sticking his fangs into her flesh. He pierced the thick wall of the artery, blood pouring into his mouth and flooding over his palate. 
 
    She was delicious. Her blood was syrupy sweet, rich and filling. And the more of it he drank, the more inflamed by passion he became.  
 
    Olivia moaned and thrashed as he drank from her, and it took all the restraint he had to stop. 
 
    When he was done, he wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand, moving in to lick up the twin trails of scarlet that trickled down. 
 
    “How do you feel, Vincent?” she asked. 
 
    “Ready to make you mine. To use you like you deserve to be used. To fuck you like you’re the filthiest whore in the world.” 
 
    She grinned. “I won’t stand in your way.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention further up between her legs. He’d tasted her one way, now he wanted to taste her another. 
 
    He moved in close, slipping his fingers under the soft fabric of her panties, pulling them aside and revealing the pink line of her pussy, her lips glistening with arousal. He started by teasing her, spreading her lips and rubbing her clit with the pad of his thumb. 
 
    “Oh… oh!” her reaction was sudden and intense, moans of pleasure shooting out of her mouth. Vince made slow circles around her clit, applying just enough pressure and watching as she moved and squirmed. “Yes, Vincent—just like that. God, just like that.” 
 
    After a bit of this, he placed the tips of his index and middle fingers at her entrance, pushing slowly inside of her. By this point she was so wet, so turned on, that he penetrated her without effort.  
 
    Olivia moaned again, her round hips writhing as Vince curled his fingers and teased her G-spot. 
 
    “That’s… that’s so perfect. Just like that.” 
 
    He could tell that she was drawing closer and closer to orgasm by the moment.  
 
    Vince was ready to taste her.  
 
    He moved in and pressed his tongue against her clit, teasing her in the same way that he had with his fingers. The sensation of his tongue against her brought Olivia’s pleasure to another level. She moaned and cried out, cupping her huge breasts and squeezing her nipples. 
 
    “Just like that, just like that…” 
 
    She tasted sweet. Sweeter than her blood, even. And as he ate her, as he fingered her, Vince felt his own arousal grow. He brought her to the brink of orgasm. When she was there, however, her screams already filling the room, he didn’t take her over the line. 
 
    Instead, Vince pulled back.  
 
    He stood in front of her, watching the expression of pleasure on her face give way to one of confusion. 
 
    “What… why did you stop?” she asked. “I was almost there.” 
 
    “Did that feel good?” Vince asked. 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Are you kidding, Vincent? I felt like my body was about to explode into pieces.” 
 
    “And you want me to take you the rest of the way?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then you’re going to give me what I want, first.” 
 
    The confused expression shifted into one of sly understanding. 
 
    “I get your game, Vincent. You take me to the brink of orgasm and then make me beg for the rest of it.” 
 
    “That’s right. You want me to make you come, you’re going to have to play by my rules.” 
 
    “Then tell me what you want. Tell me what I can give to you.” 
 
    He considered the question for a moment. 
 
    “Get on your hands and knees.” 
 
    She flashed him another smirk before obeying. Within seconds, she was on the bed in front of him, her ass sticking out and her tits hanging between her arms. 
 
    “Now, tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    Her eyes went forward, latching onto the tent of his erection. 
 
    “This.” She placed her fingertip on his head. “Right here.” 
 
    “Then… use your imagination.” 
 
    She grinned once more before going to work, placing one hand on Vince’s hip and using the other to open his button and zipper. When they were down, she reached into his underwear and grabbed his cock, wrapping her slender fingers around it. 
 
    “Mmm.” She took it out, closing her eyes and stroking him. “That’s what I’ve been waiting for. I want to make you feel good, Vincent. And then, after that, you finish making me feel good.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he said. “It all depends on if I’m satisfied with your work.” 
 
    “Of course. Let me give you something to evaluate.” 
 
    She leaned in, her eyes on Vincent as she placed her lips on the head of his cock. Pleasure shot down his length as soon as she touched him, and continued as she went on to kiss every bit of his end. With her other hand, she cupped his balls and squeezed them, her mouth opening and her tongue dragging down the length of his manhood, leaving a glistening line. 
 
    When she reached his cock she moved her hands and took his balls into her mouth, sucking them as she stroked his length. Between the sucking and the stroking and the eye contact, Vince felt as if he could come right then, if he’d wanted to. 
 
    He pushed the urge to finish aside, watching as Olivia went back up his length. When she reached his head, she stuck out her tongue and made a slow, sensual circle around him. Vince let out a growl, the pleasure pooling inside of him. His mind filled with images of finishing, of unloading his seed onto her tongue or face. 
 
    After Olivia was done licking, she opened her mouth and took his head in, forming a tight seal with her lips. She continued to lap at him with her tongue, her mouth closed around him all the while, her hand once more cupping and massaging his balls. 
 
    Vince placed his hand on the back of her head, taking a handful of silver-blonde hair into his grip and slowly pushing her head down. Her eyes lit up as he guided her down the length of his cock, all of his inches vanishing down her throat. 
 
    Once she was all the way to the bottom, his cock pressed against the back of her throat, he guided her back up and his cock popped out of her mouth. 
 
    “There we are, Vincent,” she said. “Make me do what you want.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, sticking her tongue out as if begging him for more. He guided her down again, all the way to the base of his cock. Once she was there, she lashed his shaft with licks as he pulled her back up. 
 
    Olivia took one deep breath after another when she was off his cock, a big grin on her face as she wiped away the saliva. She pursed her lips, an expression of pure desire on her gorgeous face. 
 
    “I… I want to drink you, Vincent. Please, let me taste you.” 
 
    He grinned. “Come here.” 
 
    Vince stepped out of his pants and shoes, pulling off his shirt and stripping himself down to nothing as he made his way over to a big leather chair in the corner of the room. He sat down, his cock pointing straight up, his length still glistening with her spit. 
 
    “Come over here.” 
 
    She began to stand up, but before she did, Vince raised a finger. 
 
    “No. Don’t walk. Come just like that.” 
 
    At first, she was confused. But the grin reappeared on her face as she realized what he meant. 
 
    “You think you can treat me like our little pet, Sara?” she asked as she moved on the floor. 
 
    “That’s right,” Vince said. “Right now, you’re my pet. Now, get over here and suck me.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed, as if she weren’t expecting this, but was pleasantly surprised. Once on all fours, her heavy breasts hanging down, she made her way over. As she approached, Vince offered her his wrist. 
 
    “Drink,” he said.  
 
    Her eyes locked onto him, Olivia took his wrist into her hands, bared her fangs, and clamped onto him with a hiss. Her eyes rolled back as she drank. As she sucked, he reached down and began teasing her clit once more, muffled moans sounding as she drank. 
 
    When she was done, her eyes were alive with passion and eagerness. 
 
    “I need you, Vincent,” she cried. “I need you inside of me.” 
 
    “Not yet.” He leaned forward and took her tits into his hands. “I want to see what you can do with these, first.” 
 
    “Gladly.” She grinned as she moved between his legs, positioning his cock between her tits and squeezing them together. Her breasts were so large that she was able to fully envelope him in her cleavage, rubbing her tits up and down, his head poking out the top. 
 
    “Does that feel good, Vincent?” she asked. “Do you like all of the things my body can do for you?” 
 
    He took a moment to watch her rub her tits up and down his cock. Once more he was taken by mental images, these of his dick exploding between her tits, spraying up and covering her face and breast in his cum. 
 
    “I do. And now I’m ready for more.” 
 
    He stood before her, Olivia in such a frenzy that she took his cock into her mouth and began sucking like mad. Wet sounds filled the air, and Vince had to fight the urge to release. 
 
    “I want to come,” she said, taking her lips off his cock for long enough to speak. “I’ve earned it.” 
 
    “You have.” Olivia went back to sucking him as he spoke. “Now, go over and lie down on the bed.” 
 
    She deepthroated him one last time, looking up at Vincent, letting him enjoy the sight of her mouth filled with his cock. Olivia took her mouth off slowly then rose, turning and making her way to the bed, flashing him a sly grin over her shoulder before lying down as he’d asked. 
 
    Vince stepped over and yanked off the top sheet of the bed, ripping it into four strips. Once that was done, he began tying her to the bedposts, fixing her by her ankles and wrists. 
 
    “Yes,” she moaned. “Tie me up and do whatever you want with me. Just… just please make me come when you do.” 
 
    When she was secured, Vince grabbed a pillow and shove it under her ass. Then he climbed onto the bed and positioned himself between her spread-open legs, her pussy soaked. 
 
    Her eyes were locked onto his cock. She viewed it with the desperation of a woman dying of thirst being shown a bottle of ice-cold water. 
 
    Vince took his throbbing cock by the base, holding it close to her womanhood. 
 
    “You want this?” he asked. 
 
    “I want it so badly I’m going to scream if you don’t give it to me.” 
 
    “You’re going to be screaming either way.” 
 
    She grinned. “Fair enough.” 
 
    “Now, ask me nicely.” 
 
    “Please. Please give me you cock. Shove it inside me, make me come, and then fill me up with your seed. Please.” 
 
    It was all he needed to hear. And more than that, Vince was about on the verge as well. 
 
    He positioned his cock between her lips and, with a thrust of his hips, pushed inside of her. She was so wet that he glided in, a moan pouring from her mouth as he filled her. He pushed into her deeply, his inches vanishing between her thighs, her warm, tight walls gripping him hard. 
 
    Once he was buried, Vince took a moment to savor the feeling of finally being inside of Olivia, of the velvet smoothness of her pussy. 
 
    “It’s not going to take much, Vincent,” she moaned. “Please, don’t make me wait any longer.” 
 
    He pulled back and drove into her hard, a gasp shooting from her mouth as her breasts shook back and forth. Vince sat with his legs folded back underneath him, his hands on Olivia’s legs as he moved into her again and again. The view was perfect—her flawless body caught the light, illuminating the soft lines of her muscles, her fair skin shimmering with a thin layer of sweat. From where he sat, he could watch his cock move into her, her breast sway underneath him, her back arch, her face form tight expressions of pleasure. 
 
    “Vincent,” she cried. “I’m… I’m going to…” 
 
    He was ready to finish.  
 
    Vince leaned forward, positioning his body over hers and propping his up on her arms. From this angle, he was able to pound her with all his strength, his hips driving into hers again and again, Olivia screaming as he brought her to the verge of orgasm. 
 
    She didn’t need to say anything when she came. It was clear as day. Olivia opened her mouth to let out a silent scream, her pussy clenching around Vince’s cock as he steadily bucked into her.  
 
    Vince allowed himself to move past the point of no return, his cock erupting like a volcano inside of her, thick ropes of cum shooting into the depths of her. He groaned hard, his body tensing as he came. 
 
    Their orgasms built together and fell together. Then it was all over. 
 
    Vince’s chest rose up and down as he caught his breath. When he was ready, he pulled back and eased his cock out of her, his cum dripping out and onto the bed. 
 
    Olivia closed her eyes, a smile on her face. 
 
    “Now,” she said. “That’s exactly what I imagined getting fucked by a Blood Lord would be like.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, they were lying on bed together, Olivia ties undone, her head resting on his chest. 
 
    “That was… something else,” she said. “Never in centuries has a man made me feel like that.” 
 
    “Sex as a vamp,” Vince said, shaking his head. “It makes sex as a human feel no better than scratching a little itch.” 
 
    Olivia grinned, her fingers trailing up and down his chest. “You’re just on the surface, Vincent. I can’t wait for you to discover all the pleasure of being a vamp. Maybe if you’re feeling kind, you’ll let me take part. I’ll take you one on one like this any day. But I don’t at all mind sharing.” 
 
    Vince opened his mouth to speak. Before a word could get out, however, a phone chimed from the far end of the room. 
 
    “Is that you?” Vince asked. “I thought there was no cell reception down here?” 
 
    Olivia let out an amused snort. “It’s mine. It’s a special phone that can get hooked up to the ghoul grid. And I know who’s calling.” She leaned over to kiss him one more time before rolling off the bed and onto her feet. Vince’s gaze went right to her ass as she made her way across the room. When Olivia reached her pile of clothes, she bent over to take out her phone, her still-wet pussy visible between her thighs. 
 
    She stood up, her phone in her hand as she glanced over her shoulder at Vince. 
 
    “Look all you want. I like it.” 
 
    Olivia turned on speaker and set the phone on the small table next to the leather chair. 
 
    “How can I help you, Jerry?” 
 
    “Now, there’s the woman I’ve been dying to talk to. I miss you, and all the rest of you.” 
 
    “Us too, big guy.” 
 
    Vince waved. 
 
    “Vince says hi. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Just want to check in, you know? Make sure you and the gang were still in one piece.” 
 
    “We are. And we’re in Central City now.” 
 
    “Central City? Aw, shit. Lucky for you I beefed up the reception in your phone.” 
 
    “You’re too good to me, Jerry.” 
 
    “Not as good as the bossman Vincent, it sounds like.” Jerry laughed. “Anyway, it’s good he’s there. My boy Ransom’s up and at ’em.” 
 
    “How is he?” Vincent asked, sitting up. 
 
    “I’m freaking amazing!” a different voice called out. “Best I’ve ever felt in my life!” 
 
    “Well, you’re not alive anymore,” Olivia said as she eased into a sitting position in the chair, crossed her delicious legs. 
 
    “Whatever,” Ransom said. “Technicality. Anyway, Vincent, uh, Mr. Blood Lord, or whatever you want to be called.” 
 
    “Vince is fine.” 
 
    “OK, Vince. I wanted to let you know that I’m ready to serve. Whatever you need me to do around the city, I can do it. Just say the word.” 
 
    Vince sat back, considering his offer. 
 
    “I’ve got an idea, Vincent,” Olivia said. “Ayla is part of your coterie, but you haven’t allowed her to pick a vampire class. She needs special blood for that.” 
 
    “The blood at your apartment,” Vincent said, getting the idea. 
 
    “Right. If Ransom would be so kind as to get it, that would allow us to both give her a class and give a class to any other vamps you have join. I can even go with him to make sure that he stays out of trouble.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” Vince said. “We’ve still got a day or so until Ford’s agents come back. Should be time enough.” 
 
    “Got it, bossman!” Jerry said. “And check in with me when you’re ready to take on Helsing. Got some goodies for you.” 
 
    The call ended there.  
 
    Vince would have to wait a bit longer, but he was ready to finish the fight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One Day Later – Jerry’s Place 
 
      
 
    “Man, what the fuck is this place?” 
 
    It was the Helsing Headquarters. But it was like no place Vince had ever seen. 
 
    The voice belonged to one of Ford’s spies, and was coming from the TV screen on the wall of Jerry’s place. The shot was POV and showed the spy’s perspective as he made his way through strange hallways. The footage was all that remained of the spy, transmitted to Ford an hour ago before the spy’s vitals vanished from his tracking. 
 
    “It’s like… there’s no way in or out of this joint. I got in easy, but there’s no damn way to get out.” 
 
    None of the group spoke as they watched. 
 
    “Like, look.” The POV came to a blank wall, the material gray steel. “There was a door here—it’s how I got in! But now there’s nothing!” 
 
    The spy’s breathing had picked up, and he was clearly nervous.  
 
    Vince couldn’t blame him. 
 
    “How the hell do I get out of here?” the spy asked, turning a corner and making his way down the hall. “There’s no doors, no windows, no nothing! I’m like a freaking rat in a maze!” 
 
    He hurried down the hall and took a right. More steel, more emptiness. He turned, going back around the way he’d come. But instead of a left turn back, it was a blank wall. 
 
    “See! It happened again! As soon as I turn around, this place changes!” 
 
    He turned one more time. Now there was a door on the far end. 
 
    “There! Oh, thank fuck. Finally found something.” 
 
    The spy wasted no time hurrying over to the door, grabbing the steel handle and yanking it open. 
 
    The room on the other side was totally dark. The spy entered, his footsteps echoing. 
 
    “This… I don’t know where I am now. Might be… I don’t know, a parking garage or something. If I’ve got any luck at all, this should lead to some way out of here.” 
 
    A boom sounded on the screen, the camera shaking. 
 
    “What… what the hell was that?” 
 
    Darkness. 
 
    But then something emerged. A huge beast, hard to make out in the shadows. 
 
    “Oh… oh my God. What… what the fuck?” 
 
    For a moment, a horrible face appeared in the black. But it only held for an instance before the creature lunged forward, its gut-red body flying toward the camera. The spy let out a horrible scream, then the footage went dead. 
 
    Silence hung in the air for a moment.  
 
    Jerry whistled. “That sure was something, huh kids?” 
 
    “That was a chimera,” Olivia said. “Scroll back.” 
 
    Ford nodded, leaning forward and tapping on his computer. The footage returned to the screen, and Ford moved back frame by frame. 
 
    “This is what I did when I first got the footage, before I came here. Believe it or not, you get one decent frame of the thing. Look.” 
 
    He tapped, tapped, tapped, eventually freezing on a frame of the darkness. 
 
    Vince’s gut tightened at the sight. He hadn’t been sure of what to expect from a chimera. He’d vaguely imagined a medieval beast of fire-red scales and big, flapping wings; a dragon of some sort. 
 
    This creature was red and had wings, but that was where the similarities ended. It was ten feet tall, easily, with a skull face barely covered in skin, its teeth showing in zombie-like fashion and its eyes dark, its gaze reminding Vince of a werewolf. It was muscular to boot, its brawn bare and exposed, along with some of the guts of its digestive tract. Bat-like wings sprouted from its back, fangs protruding from its teeth. 
 
    It was blurry, however, and between that and the dark, it was hard to make out anything more than faint details. Vince didn’t need to see much, however, to know that it was vicious and deadly. 
 
    “God, that thing’s ugly,” Jerry said. “’Bout as ugly as the worst lady I ever woke up with in bed after a long night of cups and crawdads.” He grinned, but no one else seemed to share his humor about the situation. 
 
    “It’s so horrible,” Sara said. 
 
    “How do we kill it?” Vince asked. 
 
    “It’s not going to be easy,” Olivia replied. “The reason that thing looks like such a nightmarish mess is because it is one. It’s human and vamp and Lycan and witch and zombie and just about every other kind of crypt combined into one. We’d need some serious firepower to drop it.” 
 
    “How about we drive in there with a tank that can fire silver rounds?” Jerry asked. “Sounds like the most fun way to handle something like that.” 
 
    “That’s assuming there’s only one,” Ayla said. “A chimera is deadly enough on its own—or so the legends say. But if Constantin is making one, he’s going to make more. Those things are bred to be crypt killers. If Constantin manages to breed an army of them…” 
 
    “That’s assuming he doesn’t already have one at his disposal.” 
 
    “Which he does,” Ford said. “Almost.” 
 
    “What’re you talking about?” Vince asked. 
 
    Ford tapped a few keys on his keyboard, bringing a new POV view onto the screen. 
 
    “This was from another of my guys—one of the best I had.” 
 
    “Had?” Vince asked. 
 
    Ford nodded. “Yeah. You’ll see what I mean. He tracked down a meeting between Helsing agents. Watch—it’s… not very long.” 
 
    Ford hit a button on the keyboard, bringing the screen to life. The footage was of someone running from rooftop to rooftop in the dead of night, the moon high and full above. The runner moved quickly, faster than any human. And when he jumped, he was able to traverse great distances between the buildings. 
 
    “This is Charlie. Just crashed the meeting, took out a Helsing agent and stole the files they were giving to one another. He was meeting with another Helsing, one in Philly. They were discussing plans for the agent…” Here the ghoul leaped from one rooftop to another, landing hard but taking off into a run soon after. 
 
    “Sorry. They were discussing plans for Helsing New York and Helsing Philly to do what they did here, overthrow the current leadership structure and give the place over to Constantin.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jerry said. “If what’s going on here manages to spread…” 
 
    “And that’s not all. The Philly agent wanted proof that Constantin was the leader he said he was, that his chimera army was worth a damn. And the agent gave him this—tried to give him this.” 
 
    He held up a piece of paper, a short memo that read Central City—02:00. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means, exactly, but I can take a good goddamn guess. Tomorrow at two am, Central City’s going to be under attack from the chimera army. The only chance we’ve got is taking out the army before…” 
 
    Charlie jumped again, sailing across the chasm between two office buildings, and landed hard. But this time, a group was awaiting him—a group of Helsing agents. Standing at their fore was none other than Constantin. 
 
    “Shit. Shit!” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it, my friend,” Constantin said as he slowly stepped toward Charlie. “You had a good run. But now is the end of the line, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Stop them!” Charlie shouted, now speaking to the camera. “Make sure they don’t come anywhere near Central City. Make sure—” 
 
    Constantin closed his eyes, and within a heartbeat’s time, he was in front of the camera. His hand shot toward the screen, a horrible crunching, choking sound filling the air. 
 
    The camera came loose. Constantin held it up in front of his face, smiling proudly into it. 
 
    “Little cameras on all your agents, eh? We found more than a few, Ford. And let me tell you…” He turned the camera, revealing the headless body of Charlie sprawled in front of him. 
 
    Gasps sounded from the audience in Jerry’s place. Vince stayed silent, however, his eyes fixed on the screen. 
 
    Constantin turned the camera back around and continued: “Let me tell you that not all of your agents got off as easily as this cretin here. Some are, at this very moment, learning the hard way what happens when you cross Andrei Constantin’s Helsing. And you and the rest of your ghouls are going to find out, too.” 
 
    With that, he tossed the severed head off the roof, the camera tumbling end over end and then hitting the street below with a crunch, the screen dying. 
 
    Ford closed his computer, tightly controlled rage on his face. 
 
    “What a sick prick,” Jerry said, his arms crossed as he leaned back against one of his workshop tables. “And like I said, if he gets to Philly and manages to spread his poison there, it’s only a matter of time before he gets to DC and Boston and wherever else he wants to go. And if he’s got an army of Helsing and chimeras on his side…” 
 
    “We’re going to stop him,” Vince said. “And we’re going to do it tonight.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Jerry asked. “Tonight? As in, tonight tonight?” 
 
    Olivia stepped forward. “He’s right. Constantin is almost certainly going to move up his plan to attack Central City. And if we’re going to have a chance to save the ghouls down there, and whoever else he has in mind to attack next, we’re going to have to move now.” 
 
    Vince glanced over to Ayla. “What about your wolves?” 
 
    “They’re in the city, waiting for orders. But attacking Helsing is a death sentence unless we’ve got an actual plan.” 
 
    “Then we need to come up with one,” Vince said. 
 
    Jerry narrowed his eyes, his hand on his chin. “Yo, Ford—those cameras have anything we can use to track where the footage was taken?” 
 
    Ford nodded, reaching forward and typing. 
 
    “Yeah. The way my guys operate is they’re rigged with these tiny POV cameras that are GPS-tracked and all of that. It’s a hell of a lot more effective than relying on physical stuff.” He typed, stopping to click here and there. “Alright. There’s no way that I’ll be able to get the exact location of the first spy, but here’s the building.” He tapped a bit more, bringing a 3D map of Midtown Manhattan onto the screen, zooming in on one of the buildings. It was an older building, art deco styled, decorated with gargoyles and all manner of other ornaments. 
 
    “This is it,” he said. “You want to get to that prick Andrei Constantin and the rest of Helsing, here’s where it’s going to happen.” 
 
    “That’s where I first met with Helsing,” Sara said. “That’s the place, alright.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Then let’s get geared up. We’re going in and ending this tonight.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Vince and the rest of the crew were suited up in tactical gear, everything black and rugged and designed to avoid attention. 
 
    All of them aside from Sara. She was dressed in a Helsing agent’s outfit, a dark green suit with a faint windowpane pattern. She looked nervous as all hell. 
 
    “Are we sure about this?” she asked. “Sneaking into this place?” 
 
    “It’s the best chance we’ve got,” Vince said. “We go in together. You tell them that you went undercover to get at me, and now you’re ready to bring me in.” 
 
    Olivia spoke up. “I know you’re scared, but this is the only way we’re going to pull this off.” 
 
    Sara’s eyes flashed with fear. “But, they know I’m working with you guys! They saw us together.” 
 
    Olivia smiled, shaking her head. “They saw us together, that’s true. But they also saw you not do anything to any of the agents.” 
 
    “Remember?” Vince asked. “You froze up. It was bad in the moment, but when they ask, you can tell them that you made sure not to hurt any Helsing agents. You were with us, but you were still working for them.” 
 
    Olivia went on. “You even went the extra mile and let Vince turn you so you could get closer to him and earn his trust. And it was all done so you could do what you’re doing tonight: to turn him in and join Helsing. They’re obviously not averse to having vamps in their ranks now that a damn Blood Lord is running the joint.” 
 
    “This… it’s just scary.” Sara closed her eyes and nodded once in a determined fashion. “But if this is what we need to do, then I’m going to do it.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, kid,” Ayla said. “Me and Olivia are going to back you up. Once you get in there and find the source of the magic that Helsing’s got to make the place a maze, then we’ll sneak in and finish the job.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Jerry said. “I’ve got some toys for y’all.”  
 
    He stepped over to one of his workshop tables, picking up his tablet as he did and pressing a few buttons. The top of the workshop table turned around, revealing a stainless-steel, solid-looking safe. A few more keystrokes and the safe hissed open, revealing a neatly lined trio of silver spheres. Along with them was what appeared to be a small twig. 
 
    “What do you have here, Jerry?” Vince asked, stepping over and taking a look. 
 
    “They’re a little something special I’ve been working on. A while back a buddy of mine came across the remains of a battle between a couple of witch covens over in Jersey. You ever seen witches go at each other with their spells? It gets… messy. Anyway, there were a couple of mana orbs laying around, and he picked them up, had another witch enchant them.” 
 
    “Long story short…” Olivia said, waving her hand in a ‘let’s move this along’ manner. 
 
    “I’m getting there, woman,” he said. “Long story short is that these things are like bombs—but no bombs you’ve ever seen. Check it out.” He picked up one of the spheres and gave it a twist, opening it and revealing a small stone in the middle, the color a deep blue, inside of it what looked to be a very small storm. 
 
    “A mana orb,” Olivia said. “Witches don’t let these out of their grasp without a fight.” 
 
    “That’s right—and I’ve got three. Now, these things are wild. My buddy told me that they work by opening a pocket dimension.” 
 
    “Oh, like Dracula’s Road?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Kinda. But while Dracula’s Road is a dimension that takes you places, this pocket dimension is… let’s call it a realm of pure destruction. You can see it in there.”  
 
    Vince took another look, the storm inside the stone intense, catastrophic.  
 
    Jerry continued. “My buddy tells me it’s like being transported to the middle of a planet or some such. Anyway, you position these three balls around what you want to make go bye-bye, and then snap this magic twig. That’ll activate the stones, and send whatever’s inside them into the pocket dimension. You, uh, don’t want to be inside of them when that happens. Apparently witches can attune them to certain things, like particular kinds of people or creatures, but since we don’t have any witches on-hand, we’ll just have to go for the wholesale destruction route.” 
 
    Olivia picked up one of the stones. “So, we can use these to destroy Helsing HQ. Just position them where we want.” 
 
    “That’s right, gorgeous,” Jerry said. “So, we can use Dracula’s Road to get near the HQ, get the gang in position. And then—” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    The group turned to see a familiar face enter the room: Ransom. He looked a hell of a lot better than he had when Vince had last laid eyes on him. Mainly because he wasn’t bleeding to death. His skin was the pale color of a vampire now, his eyes a more dramatic shade of the green than they’d been before. He carried a small wooden box in his hands. 
 
    “Ransom,” Vince said as the kid approached. “How’s the vampire life treating you?” 
 
    “Loving it,” he said. “Staying out all night, partying, drinking beautiful girls’ blood—what’s not to like?” 
 
    Jerry narrowed his eyes. “Don’t tell me you’ve been out partying when you were supposed to be running Vince’s mission.” 
 
    “Nah. Well, kind of. Got my partying in then ran the mission. I mean, how was I supposed to resist? You know how crazy girls get when you tell them you’re a vampire? There was, like, a line of them wanting me drain them.” 
 
    “Pace yourself, kid,” Olivia said. “Immortality’s a long time.” 
 
    “So glad to hear you got some R & R in, Ran,” Jerry said, a wry tone to his voice. “Now, show me the goods.” 
 
    He set the box down. “The apartment was a mess. No Helsing, just lots of cops trying to figure out what the hell happened. Wasn’t hard to sneak by them. Here.” 
 
    He opened the box, revealing several vials of blood. 
 
    “Perfect,” Olivia said, picking one up. “Ayla, I told you that you needed to pick a class. Have you given the matter any th—” 
 
    “Bruiser,” she said with a nod. “I want to be tough.” 
 
    Olivia nodded, checking the blood vial to confirm that it was the right one, then tossing it over. Ayla drank it without a moment’s hesitation, closing her eyes and letting the blood settle. 
 
    “Oh, man,” Ayla said with a wolfish grin. “Let me give this a try.” 
 
    She activated her powers, her muscles bulging. Ayla grabbed onto the bottom of the nearest workbench and, with a little effort, hoisted it over her head. 
 
    “Now, this is my shit!” she said, a huge grin on her face. 
 
    “Easy, wolf girl!” Jerry said, raising his palms. “Got some valuable stuff on there.” 
 
    “Alright, alright.” She carefully set the table down. 
 
    “And you got the box I asked,” Olivia said. “Look.” 
 
    She grabbed onto the bottom of the box, prying it open and revealing a small red gem—more Balthazar’s Blood. Olivia took it out and tossed it over to Vince. 
 
    “I was saving this for a rainy day. Looks like it’s here. Pick whatever class you want to level, Vince, but you want my advice? Go for Nightweaver. Something tells me this mission’s going to require some stealth.” 
 
    “Good call.” 
 
    Vince bit open the gem and drank the blood. Once in the Night King’s Abode, he found the figure for the Nightweaver, a cloak-shrouded being, its face hidden behind a cowl, and reached out to it. He opened his eyes and was back in the workshop. 
 
    “Perfect,” Olivia said. “Now, I’m going to give you a quick rundown and some pointers on how to use your Nightweaver abilities…” 
 
    Vince listened with rapt attention and followed Olivia’s advice as she showed him how to blend in the shadows with his new powers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Vince peered into the mirror, Sara at his side. 
 
    “Hey, cape!” 
 
    Vince’s cape, hung up on the wall by his changing area, perked to life. 
 
    “You’re coming too.” 
 
    The cape wasted no time lifting itself off its hook and zipping over, wrapping around Vince and sealing the clasp around his neck. 
 
    “Looking good, bossman,” Jerry said. “But… there’s something not quite right about it.” 
 
    “Huh?” Vince asked. “What do you mean? There’s something wrong with the magic?” 
 
    “Not that,” Jerry replied, looking him up and down. “Yo, Ransom! Come here for a tick! Let’s ask the kid—he’s got a pretty good sense of style.” 
 
    Ransom bounded over the nearest workbench with vampiric agility. 
 
    “Take a look at this cape,” Jerry said. “What do you think?” 
 
    Ransom placed his hand on his chin, giving Vince a once-over. 
 
    “Uh, it’s cool. But it’s a little… retro.” 
 
    “Retro?” Vince asked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He turned to the mirror—and saw right away what Ransom meant. He couldn’t see himself, but he could see the cape. It was long and flowing and black, the edges bordered with red. 
 
    It looked like something straight out of an old vampire movie. 
 
    “It’s classic,” Vince said. “Nothing wrong with it.” 
 
    Ransom laughed. “Alright, if you say so.” 
 
    Before Vince had a chance to respond, the cape perked up, raising a fist as if it wanted to do battle with Ransom right there on the spot. 
 
    “Woah! Easy, cape dude. Just saying! You might be powerful, but you look a little, you know… like a Halloween costume.” 
 
    “I mean, he’s not wrong,” Jerry said. “But it’s not like it makes a di—” 
 
    As Jerry was speaking, the cape started to ripple. It phased, just like it had during its fight with Vince. Instead of phasing to avoid punches, however, it phased its appearance. 
 
    “Damn!” Ransom shouted. “How did it do that?” 
 
    Olivia, who’d been watching the exchange from afar with Sara and Ayla, stepped over. 
 
    “These are powerful artifacts. And more than that, they’re imbued with strong vampiric magic. I’m not an expert in their abilities, but it stands to reason that they’d be able to change their own forms.” 
 
    Vince took a look at the new cape. Instead of being long and flowing, it was slimmer, only reaching down as far as Vince’s ankles now. 
 
    “Okay, that’s better, but… the colors” Ransom said. It was true; they hadn’t changed. “I don’t know. The black and the red is just way too… blegh!” He bugged out his eyes as he made the noise, the classic sound of Dracula lunging at his victims. “How about something a little flashier, you know? Some pizazz?” 
 
    The cape changed again. The red border vanished, replaced by a faint paisley pattern on a black background. 
 
    “Okay, I like the pattern, kind of rock star. We’re getting somewhere. But the all-black… let’s spice it up a little, you know?” 
 
    The cape changed once more, the black background remaining but the paisley pattern shifting to gold. 
 
    “Hm, gold’s a little much. You know what? The red’s classic. Go with that.” 
 
    The cape changed one more time, the paisley pattern turning a blood red. 
 
    “Needs one more thing… ah! Make it uneven at the bottom!” 
 
    And the cape obeyed. The bottom hem shifted, going from a straight line to a diagonal one, the cape taking on an asymmetrical style. 
 
    “Perfect! Take a look, Vince!” 
 
    Vince turned around, his invisible body affording him a clear view of the cape. It was sleeker, a little shorter, the red paisley eye-catching but tasteful. He liked it. 
 
    “I think this works,” he said. 
 
    “Told you,” Ransom replied with a wink. “Now you look like a 21st-century Blood Lord.” 
 
    “But,” Vince began, “it needs to be a little more inconspicuous. Cape?” He sent a mental thought at the cape, and it suddenly slipped free of his shoulders, shrank in size, then wrapped around his waist. In the blink of an eye, it was an ordinary leather belt. Completely unnoticeable.  
 
    “I’ll use your version when I’m not trying to infiltrate an enemy HQ,” Vince said to Ransom, who shrugged in reply. 
 
    Vince wondered what had happened to the three mana orbs he had placed inside the cape earlier. Upon thinking it, the belt at his waist suddenly added a leather satchel. Vince flipped it open and saw the three mana orbs. He imagined the satchel disappearing, and so it did, the mana orbs along with it.  
 
    Well, this would certainly help him keep hold of the mana orbs when he was in the Helsing HQ. 
 
    At that moment, Olivia cleared her throat. “If you’re done playing dress-up, we have a city to save.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Alright, bossman,” Jerry said. “This ain’t going to be easy. But if you all work as a team, I’m sure you’ll come out on top.” 
 
    Ayla stepped forward. “You and Sara go first. While you’re in there, we’ll follow and get into position in the building next to you. Remember the signal!” 
 
    Vince gave a thumbs-up. Olivia pursed her lips, glancing aside nervously as if she had something on her mind, but wasn’t quite sure how to say it. 
 
    “Vince,” she finally said, “you know, at first… I wasn’t quite sure about you. The power of a Blood Lord is immense, and learning that not only had it been reborn, but reborn in the form of a man who, until a few days ago, thought he was a human… it was a shock. Every vamp hears tales of the Blood Lords from the day of their turning, and every vampire holds in their heart the hope that it’s them, that they’re the one who will embody this power reborn. I felt this way, too. I was envious to learn of your gift, at first. But as we’ve battled together, I’ve come to realize that this power, whatever it might be, has found the perfect vehicle. I’m proud to fight by your side, Vincent.” 
 
    “Thank you, Olivia,” Vincent said. “I’m proud to have you in my coterie.” 
 
    Sara spoke up. “Our relationship was based on a betrayal, Vince. And for that, I’ll always be sorry. But I agree with Oliva, that there’s no doubt in my mind that you deserve this power. I’ll do anything to make up for what I’ve done, and I’m so freaking happy that I get a chance to fight by your side, to prove myself to you.” 
 
    Ayla was next. “I’m not big on speeches, Vince. But we get through this, you prove yourself to be worthy of the title of New York’s Blood Lord, and I’m thinking that joining your coterie in the more, ah, official way might be in order. If you get my drift.” She followed her words with a wink, making it more than clear what she’d implied. 
 
    “You got this, bossman,” Jerry said. “Now, get in there and kick some ass! Oh, and take these.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of silver cuffs. “These are Helsing standard. They’re gonna hurt like a bitch to wear, but they’ll sell the story of Sara bringing you in. And Sara, you’re going to need these gloves to use the cuffs. Put ’em on as soon as you step out.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention back to the mirror. Sara at his side, he stepped closer and closer to it, the surface shimmering like water. He reached out slowly, touching his fingers to it, the tips vanishing. And with a deep breath to steady himself, he took the final step into the mirror. 
 
    Red flashed, and like the other times he’d used Dracula’s Road, Vince felt himself yanked across space and time. Before he had time to process what was happening, he and Sara were spat out onto the streets of Midtown Manhattan. 
 
    “God,” Sara said, rubbing her head as she stood up. “That… that never gets easier, huh?” 
 
    “It’s a rush every time,” Vince replied as he pushed himself up to his feet. 
 
    He looked around. It was night, the moon having reaching fullness, shining silver and bright above even through the light pollution. The streets were wet from recent rain. The block where he and Sara stood was lined with skyscrapers. There were only a few pedestrians around. Before them stood Helsing HQ, a fifty-story Gothic-style building that stretched into the night sky, the top shrouded in fog. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Throw the cuffs on.” 
 
    Sara nodded, taking the leather gloves Jerry had given her and putting them on before taking out the cuffs. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    She slapped the cuffs on him, then placed her hand on the back of his neck to lead him across the street. The cuffs burned like fire, the scent of his sizzling flesh blending with the dirty air of Manhattan. 
 
    They reached the front of the building, a massive stone façade with a grand staircase leading to a set of double doors. As Vince looked around, however, he saw that there was no indication of what the stately building was for, actually. He knew the answer, but the information wasn’t there for the viewing. 
 
    They ascended the stairs, approaching the set of doors. 
 
    “They’re watching,” she said. “So keep still, vampire scum.” 
 
    Vince had to suppress a smile at how well she was playing the role. 
 
    The doors clicked open, Sara reaching forward to push them open further. The pair stepped into an empty grand lobby, the floors polished, dark wood, the walls green marble. At the far end of the room was a solitary man seated at a small desk. 
 
    Sara and Vince moved, their footsteps echoing through the space. The man at the desk, older and slender with long arms and a head of thinning, white hair, his suit gray and impeccably worn, looked up at them with watery, blue eyes. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “This is him,” Sara said, shoving Vince forward. “The Blood Lord. It took some doing, but I finally got him.” 
 
    The man looked Vince up and down. Slowly, with a groan, he rose from his seat, walked around the desk, and took position in front of Vince. Once more, he looked him up and down. 
 
    “You going to eye-screw me all day, old man?” Vince snarled, trying to get in the role of a pissed-off prisoner. “Or you going to do something?” 
 
    Without a word, the man slipped his hand into his inner coat pocket. 
 
    There was a flash of silver. 
 
    Then pain. 
 
    Vince’s eyes went wide as he dropped to his knees, his stomach feeling as if it was sucking into his spine. Pain throbbed through his entire body as he coughed and sputtered, trying desperately to catch his breath. 
 
    When he’d finally regained some of his composure, he craned his neck up to see the old man standing over him. A glance to the right revealed a pair of silver knuckles on his fist. 
 
    The old man dropped to his knees. 
 
    “You’re a prisoner of Helsing now, you bloodsucking piece of shit. You get one warning to keep your mouth shut and only speak when spoken to. And that was it.” 
 
    He rose, turning to Sara. “Good work bringing him in. Take the elevator to the forty-eighth floor. You’ll be debriefed there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sara said. “It wasn’t easy, but I’d do anything to join the organization.” 
 
    “You turn in a Blood Lord, and you’ll be rewarded. Now, finish your mission.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She reached down, slipping her hand underneath Vince’s arm and bringing him up to his feet. Once more he stood face-to-face with the old man, who regarded him with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “They’re going to have all kinds of fun with you, bloodsucker.” 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll be the one who has fun with you.” 
 
    Before the man could react, Sara yanked Vince toward the tall elevator with the wooden doors. 
 
    “He’s been like this since I captured him,” she said as she walked. “Doesn’t know when to shut up, you know?” 
 
    “The man in charge isn’t going to like that one bit.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened as they approached. The pair stepped inside, and soon they were on their way. She glanced up at Vince as the elevator rose, and he could tell by the look in her eyes that she was sorry for what he was going through. He knew that she couldn’t say a word, however, the elevator likely rigged with cameras. 
 
    The doors opened, revealing a massive room that resembled an English parlor. There was wood and leather and lamps with green shades, men and women in Helsing suits zipping here and there. 
 
    And five badass-looking agents in front of them. They swarmed, wasting no time yanking him out of the elevator and taking Vince into their custody. 
 
    “Hey!” Sara shouted. “What are you doing? He’s mine!” 
 
    “He’s ours now,” one of the agents said. “You’ll be rewarded for you work. Wait there.” 
 
    The agents shoved Vince along while he took one last look at Sara, a worried expression on her face. A sick feeling took hold of him as he lost sight of Sara, as if she wasn’t as safe as she looked. 
 
    “Lay off me!” Vince shouted. “I’m coming with you!” 
 
    The agents said nothing, pulling him down the hall. The silver handcuffs burned, and he felt his strength slipping away. Soon, the group reached a door at the end of the hall, one of the agents pulling it open and revealing an interrogation room. They wasted no time cuffing Vince to the metal, bolted-down chair on the far side of the room. Once he was secure, the agents left, slamming the door shut behind them. 
 
    Vince looked around, doing his best to ignore the pain shooting through his body. Nothing was in the room but his chair, the long, steel table in front of him, and a chair on the far end. A large, dark window loomed to his right. 
 
    In spite of his situation, Vince did his best to clear his mind, to carefully assess his situation. 
 
    Okay. The good news is that I’m in. The bad news is that I’m cut off from my coterie and surrounded by Helsing agents who want to, at best, kill me. But that doesn’t matter. All that matters is getting back to Sara and giving the signal to Ayla and Olivia. 
 
    He took a deep breath, trying to figure out how he’d get out of his predicament. 
 
    Vince didn’t have long to think about it, however. The door opened with a click, and in stepped the lanky figure of Cutter. The man flashed Vince a cocky smile before shutting the door behind him. In his hands was a silver briefcase, which he set on the table. 
 
    “And there he is,” Cutter said, swinging his long legs around and easing into the chair across from Vincent. “The man the whole city’s talking about.” He leaned in, his eyes flashing with devious intelligence. “You had us on the run there for a minute, young man. Have to admit, you held out for longer than I was thinking.” 
 
    “And I would’ve held out longer,” Vince said. “If it weren’t for that bitch who betrayed me.” 
 
    Cutter chuckled. “That pretty little thing? She did what needed to be done. Didn’t imagine her going to all the way to getting turned, but so much the better. When Operation Chimera is a go, we’re taking out the vamps first, starting with those freaks down under Central Park.” 
 
    “You’re not going to do a damn thing,” Vince said. “They’ll stop you.” 
 
    Another laugh. “Man, does being delusional come with the territory when you’re a vamp? I swear, you guys are cocky to the last.” He turned his attention to the briefcase. “Anyway, I didn’t bring you in here to have a little chit-chat. You’re here because there’s one thing we need from you.” He reached into the suitcase and pulled out a silver gun-shaped object, something Vince recognized right away as a blood extractor. 
 
    Cutter rose, stepping over to Vince. 
 
    “You’re going to help us put the finishing touches on Project Chimera. Our little beasties are good to go now, but your blood, Vincent, is what’s going to take them from powerful to unstoppable. The energy of two Blood Lords inside them? They’ll be practically capable of killing God himself. Kind of like that movie. Think it was a sequel with some Warlock as the main character. You see it?”  
 
    Vince simply growled. “Fuck you.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’ve got much time for fine cinema now that you’re a bloodsucker. Pity you won’t get to see it. Was a good flick.” 
 
    He approached Vince. 
 
    “You’re not going to do this,” Vince said, looking Cutter right in the eyes. “You’re going to put that thing down, and let me go.” 
 
    Cutter’s face went blank, and for a moment Vince was certain his plan had worked. 
 
    When Cutter broke out into wild laughter, however, Vince realized it wasn’t going to be that easy. 
 
    “Aw, man!” he said, shaking his head. “You really thought you were going to Glamour your way out of this one? Word to the wise—when you’ve had to take care of vamps for as long as I have, soon enough you learn all of their tricks. Shit like that isn’t going to work on me, bloodsucker. But your weaknesses are mine to exploit. Like this.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out something small, rectangular, and silver. Before Vince had a chance to see what it was, Cutter’s hand shot out and he slapped the thing onto Vince’s forehead. Pain, incredible pain, rushed through Vince’s body, like needles jamming into his brain. 
 
    “You like that?” Cutter asked. “That’s a little something I came up with. Nothing fancy, just a hunk of silver with a sticker on the back. But you smack that thing onto a vamp and they’re putty in your hands.” 
 
    Vince groaned through the pain. Before he could react, Cutter jammed the needle of the blood extractor into his neck, draining out a vial’s worth of blood, then pulling the thing back out. 
 
    “Perfect!” Cutter shouted, giving the blood a quick look and placing it all back into the briefcase and closing it up. “The big man’s going to be thrilled about all of this. He told me that if I proved myself, he’d put me in charge of the vamp extermination program. Can’t wait to show him how enthusiastic I am about the job.” 
 
    The pain kept going, no end in sight. 
 
    Cutter cocked his head, a faux-sympathetic look on his face. 
 
    “Oh, you want me to take that off? Alright, I suppose.” He stepped over and yanked the sticker from Vince’s forehead, tossing it aside. “That thing hurts like a mother, but it won’t kill you. I mean, you’re going to die, make no mistake. But I’ve got bigger things in mind for you, bloodsucker.” 
 
    He stepped over to the window and banged on it. 
 
    “He’s ready! Take him to the fortieth floor!” 
 
    Seconds later, the door flung open, a team of agents bursting inside and pulling Vince out of the chair. He struggled, but they were able to overpower him and lead Vince to another elevator. This one went down, the doors opening and revealing a stainless-steel room. One of the agents put his foot on Vince’s back, kicking him into the room, the elevator shutting behind him. 
 
    He was alone. At first, the massive, stainless-steel space seemed strange and unfamiliar. As he looked around, however, he realized he’d seen it before. 
 
    It was the room that Ford’s spy had been trapped in. 
 
    And Vince’s memory of the spy’s fate was keen indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 45 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The chimera. 
 
    Vince knew it was somewhere in there. The room had no answers for him, however, the space as smooth and featureless as a plain box, perfectly self-contained. 
 
    Need to get out of here. When I do, I find Sara. Then we give the signal to Ayla and Olivia. Then we blow this place. 
 
    He repeated the plan over and over, keeping himself focused.  
 
    But with the cuffs on his hands, he was completely powerless. As if triggered by the thought, the cuffs suddenly opened with a click.  
 
    Either I’ve got friends in high places, he thought, or Helsing needs to change their cuff supplier.  
 
    He turned to the elevator, running over to it and placing his hands on the doors. They were smooth and thick. Vince turned on his Bruiser strength and slammed his fists into it. 
 
    Nothing happened other than a deafening boom echoing through the space. Vince turned off his powers, not wanting to waste his blood magic pool. He turned, and when he did, he spotted something strange in the space—a door, one that hadn’t been there when he’d entered. 
 
    He stepped over to it, the door tall and solid-looking, made of steel. His best option was to go with it; so he grabbed the door handle and pulled it open. A hallway was on the other side. Vince stepped in and shut the door behind him. 
 
    And as soon as he did, it disappeared. He was stuck in a room with no clear exit or entrance. The elevator had been solid and shut, but at the very least it had provided a potential way out. In the hallway, there was nothing. 
 
    Vince’s heart pounded; then he breathed in deep. 
 
    Stay calm. This place, whatever the hell it is, was designed to make whoever was stuck here panic, lose their cool. Focus, and find a way out. 
 
    Easier thought than done. He searched the hallway over and over, but there was nothing. No indication that there was, or had been, a way out. 
 
    He sighed and cleared his throat. “Yo, cape—any ideas?” 
 
    The cape suddenly whipped out from Vince’s waist, shifting from a belt back into its cape-like form. It swished back and forth, sending an unmistakable message that it was just as clueless as Vince. 
 
    He tried something else. “Hey!” he shouted. “Whoever’s doing this, let me out!” 
 
    Vince realized how silly and futile it was as soon as the words left his mouth. When he turned back around, however, once more he saw something that hadn’t been there before—once again, a door. He wasted no time stepping over to it and pulling it open. 
 
    The other side was yet another stainless steel room, this one square and also without doors.  
 
    He entered. 
 
    There was something slightly different about this room. The walls were stainless steel, but instead of being completely smooth, there were two lines—one ankle-high, the other neck-high. 
 
    Vince stepped further into the room, looking around for any other irregularities. 
 
    Before he had a chance to see much, a whoomph sounded through the room. The cape yanked hard on Vince, pulling him back and off his feet. He landed hard on his ass.  
 
    “What the hell!” he shouted at the cape.  
 
    When he looked up, however, he understood why the cape had done what it had done. 
 
    A line of magical energy cut across the room, coming out of the top of the two notches in the wall. The energy zipped over his head, a hiss sounding as it passed over. The scent of burning hair filled the room, and Vince’s hand shot up to his head. It was warm, and when he took his hand away, he discovered that the magical energy had singed a chunk of his hair clean off. 
 
    Another whoomph sounded.  
 
    Vince’s eyes went to the bottom line in the wall, and he wasted no time activating Vamp Speed and jumping to his feet. A crackling arc of magical energy cut through the room, moving quickly in spite of Vince’s power slowing the world around him. He jumped, the arc rushing across the floor where he’d been only seconds before. 
 
    His magic drained by the moment. Two whoomphs sounded, his heart skipping a beat at the implication. Two arcs, one from the top, one from the bottom, rushed toward him. 
 
    “Cape! Phase!” 
 
    The cape wrapped around Vince, enclosing him in the dark fabric. The world flashed, and when he came back, he was on the other side of the room, the magical beams going in the other direction. 
 
    His heart raced as he pulled in one breath after another. 
 
    He didn’t have a chance to catch his breath. A hole in the ceiling opened, an orange, crackling orb dropping slowly down. 
 
    “Cape! Shield!” 
 
    Once more, the cape wrapped around him. This time, it gripped him tightly, the fabric turning stiff and solid. The orange sphere exploded, filling the room with super-hot energy of such intensity that Vince worried it might be enough to burn through the fabric. 
 
    The cape held, the magical energy fading, then disappearing. 
 
    “You can loose.” 
 
    The cape dropped, hanging from Vince’s back as before. He looked around the room, preparing for whatever magical trap was next. 
 
    One slow breath, hold. Another. 
 
    Nothing happened. He turned to see a new door behind him. 
 
    A laugh sounded through the room, light and feminine. 
 
    “Something funny?” Vince shouted.  
 
    There was no response. No other option before him, Vince stepped toward the door and opened it. Nothing but darkness awaited him on the other side, and when he was through, the door slammed shut hard behind him. 
 
    “Hello, vampire boy,” spoke the voice, sounding like it belonged to a young woman. “It seems you’re a little more ingenuous than the others. Nicely done, vampire.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come out here so I can meet whoever’s behind this terrible excuse for an escape room?” Vince called out. 
 
    As he moved, Vince found himself thinking of the footage of Ford’s spy, how he’d gone from rooms with no doors to endless hallways, finally arriving in a space of total darkness… and horrors. 
 
    “You come into my realm and demand that I obey you?” She tsked. “And after I so graciously removed those magic-nullifying cuffs from your wrists? It’s so true what they say about vampires: they’re arrogant beyond belief.” 
 
    “I doubt you’ve ever met a vampire like me before.” 
 
    “And I doubt you’ve ever met a being of such power, one that can control time and space.” 
 
    “One way to find out.” 
 
    More laughter sounded out, light and lilting. A low light illuminated, casting the space in a soft glow. 
 
    Out of the darkness stepped a figure, hulking and huge. The closer it drew, the more detail Vince could see. 
 
    The creature was horrible, tall and humanoid with a burnt-looking skin and a twisted face, its muscles bulging, its organs visible. It was at least a few feet taller than Vince, its deformed mouth high up there pulled back in a horrible sneer. 
 
    That wasn’t all. On the thing’s shoulder was a woman—one who appeared no older than her early twenties. She was slender and pretty, with red hair and blue eyes set in a doll-like face, her skin fair and flawless to the point that it hardly seemed like actual skin. Her lips were full, her nose small and pert. The woman, whoever she was, embodied a perfect blend of “cute” and “beautiful.” 
 
    She wore a white lace dress, the top cut low to show off her flawless cleavage, the hem short enough to put on full display her long legs dangling over the monster’s heaving chest. There was an unmistakable expression of mischief on her features. 
 
    “Gotta say, I wasn’t expecting to find someone like you behind all this.” 
 
    “Disappointed?” she asked.  
 
    Vince shrugged. “A bit.” 
 
    She laughed. “Do you have any idea where you are, vampire? What kind of a mess you’re in?” 
 
    “I’m figuring this is some kind of pocket dimension, and you’re in control of it. Which means I’m practically at your mercy.” 
 
    “That’s all very accurate. Isn’t he smart, Meatloaf?” The woman patted the big brute on whose shoulders she was sitting.  
 
    “Meatloaf?” Vince couldn’t help but chuckle dryly.  
 
    She patted the head of the monster, the creature snorting dumbly in response. 
 
    “That’s the name of my little friend here. Well, it’s the name I gave him. He doesn’t have enough going on between the ears to tell me otherwise.” 
 
    Vince looked the beast up and down one more time. 
 
    “You’ve tamed a chimera? How does a girl like you pull that off?” 
 
    “Meatloaf? A chimera?” she asked. “No doubt he wishes he was one. But no, he isn’t.” 
 
    “Right, then what is he?” 
 
    She sighed, shaking her head. “No manners! No respect for the power of a witch! You know, I could vaporize you on the spot if that’s what I wanted. And to tell the truth, I kind of do!” She held her hands out in front of her, a blue ball of magical energy forming. The orb grew larger and larger, and Vince prepared himself to make a last-minute jump out of the way. 
 
    Another sigh from the woman. This time, she tossed the ball of magical energy over her shoulder. It flew like a rocket, exploding it the corner in a flash of blue light. 
 
    “Might as well tell you who will be ending your miserable, bloodsucking life. My name’s Amelia Graywind, member of the Hecate coven of New York. I would say ‘at your service,’ but that’s one thing I’m definitely not.” 
 
    “A witch working with Hellsing… I haven't been in the supernatural world for long, but I’m assuming that’s not the norm.” 
 
    Amelia narrowed her eyes. “It’s a long story, bloodsucker. And I’m not in the mood for explaining myself to you. Just note that I’m not ‘working for’ them. How demeaning. The reason I’m here, it’s… complicated. But it doesn’t matter! I’ve got my job, and I’m going to get it done.” 
 
    She patted the head of Meatloaf one more time. 
 
    “Oh yes, and Meatloaf here isn’t a chimera. He’s… let’s call him an intermediary step. Making a chimera is hard work, and when you don’t have the secret ingredient—which would be your blood, in case you hadn’t caught on—you end up with mistakes. Anyway, that’s the last thing I’ll be telling you, except that this place is your tomb!” 
 
    She lifted her hands, magical energy forming once more. This time, she shot it to all four corners of the room, illuminating the space. Vince could now see that the room resembled something like a study, green plants placed among tall bookshelves, cozy sitting areas dotted around the place. 
 
    He couldn’t help but notice the stains on the ground, however, smears of dried blood from those who had been unfortunate enough to be trapped in the lair of the witch and her companion. 
 
    “Come on, bloodsucker!” she shouted. “Let’s see what you’re made of!” Her delicate features turned aggressive, her blue eyes flashing.  
 
    Amelia raised her hands again, summoning another ball of energy. This one she tossed in Vince’s direction, the orb of crackling blue light zipping his way. 
 
    “Cape!” was all Vince needed to say. 
 
    The cape wrapped around him, sealing just in time before the magical orb slammed into him. The fabric was enough to block the magic, but the force of its impact was like that of a bull, sending Vince flying backward and landing with a hard thud. 
 
    He groaned with pain as the cape unwrapped, and he looked up just in time to see the monster and the witch bear down on him. 
 
    “Get him, Meatloaf! Smash him to a pulp!” 
 
    The monster let out a roar, raising its fists and bringing them down where Vince lay. Vince activated Vamp Speed, rolling out of the way just in time to avoid the impact. The floor shook. Vince stood up and looked up to find Meatloaf running toward him, rage on his twisted face as he prepared to strike again. 
 
    Meatloaf slammed his hands down one more time, Vince barely able to get out of the way. 
 
    “This is fun!” Amelia shouted, her eyes wild as she watched. “All the others who ended up in here barely lasted a minute before getting smushed. You’re putting up much more of a fight!” 
 
    Vince jumped to his feet, and as he did, Meatloaf put his shoulder forward and began to charge. 
 
    Vince activated Vamp Speed, using the extra bit of time to run back toward the nearest wall. Vince managed to leap out of the way at the last second, turning off Vamp Speed. 
 
    A boom sounded, the room shaking as Meatloaf slammed into the wall. Plants fell over, books toppled from their shelves, and a crack split up the wall. 
 
    Vince rushed to the middle of the room, trying to put some distance between him and his enemies. He turned back around as the chimera mutant grabbed the bookshelf and flung it toward him. 
 
    “Cape!” 
 
    Again, the cape got the message, forming a barrier in front of Vince into which the bookshelf slammed, exploding into shrapnel of wood shards. When the dust settled, Amelia regarded Vince with eyes of flashing anger. 
 
    “Come on! It’s not fair if you’re using that cape! No fun!” 
 
    “And it’s fair for you to use a monster to fight the battle for you?” 
 
    She placed a slender finger on her small, pert chin. “That’s a good point, I suppose. All the same, time to end this!” 
 
    Amelia closed her eyes, summoning magical energy that flowed through Meatloaf, charging him with blue electricity that gathered in his hands. He let out a roar, then rushed across the room with his fists sparking, wings sprouting from his back as he lifted up into the air. The fist came down hard in Vince’s direction, but Vince activated his Bruiser strength, jumping up and onto the back of the chimera. The beast’s fist missed, smashing into the ground and spreading magical energy outward. 
 
    Once on the chimera’s back, Vince dug his hands into its leathery back and ripped out chunks of its skin, exposing muscle and bone. The monster let out a roar as it tried to buck Vince off. Just before it succeeded, Vince pulled his fist back and slammed it hard into the creature, a deafening crack sounding as he hit hard enough to break a rib and send it jutting out the creature’s side. 
 
    The monster rose, the white bone sticking out if its side tinged with blood. Vince wasted no time reaching up and ripping it out, sending a shower of scarlet spraying out of the monster’s side. The bone was arm-length and jagged, too—a perfect weapon. 
 
    “No!” Amelia shouted. “I’m not going to let you beat me! Not a chance!” 
 
    The monster stood up, though awkwardly. Vince could tell he’d done some serious damage, the creature having a hard time standing up. 
 
    “It’s been fun screwing around, but this is the end,” Amelia said. 
 
    She closed her eyes and put her hands together, gathering her magical energy one more time. Vince held the bone like a sword, bracing to use it. When Amelia was ready, she blasted the magic forward in a beam of pure energy. Vince activated Vamp Speed, using it to juke to the side and away from the beam. 
 
    His blood magic was running low, but it didn’t matter. This ended now. 
 
    His Bruiser strength at the ready, he jammed the bone into the creature’s partially exposed guts, hooking onto them and pulling them out, strings of intestines and muscle coming out with them. 
 
    The monster began to topple, his head lolling as he prepared to fall to the ground. Vince pivoted the rib down and pointed it up, the monster falling onto it face-first, the jagged end of the rib penetrating directly through its eye and skull and out the other end. Blood trickled down, pooling on the floor. 
 
    It was dead, and the fight was over. Vince shut off his powers. 
 
    Amelia, who’d long jumped off, watched the scene with wide eyes, her breasts heaving in quick nervous breaths. 
 
    Without a word, Vince grabbed onto the bone and yanked, one final geyser of blood shooting up and onto the floor as he wrenched it free. He stepped toward Amelia, ready to end the witch’s life. 
 
    She held up her hands in a pleading manner. 
 
    “Okay, okay…let’s, uh, let’s talk about this.” 
 
    “What’s there to talk about? You tried to kill me, now I’m going to finish this.” 
 
    “You don’t want to do that!” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m your ticket out of here! This place is a pocket dimension. You want to leave, you have to do it with my help.” 
 
    “Or maybe I’ll just kill you and dispel the magic.” 
 
    She glanced away. Vince couldn’t quite tell if he had called her bluff. 
 
    “You…you could try, sure. But that might not work. You want to risk getting stuck here forever with two dead bodies when I could easily send you back?” 
 
    “Then do it. Send me back.” 
 
    “Not so fast, big guy. I want to arrange a deal first.” 
 
    “Are you serious? You just tried to kill me and now you want to arrange a deal?” 
 
    “Just listen, alright? Geez, with this kind of bloodlust, you’d think I was talking with a damn Lycan.” 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. But first, you mind putting that thing down? You know, as a gesture of goodwill? Kinda hard to have a civilized conversation when the other guy’s holding a giant bone with blood and brains dripping off the end.” 
 
    Vince glanced at the weapon, then back at Amelia. “You try anything…” 
 
    “I won’t! Promise. Like I said, gesture of goodwill.” 
 
    He regarded her one more time, then the bone. With a grunt, he tossed it aside across the room, the bone landing with a clatter. 
 
    “Alright. Good. I like this! Shows me you’re civilized.” 
 
    “Now, tell me why I shouldn’t pick that back up and club your head in.” 
 
    “Because I can help you. To be precise, we can help each other.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be here. I’m not working with these assholes, you know. A whole gang of them jumped me while I was with some of my coven mates, killing them and taking me here. They did all kinds of experiments on me, taking my blood and using it for their sick projects. Told me that unless I helped them and set up all these magical traps around the place, they’d not only kill me, but kill my coven. The decision was…well, it wasn’t even a decision, really. I had to do it.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “So, I’m not all bad, see.” 
 
    “So you say.” 
 
    “Well, what about you? What’s your story?” 
 
    Vince filled her in, giving her the bullet points in as little time as possible. 
 
    “What? You’re the other Blood Lord?” she asked, surprise all over her face. “I guess that makes sense, what with those powers you just showed off.” 
 
    Vince was getting impatient, especially knowing that Sara was in trouble and the other part of his team was waiting for him. 
 
    “I need to get moving,” he said. “You want to make a deal? Then offer one.” 
 
    She nodded. “Alright, I get it. It’s straight to the point with you, isn’t it? I hope that doesn’t apply for all the activities you engage in…Ahem, ignore that. So here’s my offer. You get back in there—with my help—and you take out that prick in charge. And, most importantly, you free the other members of my coven. There’s three.” She stepped over to one of the bookshelves, picked up a small, bluish rock, and tossed it over to Vince. “This is a transportation stone. Use this to get out of here, then when you find the other members of the coven, give it to them. They’ll know what to do.” 
 
    Her eyes flashed. “Oh! And let me really sweeten the pot. I don’t know much about you Blood Lords, but you’ve got magical energy, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And I bet yours is low after that fight, right?” 
 
    Vince checked, though he didn’t need to. He had used as much as he could afford to in order to defeat the witch and her beast. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Amelia smiled, tilting her head and exposing the flawless length of her neck. 
 
    “Come on and drink up. I mean, within reason. You ever had witch blood before? It’ll do you good.” 
 
    Looking at her neck, it was impossible for Vince not to take note of how hungry he was. Without another word, he stalked over and wrapped his arms around her slender but curvy body. Her eyes flashed with surprise. 
 
    “Wow. I always forget that you vamps don’t mess around.” 
 
    Vince bared his teeth, hissed, then plunged his fangs into Amelia’s neck. She gasped, the gasps turning to moans as he drank. Even as he consumed, he glanced down to see her nipples harden against the fabric of her top. She went limp in his arms, breathing softly. 
 
    When he had drank deep, he pulled out his fangs and let her go. 
 
    “That…that was nice,” she said. “Damn. I’ve never actually been fed on before. First time for everything, I suppose. Hmm.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and shook her head, coming back to the moment. 
 
    “How’d I taste?” 
 
    Vince wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. “Good. Fruity. Tingly.” 
 
    “That’s witches’ blood, alright. But that’s not all. I want you to focus, see what you can gather in your hands. Tap into your blood magic.” 
 
    He did as she asked, and focused, gathering his magic in his hand. Before too long, something appeared—a small, crackling orb of magical energy. 
 
    “There you go! Now throw it!” 
 
    He did, launching the orb from his hand and sending it across the room. It hit the wall, exploding in magical energy. 
 
    “Nice, huh? Just a little taste of our powers. You want more? Help me save my coven. Got it?” 
 
    Vince nodded, pleased with his new powers. “Got it. What about you?” 
 
    “Me? This place is rigged up with magical traps. You’re going to need me here to keep them at bay. But don’t worry—I’ll help wherever I can.” 
 
    Vince held up the stone. “Where’s this thing going to take me?” 
 
    “Name your choice, handsome.” 
 
    “West side of the building, forty-eighth floor.” 
 
    “Then there you go. Close your eyes and picture the place, and when you open them, you’ll be there. But that thing’s only got two charges, so you better make sure it’s where you want to go.” 
 
    “Got it.” Vince glanced down at the stone. 
 
    “What was your name, anyway?” she asked. 
 
    “Vincent.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Vincent. You pull this thing off, come find me. Maybe our next meeting will be a little more fun.” She smiled, giving Vince a once-over.  
 
    He chuckled to himself as he turned his attention back to the stone. This woman had just tried to kill him, but at least he now understood his reasoning. He wouldn’t be jumping into bed with her anytime soon, but it wasn’t a definite no. Especially considering the powers he would gain by having a witch like her join his coterie.  
 
    When he was ready, he closed his eyes. 
 
    Then he was gone. 
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    True to Amelia’s word, when Vince opened his eyes, he was back in the Helsing HQ of the NYC chapter. He stood at the far end of one of the hallways looking out over the city through a tall window. He couldn’t see Ayla and Olivia, but he knew they were there, waiting for him. Vince slipped the small phosphorus glowstick out of his cape’s pocket, broke it in half to make it light up, then waved it in front of the window. 
 
    That was the signal. If they were still there, they would start moving now. 
 
    Vince tucked the stick into his pocket, along with the transportation stone. Right as he did, a noise sounded from around the hall—agents on their way. 
 
    Shit, he thought. Got to do something. Got to hide. 
 
    Activating the powers of the Nightweaver that Olivia had shown him how to use, his body grew dark, helping him to blend in with the shadows in the hallway. He stepped into the darkness, his form all but vanishing. And as he moved, his footsteps made no sound. 
 
    Three agents—two men, one woman—appeared from around the corner, making their way to a room at the end of the hall. 
 
    “They’ve got her?” one asked. 
 
    “Yep. Thinks she’s about to be debriefed. Little does she know…” 
 
    Vince’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Where’s the vamp?” asked another. “Not her, the real one.” 
 
    “With the witch and her pet.” 
 
    “Yikes. If that thing goes overboard with him, there’s not going to be much left to work with.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Just need a little blood.” 
 
    “And what about her?” 
 
    “Cutter’s headed over now to, ah, fill her in. When he’s done, he’s handing her over to us.” 
 
    “Shit. We need to get loaded up then.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    The woman swiped a keycard in front of the door and opened it. The group stepped inside. Vince moved closer. Taking steps as a Nightweaver was strange; he felt weightless, silent, elusive as the wind. 
 
    When he reached the door, he leaned forward just enough to see what was on the other side. He grinned when he saw that it was an armory. 
 
    “What do we need?” one of the agents asked the others. 
 
    “Nothing crazy. She’s a low-level vamp. If we can take her by surprise, then it shouldn’t be too hard. I’m thinking I can do it up close with a silver blade, and you two can hang back with bolt-pistols in case things go sideways.” 
 
    “You think things are going to go sideways? Man, if you can’t even take out a vamp from behind with a blade to the back, we’ve got bigger problems to worry about.” 
 
    The third agent laughed. “Shut up, both of you. There’s a reason I’ve got a higher rank than you both. I have the foresight to actually plan for contingencies.” 
 
    Not for this one, Vince thought. 
 
    He watched as the agents geared up, putting their weapons into their jacket pockets and moving on into a hallway that continued out the back of the armory.  
 
    Vince slipped into the room behind them. He didn’t want to lose them, so he didn’t waste any time looking around. He grabbed a silver short-sword, the blade long and rectangular, the hilt simple and black. It fit inside its black metal scabbard like a glove. He hooked it to his belt, then hurried on.  
 
    The halls of Helsing were low-lit, the lights the classic sort of English study look as the rest of the place, casting warm orange glows that made it easy to hide. Using his Nightweaver powers, he slipped from shadow to shadow, evading the other agents he passed as he trailed the group. His blood magic ticked slowly down, but the feeding he got from Amelia gave him plenty to work with for the time being. 
 
    The trio eventually arrived at a pair of doors. The woman in charge stepped forward and knocked on the one on the right. 
 
    “Not done in here yet,” snarled a familiar voice. “Be patient.” 
 
    The woman nodded to her group, which formed up with her and stepped over to the other door, which she opened right away and stepped through, the others following her in—and Vince slipped in with them, making it just in time before the door fell shut. 
 
    Vince looked around to see that he was in an interrogation observation room. On the other side of the big one-way window was Sara, Cutter standing across from her. Vince’s heart skipped a beat at the sight, and he had to fight the urge to smash through the window and kill him on the spot. 
 
    “Ain’t this funny?” Cutter was asking, a smirk on his face as he leaned against the wall on the other side of the room as Sara. “After all these years, I finally get the daughter of one of the vamps I took out. And now she’s a vamp, too!” He shook his head with mirth. 
 
    Sara narrowed her eyes. “I’m going to make you pay for what y—” 
 
    “Blah, blah, blah,” he said, making a yak-yak-yak gesture with his hand. “Kiddo, you think you’re the only child of a vamp I’ve killed? Hell, I didn’t even know who you were until you reminded me. I’ve taken out so many damn vamps over the years that I’ve lost track. And now that we’re in charge of Helsing, we’re going to take out a hell of a lot more.” 
 
    He checked his watch. “Anyway, as fun as it’s been to catch up, I’ve got matters to attend to. We’re starting the cleansing tonight, and if all goes according to plan, in less than forty-eight hours, we’ll have taken out half the crypts in this city, and be well on our way to finishing off the other half. But you don’t need to worry about any of that.” 
 
    Sara’s expression was steely, in contrast with the fear she had worn when she’d last seen Cutter. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” she deadpanned. “Before the night’s over.” 
 
    He laughed. “Sure thing, honey. You know, it’d be fun to take you out myself, to bring this whole thing with your mom full circle. But”—he checked his watch once more—“man, I’m really running behind.” He stepped over to the window and knocked on it. “Ready for you now!” He turned back to Sara. “Take care, kiddo.” 
 
    With that, he stepped out of the room and was gone. Rage flashed through Vince. In those moments, nothing appealed to him more than chasing Cutter down and taking him apart piece by piece. But he kept himself in check. Not only did he need to stay hidden; he also understood that this was Sara’s kill to make. 
 
    “You heard the man,” the woman said. “Let’s finish this and report back in. We’ve got a busy night ahead.” 
 
    The group moved out, Vince following closely behind. He stayed by the entrance to the interrogation room, listening as the group wrenched Sara out of her chair, dragging her by the silver cuffs on her wrists. 
 
    “Let me go!” she shouted. 
 
    “Shut up, traitor,” one of the men in the group said. “Make this easy on yourself.” 
 
    More struggling took place, the group eventually getting Sara out and on her way. Vince stayed close behind, moving from shadow to shadow. His blood magic drained bit by bit, and he knew that it would only be a matter of time before he needed to feed again. For the moment, all of his attention was focused on Sara. 
 
    The group turned a few corners, taking Sara to the far end of another hall. The woman in charge opened a door that led to a large balcony, the chill of the evening whipping in for a moment. Vince slipped out. 
 
    “Take her to the end,” the woman said. “When she dies, we can kick her off the edge. She’ll be dead and turned to ash before she hits the ground.” 
 
    Sara struggled, but it did her no good against the group, the silvers cuffs too hard to resist. One of the men took her to the edge, then slipped a silver blade out of his suit. 
 
    “Give the word,” he said. 
 
    This was Vince’s time to move. He withdrew his own silver blade, approaching the woman from behind. Once he was in position, he waited for the wind to howl—and moved.  
 
    With one swift motion, he jammed the edge of the blade into the side of the woman’s throat, a soft gurgle sounding out. Then he pulled the blade back, cutting through the rest of her neck and killing her before she could even start to speculate about what had happened.  
 
    As she fell, Vince grabbed hold of her bolt-pistol, took aim at the agent to the right—not the executioner—and fired, the bolt piercing his temple and dropping him on the spot. 
 
    “Uh, guys?” asked the last agent standing. “You want to give the order?” 
 
    Vince moved just as the agent turned to see what the hell was going on. 
 
    “Cape!” 
 
    The cape swooped over Vince’s head as he ducked, the fabric cutting like a blade and slicing through the agent’s neck, his severed head flying up into the air and landing with a thud on the ground next to his slumped-over body. 
 
    And just like that, it was done. 
 
    “Hey,” Vince said. “It’s me.” 
 
    Only then, Sara turned—everything had happened in a matter of moments, and she had been caught in the confusing middle ground between outrage and resignation. Her eyes flashed as she realized what had happened. 
 
    “Holy shit. Vince?” 
 
    She raised her arms to give him a hug, but the cuffs stopped her. 
 
    “Here,” Vince said. He put her hands on the balcony railing and then, with a quick cleave of his blade, broke the silver cuffs. With a little Bruiser strength and a few seconds of prying, he opened them and wrenched them off. 
 
    “Oh my God,” she said, hugging him tightly. “I thought I was dead for sure.” 
 
    “Not while I’m still standing. Now, come on—we’ve got a job to do.” 
 
    Sara took one more look at the scene of carnage in front of her. 
 
    “What about Olivia and Ayla?” she asked. 
 
    Before Vince had a chance to say a word, commotion sounded from the other side of the door. Vince raised his finger, signaling for Sara to hold her position while he made his way to the door for a better listen. Once he was in position, he heard screaming, growling, the firing of bolt-pistols. He heard gurgling death rattles and yells of pain interspersed among the snarling of a wolf and the hissing of a vampire. 
 
    Then it ended. 
 
    Slowly, Vince opened the door. On the other side was a scene of total carnage, slain bodies scattered down the hall, dozens of agents tossed here and there, some without heads, some missing limbs. Blood splatters covered the walls. 
 
    Standing among it all were Olivia and Ayla. 
 
    “Oh, there you are!” Ayla said, blood on her face and her hands. She must have just shifted back to her human form only seconds ago. “What the hell were you doing on the balcony? Getting some fresh air?” 
 
    A smirk on his face, Vince stepped aside to reveal his own bloody work. 
 
    “We had some business to take care of,” he said. 
 
    “Niiice,” Ayla said, wearing a smile of approval. 
 
    Olivia smiled. “Good to see you both. Now, are we ready to move?” 
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    Vince filled them in as they made their way to the elevator, telling them about the chimeras, the witch, and how they had found out about Sara. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter about Sara now,” Olivia said as they approached the elevator. “We only needed them to believe her for as long as it took to get into the building. Now that we’re here, it’s a simple matter of finishing the job.” 
 
    “Simple matter, huh?” Ayla asked. “Don’t forget that we’ve still got three floors above us.” 
 
    “What’s the situation in the rest of the building?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Floor up above are barracks for the officer agents,” Olivia said. “Above that are labs.” 
 
    “What about the top floor?” Sara asked. 
 
    Olivia shrugged. “Not sure. It’s the living quarters—looks like the penthouse apartment for whoever’s running Helsing. Right now that’s Constantin, so I’m going to guess that’s his base of operations.” 
 
    “Then that’s our target,” Vince said. “We need to get up there and take him out. It’s the only way this is going to end.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Ayla replied. “Only problem is that the elevator only goes to the forty-ninth floor.” 
 
    “We have to stop at the labs. Made a promise to the witch,” Vince said. 
 
    Olivia snorted. “Working with witches now, are we? Well, you’re the man in charge. Let’s hope it doesn’t come back to bite us in the ass.” 
 
    Vince turned his attention to Ayla. “What about the rest of the pack?” 
 
    “I spread the word,” she said. “It’s still a matter of them getting together and getting here. Helsing’s been active all over the city. Looks like tonight’s the night Constantin’s war begins.” 
 
    “Then we have to hope they show up in time,” Vince said. “In the meantime, we need to move.” 
 
    The group made their way to the elevator. It was locked, but the severed hand of a nearby agent helped them open the doors. They stepped inside, and Vince pressed the button for the next floor. The doors opened seconds later, revealing a massive, sleek laboratory. To the surprise of the group, it was eerily empty. 
 
    Vince and his companions stepped hesitantly out. 
 
    A look around the lab revealed a few experimentations in progress, humanoid shapes in large, glass containers, their limbs deformed and twisted. 
 
    “This is horrible,” Sara said. 
 
    “They must’ve been kidnapping crypts from around the city,” Olivia added. “Using them in their chimera experiments.” 
 
    “I thought I’d found one of them,” Vince said. “But it turns out it was just another failed experiment.” 
 
    “So, what actually is a chimera?” Ayla asked. “I assumed they were some huge, mutant creature with scales and wings and huge fangs or something. What else would they be?” 
 
    “Got a feeling we’re going to find out sooner or later,” Vince said. “In the meantime, we need to find these witches.” 
 
    Together, they searched through the lab. The rightmost wall was lined with cells. The doors were silver and thick, with a small square window filled with vertical bars. There was no other place the witches could be—the rest of the lab was visible from the entrance. 
 
    The group broke up, peeking into the cells for any signs. The sights within were stomach-turning. Crypts—all dead—in various stages of experimentation, with arms and legs amputated, vamps with fangs extracted and Lycans with their claws removed. 
 
    “This is horrible,” Sara said, pronouncing these words over and over like a broken record in the face of the horror. “Why… why did they do this?” 
 
    “Damn Helsing,” Ayla muttered. 
 
    Vince paused, turning back toward the beings in the glass tubes. They, too, were in various states of amputation. There was a difference, however: the things in the tubes were also in various states of regeneration. Twisted arms and legs seemed in the process of growing back, though they were far from complete.  
 
    “Help!” 
 
    The small voice of a woman snapped Vince out of his thoughts. 
 
    “That has to be them!” Olivia said. 
 
    The group hurried down the line of cells, speeding up their search. Finally, in one of the cells at the far end, Vince looked through the bars and spotted someone alive inside—a stunningly beautiful woman with dark hair and fair skin, wearing a medical dress. 
 
    “Who…who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Name’s Vince. Amelia sent me.” 
 
    The fearful expression on her face vanished, replaced by an eager one. 
 
    “Amelia sent you? I’m Elina,” she said. “The other witches are down the way.” 
 
    Vince rushed to the next cell, inside which was a gorgeous blonde witch. The next cell over was the third witch, her hair a dark blue. While they seemed scared, the witches were otherwise unharmed. 
 
    Vince turned his attention to the doors. They were thick, impossible to break through even with his Bruiser powers. 
 
    “They abandoned the lab only a short time ago,” the blue-haired witch told Vince. “The keys they use are on the other side of the room, near the test tubes.” 
 
    Vince looked over, across the room. Sure enough, on a wall rack near the tubes was a display of keycards. 
 
    “Those!” said the blonde witch. 
 
    “The rest of you wait here,” Vince said. 
 
    They didn’t object. Vince hurried across the room, weaving around the lab tables, all of them loaded with vials of blood and the equipment with which to analyze it. When he was getting close to the keycards, he slowed down. A huge tube was on either side of him, each containing a monster that reminded him of the one he’d battled in Amelia’s lair. 
 
    He made a quick scan of the keys, seeing that one was labeled “First Row Cells.” He plucked it off the rack, slipping it into his pocket and stepping back, starting off across the lab once more. 
 
    He didn’t make it a step, however, before a deafening boom sounded through the lab. 
 
    “Vince!” Olivia called out. 
 
    The boom was followed by another, then another. Vice turned on his heels to see that two of the monsters were awake, their mutated faces twisted with rage as they slammed on the glass over and over. Cracks split outward, growing with each strike. 
 
    “Get away from them!” Sara shouted. 
 
    Vince didn’t need to be told twice. He hoofed it as quickly as he could, the tube glass breaking as he turned, the liquid that had been in the tubes rushing out. Shouts sounded from his companions, and Vince prepared for battle. 
 
    The two monsters lurched out of their tubes, landing on the ground with hard thuds. The single arm of the rightmost one was deformed and short, as if it were in the process of regrowing. The legs of the other were the same way, the monster having to move by crawling on the floor like some perversion of a gorilla. 
 
    “Come on!” Ayla shouted. “We need to take these things out!” 
 
    She shifted into her wolf form, jumping from table to table as she made her way to the monsters, fearlessly sinking her teeth into the shoulder of the single-armed monster. Vince watched as she tore through the creature’s flesh, ripping and tearing until the arm was pulled free. Ayla tossed it aside, the limb landing with a dull thud. 
 
    “Yes!” Sara exclaimed. 
 
    The monster with the stunted legs drew close, swiping Ayla and knocking her several feet away. As she struggled to her feet, something strange happened. The monster whose arm had been ripped off stood, its eyes closed and head down, as if focusing. The beast roared, something growing out of the socket where its arm once was. 
 
    “No way,” Vince said to himself. 
 
    Sure enough, the creature’s arm grew back, starting small, elongating and jointing at the elbow, tiny fingers sprouting at the end. It took no time at all before the limb had returned. 
 
    “Did that thing just regrow its own arm?” Olivia shouted. 
 
    Panic took hold of Sara’s face. “How are we supposed to beat them if they can do that?” 
 
    Vince didn’t have a chance to think of a response. 
 
    “Let us out!” one of the witches shouted. “We can help!” 
 
    The monsters began to lurch toward Vince, moving with surprising speed. He ran back as quickly as he could, reaching the cells and opening the locks with quick swipes of the keycard. Once the doors were open, the witches stepped out, stretching their long limbs, their bare legs nearly fully exposed as they did 
 
    “Ready, girls?” Elina asked. 
 
    The three witches stood side by side. 
 
    “Ready!” the other two shouted in unison. 
 
    They reached up once more, this time gathering magical energy in their hands. When they were ready, they blasted it forward, a beam of pure, blue light cutting across the lab and engulfing the monster on the right, then the left. The beam held, then vanished. 
 
    When it was gone, so too were the monsters. A great, black line cut across the lab, burning right through the tables and equipment, leaving a scorch mark on the wall where the beam struck. Only charred flesh remained where the monsters had once been. 
 
    The witches, having cast their awe-inspiring spell, turned to face Vince and the group. 
 
    “That’s… certainly one way to take care of a problem like that,” Olivia said. 
 
    “They can regenerate,” the blue-haired witch said. “That’s why you need to destroy them completely.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s as simple as that, huh?” Ayla asked. 
 
    “You have to come with us,” Vince said. “We’re going up top to take on Constantin. We’ll need all the help we can get.” 
 
    The blonde witch shook her head. “We can’t, unfortunately. Our mana is depleted, and we need to recover after what… what they did to us.” Her face fell, as if recounting horrible memories. 
 
    “But you have mana orbs, yes?” Elina asked. “I can sense them.” 
 
    Olivia nodded, reaching into her jacket and taking out a container that held the three orbs. 
 
    “We do. What about them?” she asked. 
 
    The blue-haired witch stepped forward. “Give them to us, and we can deposit the orbs around the building. And more than that, we can change their power, make them not quite as destructive.” 
 
    “But we want them to be destructive,” Olivia said. 
 
    The blonde witch swept her hand. “This building might be better use to you as it is, don’t you think? We can do away with the pesky agents. Trust us.” 
 
    The group shared a look. 
 
    “Vincent, this is your call,” Olivia said. “You want to trust these witches, it’s on you.” 
 
    “Our price is the summoning stone,” Elina, the dark-haired witch, said. “We can sense that, too.” 
 
    Vince pulled the thing out of his pocket, the eyes of the witches lighting up as they took in the sight of it. 
 
    “This isn’t some kind of trick?” he asked. “If you betray me…” 
 
    The blue-haired witch shook her head. “We’re as good as our word.” 
 
    “And besides,” Elina added, “we’d have to be fools to betray the only chance we have of stopping Helsing from killing us and every other crypt in the city.” 
 
    Vince considered the matter for a moment, then handed the summoning stone over to Elina. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Now, go up there and kill the man and his little freak companions.” 
 
    Vince nodded. “Let’s move.” 
 
    The witches gathered around the stone, Olivia handing the container of orbs over to them. 
 
    “Use the twig when you’re ready,” Elina said. “We’ll have everything in place for you.” 
 
    The stone activated, a blue light flashing for a moment, the witches gone when the light faded. 
 
    “I hope you’re right about this, Vincent,” Olivia said as they made their way back to the elevator. “Witches aren’t known for anything but looking out for themselves and their coven. In this case, they might decide it’s in their best interests to help us. But in the future, I wouldn’t be so trusting.” 
 
    They stepped into the elevator, and the doors shut, the control panel waiting for one of them to put in a command to take them to the next floor. 
 
    “Only way to the top floor is through the private elevator through the barracks,” Olivia said. “Whatever Helsing agent isn’t out doing Constantin’s bidding is going to be up there waiting for us.” 
 
    “What about the Lycans?” Vince asked. “Now would be a damn good time for them to show up.” 
 
    “They’ll come,” Ayla said. “My pack is as good as their word. Trust me.” 
 
    Vince nodded, and considered what needed to be done. 
 
    “Then we go up and fight our way through,” he said. “Constantin and whatever tricks he’s got up his sleeves will be waiting for us in the penthouse.” 
 
    “It’s looking that way, Vincent,” Olivia said. “Hope you’re ready for a brawl.” 
 
    He turned his attention to the control panel. 
 
    “We’re going to get through this,” he said. “Use your powers. Work together. Don’t give up.” 
 
    He made a mental note to work on his pep talks—but this would be enough for now. He could tell that his coterie was ready. He pressed the button for the forty-ninth floor, the elevator rising. 
 
    It dinged a moment later, the doors opening. 
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    On the other side of the elevator doors, just as Vince had suspected, were Helsing agents. Many, many Helsing agents. Dozens were there, armed and suited and waiting, standing amid a massive barracks complex done up in the same English study style as the rest of the headquarters. Behind them, standing on a raised platform, his silver shotgun in his hands, was Cutter. 
 
    “Alright, agents!” he shouted. “Let’s give them a warm welcome, shall we?” 
 
    Vince had to think of something, and fast. 
 
    “Cape!” 
 
    His cape shot out around him, both sides coming together and melding in front of the entrance to the elevator, forming a barrier just in time to stop the onslaught of fire from the agents’ weapons. 
 
    The bolts slammed into the cape, pushing into it here and there, but never going all the way through. The fabric held, however, catching bolts until it was peppered with silver.  
 
    After a minute or so of fire, the barrage stopped. 
 
    Silence returned.  
 
    Vince stepped close to the cape, placing his fingertip on one of the bolts stuck into it, the sharpened tip gleaming, the silver burning as if he’d placed his hand on a hot stove. 
 
    And as he regarded the bolts, a thought occurred to him. 
 
    “Hey, cape? Why don’t you give the agents back their ammo?” 
 
    A wave cast across the cape, letting Vince know the message had been received. Then the cape shook hard, a whoomph sounding as it launched the bolts back at the agents. Cries of pain erupted. 
 
    “Alright,” he said over his shoulder to his allies. “When I drop this cape, I want you all to kill and not stop until every last agent is dead. Got it?” 
 
    Grins formed on the faces of his companions. 
 
    “Just say the word, Vincent,” Olivia said. 
 
    Sara joined in. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Right,” Ayla added. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    Vince held firm for another moment. 
 
    “Now!” he then roared. The cape flew back and revealed the few dozen agents that remained, another dozen dead all around them. Cutter stood with his shotgun, shocked at what he’d witnessed. 
 
    “Kill them!” he managed to say. 
 
    The agents raised their weapons to open fire, but Vince was ready. He shifted into Vamp Speed and pivoted to his left, rushing out of the elevator and toward the nearest agent. Once he was close enough, he grabbed the agent’s gun, pulling it out of his hands and tossing it aside, the gun connecting with the face of another agent and sending him tumbling back. 
 
    The agent reached into his jacket and unsheathed a silver sword. Vince had the advantage with Vamp Speed, however, putting his hands on the agent’s elbow, then his wrist, turning the point of the blade toward the agent’s head. With a hard push, Vince shoved the blade through the agent’s neck, blood shooting out of the other end of the wound in a shower of slow-motion gore. Another yank, and Vince cleaved the agent’s head clean off. 
 
    He set his sights on the next nearest agent. Like the other, this one held a bolt-pistol, preparing to fire. Vamp Speed still active, Vince closed the distance between him and the agent, grabbing onto her head and giving it a quick, hard twist. The agent dropped, but Vince was already on his way to the next human before she fell. 
 
    His next victim had a blade at the ready, his eyes locked onto Vince from behind dark shades. Vince activated his Bruiser powers, pulling his fist back and driving it toward the agent’s chest. He connected, his fist blasting clear through his victim’s ribs, an explosion of bones and blood and guts spraying out of the other side of him. 
 
    When the agent was down, Vince looked back at the rest of his group, pleased to see that they had already begun their bloody work. Olivia, twin blades in hand, zipped around, jamming the points of her daggers into the necks and bellies of whatever agent she came across, slicing throats and carving out stomachs. Ayla was in wolf mode, using her superior strength and speed to sink her teeth into whatever unfortunate agent got in her way, ripping off arms and legs and heads and leaving a trail of mangled bodies in her wake. Sara’s shadow magic helped the fight, the great, black shadows cast on the wall plucking weapons out of the various agents’ hands and rendering them helpless. 
 
    Together, they dropped agent after agent. Cutter opened fire with his shotgun, sending blasts of silver pellets in their directions. The cape managed to block these shots as it darted in front of Vince. 
 
    Although Vince and his coterie brought down dozens of agents, it didn’t take long for the back elevator of the room to open and more agents to stream into the barracks. Vince checked his blood magic supply and saw that he’d burned through half of it. He shut off Vamp Speed and called out to his companions. 
 
    “We need to think of something else!” he shouted. “There’s too many of them!” 
 
    Once the agents in the elevator finished pouring out, the car went back up. The new agents filed out, taking their place in the room behind cover of furniture that hadn’t been destroyed in the initial fight and brandishing their weapons. Vince counted thirteen. By the time he was done, the car returned, the doors opening and more agents pouring out—another dozen. 
 
    Vince and his allies had managed to take down a good number of their enemies. In the span of a few moments, however, all of their hard work had been undone. 
 
    “Now,” Cutter said, clapping his hand on his shotgun then slinging the weapon over his shoulder. “As you can see, you idiots don’t stand a chance. If you want to give up now, let us end this pointless fight with a minimum of bloodshed, I’m sure me and the rest of the crew would be willing to drop you all nice and easy. But if you want to keep fighting, to take out more of my men and women, I’m thinking I might let them have some fun with you all once we’ve gotten you restrained. All sorts of fun little torture techniques I’ve been wanting to try out.” 
 
    He glanced up toward Sara. “And you, little lady. You know, it’s looking like I just might get the chance to do the same thing to you that I did to your mother. Life’s funny like that, isn’t it?” 
 
    Vince wanted to reply, to tell Cutter that he was the one who was screwed. As he searched around the room, however, it dawned on him that the fight might very well be unwinnable. They were desperately outnumbered, and all it would take was one slip to lose a member of the coterie. 
 
    A chime sounded in the room, the noise of an elevator finding its floor. This elevator, however, came from behind Vince and his friends. Everyone in the room’s eyes went to the source of the sound. 
 
    The doors opened. On the other side were a dozen rough-looking men and women, hungry, bestial smirks on their faces. 
 
    “About damn time!” Ayla shouted. “Been wondering when you slackers were going to show up!” 
 
    “Sorry,” one of them said, a man with long, black hair and a leather jacket over an otherwise bare torso, his skin covered in tattoos. “We got a little hung up in the war.” 
 
    Ayla turned to Cutter and the rest of the agents. “So, I hear you all are big on killing crypts. Well, here’s your chance! Go on ahead, kill as many as you like!” She grinned. “If you can, that is.” 
 
    She turned to her pack. “Silverfang Pack—get their asses!” 
 
    The Lycans howled in unison, shifting into their wolf forms and rushing into the fray. The sight of pouncing wolves snapped the shocked agents back into the moment—but too late. They barely had a chance to raise their weapons before the pack went into action. Growls and snarls and screams sounded out as the wolves attacked, the agents dropping one by one. 
 
    “Come on!” Vince shouted. “To the elevator!” 
 
    The coterie moved. Together, they rushed through the battle toward Cutter, who raised his shotgun once more to fire. He got off one shot, a blast that Vince managed to pivot away from, before the group closed in. 
 
    Vince looked over at Sara, seeing that this time, she was ready. The blank expression of fear was gone, replaced by eager determination. Using the shadow magic on the wall, she pulled the shotgun out of his hands and dropped it into her own. 
 
    “You… you bloodsucking whore!” he cried out. “Time for you to join your mama!” 
 
    He reached into his suit pocket and withdrew a bolt-pistol, raising it and pointing it in Sara’s direction. 
 
    She was too fast for him, however. She raised the shotgun and fired a blast, the shot connecting and sending Cutter flying across the room. He landed in a lifeless heap on the far end, blood trickling down the dozens of pellet wounds. 
 
    Vince nodded at Sara. She had proved her worth. 
 
    “Nice work, Pipsqueak,” Olivia said. “Maybe you’re worth a damn after all.” 
 
    “Thanks, bitch,” Sara said with a smirk. 
 
    Olivia laughed. “Maybe we’ll make a vamp out of you yet.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” Vince said. “I’m ready to end this” 
 
    The group agreed, the sounds of battle raging behind them. Vince slammed the elevator button, the doors opening and the group running inside. He watched the battle as the doors shut, the sounds of the carnage silencing as soon as they were closed. 
 
    “Can your wolves handle this?” Olivia asked. “I’d hate to go to all of this trouble just to come back down and find a dozen agents waiting for us. 
 
    “They can handle it. What I’m wondering is if you can handle what’s to come.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, pup,” Olivia said. “I’m ready.” 
 
    The doors opened, revealing a massive penthouse apartment. The style was all old New York, gothic to the core, towering ceilings and arches that reminded Vince of a cathedral. The walls were windows, looking out over the city at night. 
 
    Before them, behind a flight of wooden stairs that led to the raised portion of the third floor, stood Constantin. Three agents were with him, all dressed in dark suits. As Vince looked them over, he realized something: they were identical. All were the same height, same build, even had the same face. 
 
    Constantin stepped toward them, the cocky smirk on his face that Vince had seen so many times before. 
 
    “You’re here, Vincent,” he said. “I was wondering if you had what it took to come face me, vamp-to-vamp.” 
 
    “I’m here,” Vince said. “And you’re done. The agents are dead, and you’re going to join them.” 
 
    Constantin scoffed. “You think I’m worried about the Helsing agents? Vincent, my boy, you did me a favor by getting rid of them.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “I needed those agents, it’s true. But I only needed them in order to create these.” He swept his hands toward the other ‘agents.’ “These are the backbone of my new army.” 
 
    “Chimeras,” Vince said. 
 
    “That’s right, my friend,” Constantin said. “This is a chimera—the perfect combination of the most powerful cryptids. They’re docile, obedient, and will kill on command. They’re the perfect soldier to help me exterminate crypts, then to take over the world of humans once they’re all gone. Below this building is a lab currently producing hundreds of these beings at a time. What you saw a few floors below were only small steps along the process. We’d been waiting for the key ingredient, Vince, and you were kind enough to show up to deliver it.” 
 
    He kept right on grinning. “I’d been hoping to give these boys some warming up before taking you on, Vince, maybe letting them tear through the ghouls at Central City first. But I suppose this will do just fine. Boys!” 
 
    The chimera agents took off their sunglasses, revealing dark, red eyes. Vince and his group watched as the creatures began to shift and contort, their teeth extending like fangs, then retracting, fur sprouting from their skin and then pulling back in, magical energy crackling at their fingertips. 
 
    “Vampires, witches, Lycans—oh my!” Constantin said, his eyes lighting up. “Now, kill them!” 
 
    The chimeras stepped forward, each of them shifting into the forms of wolves. 
 
    “Remember,” Vince said. “To kill them, you have to destroy them completely.” 
 
    “Going to be easier said than done,” Ayla replied. 
 
    The chimeras pounced. One flew toward Vince, spittle flying from its mouth as it moved in for the kill. Vince turned on his Bruiser strength, grabbing the wolf by the right forelimb and wrenching it off. The wolf let out a howl as it fell. As soon as it landed, however, a new limb began to grow from the socket of the old. Within seconds, the arm had returned, the blood on the floor still fresh. 
 
    Vince turned to see the rest of his group battling the other wolves, using their powers to barely keep them at bay. When Vince whipped his gaze to the first wolf, he watched as it shifted back into its human form. Though the fangs sprouting from its upper teeth served as a reminder that it was anything but. 
 
    Vince raised his hand, charging the spell he’d received from Amelia and letting loose, a barrage of small magical orbs shooting from his hand like machine gun bullets. The orbs hit their target, the chimera staggering backward from the rapid impacts. 
 
    Let’s see how fast I need to take this thing apart before it can grow back. 
 
    He ran toward the chimera, ripping its arms from its sockets and tossing them aside. Once that was done, he squatted down and grabbed the it by its ankles, pulling up and splitting it in half like a wishbone. The creature was totally limbless, and Vince finished the job by raising his boot and bringing it down hard on the chimera’s head, splattering it like a summer melon. 
 
    The torso stayed still. The creature was dead. 
 
    Vince turned as his companions did battle with the remaining two. He raised his palm and fired another barrage of magical bullets, the orbs knocking the chimeras out of the air, buying his companions a few moments. 
 
    “Take them apart, piece by piece!” he shouted, withdrawing his blade and pointing it in the direction of Constantin. “I’m ending this!” 
 
    Vince rushed toward the Blood Lord, raising his blade and bringing it down just in time to connect with Constantin’s own. A clang sounded, the force of the impact ringing down Vince’s arms. 
 
    “You’re a fool, Vincent!” Constantin said. “Defending the humans like this, along with the other crypts that would kill you if given half the chance.” 
 
    They exchanged blows. Constantin swung his blade sideways like a baseball bat, hoping to slice Vince in half. Vince caught the blow, by letting the length of his weapon drop down from high above his head. He then shoved Constantin back, trying for a stab of his own. Constantin stepped out of the way, Vince flying forward and slamming into the glass wall that looked out over the city.  
 
    Constantin didn’t waste the opportunity, rushing in and taking Vince by the hair, pulling his head back and smashing it into the glass. 
 
    “I can’t wait to drain you,” Constantin said. “I can’t wait to steal your power and use them to defeat the other Blood Lords. With your gifts, they’ll be no match.” 
 
    Vince closed his eyes and shifted into his man-wolf form, using the burst of strength and speed to shove Constantin off him. The other Blood Lord staggered back, looking Vince up and down once he’d regained his composure. 
 
    “So much power,” he said, shaking his head. “And all given to such a clueless young man.” He tilted his head to the side, looking behind Vince. “Maybe I’ll take them, too? I’ve been meaning to start my coterie—what better way to do it than by seizing the one you were so nice enough to assemble for me. Though, the ‘free will’ thing, that’s not for me. I’ll fix that, first thing.” 
 
    Rage pulsed inside of Vince. He ran forward, letting out a yell as he baited Constantin into a swing. Vince shifted out of his man-wolf form, taking out his blade once more to spin away from Constantin’s attack. Once he was clear, Vince shoved his blade into Constantin’s side, piercing all the way to his heart. 
 
    The Blood Lord froze. Vince stopped, catching his breath. Constantin placed his hands on the blade, trying to rip it out. He only succeeded in slicing his palms, however, more blood dripping to the ground. A surprised look took over Constantin’s face. 
 
    Vince walked slowly in front of him. 
 
    “What was that you were saying about draining me?” Vince asked. 
 
    Before waiting for a response, Vince flew in, hissing as he bared his fangs, and plunged his teeth into Constantin’s neck. He drank deeply from him, feeling the power of the defeated Blood Lord running through his body. 
 
    When Constantin was drained, Vince yanked the blade from his side and swung it once more, this time slicing the Blood Lord’s head from his body. The head toppled backwards, the body falling with him. 
 
    Vince turned his attention to his coterie, who were still in the middle of fighting off the remaining chimeras. The power of the Blood Lord running through him, Vince rushed over, grabbing the first of the chimeras by arm, effortlessly pulling them off and tossing them aside. The legs were next, off and gone. Then, like the other, Vince kicked him forward and crushed his head with ease. 
 
    One chimera left, the women were easily able to handle him. Ayla tore off one arm, Sara using her shadow magic to take the other. Olivia sliced the legs off with her daggers, and Vince was there to crush the head. 
 
    It was done. 
 
    Once it dawned on the group that the fight was over, the four of them stood still, catching their breaths, each of them covered in blood. 
 
    Olivia looked around. 
 
    “This…this is a nice place, Vincent. Maybe moving in the penthouse is in order?” 
 
    Vincent chuckled as he took the magical twig from his pocket. 
 
    With a twist, he snapped the thing in two. Magical energy surged beneath him. 
 
    Victory was his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One week later… 
 
      
 
    Jerry was all smiles as he stood in front of the prototype. 
 
    “You’re gonna love this one, bossman,” he said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Ransom added. “We’ve been busting our asses on this thing.” 
 
    Vince was in the workshop of his new base of operations, the former HQ of Helsing New York. Since the victory against Constantin, Vince had claimed it as his own. The mana orbs the witches had deployed managed to wipe out every living thing in place, clearing it out for his use. 
 
    Jerry had been all kinds of eager to move into the lab, transforming it into his state-of-the-art workshop. Ransom was his personal assistant, and a few other fledgling vamps who’d heard of the place had volunteered to help out in exchange for a place to live. 
 
    Jerry stepped back, gesturing toward the dummy behind him. 
 
    “Ta-da!” 
 
    “What… what is it?” Vince asked. 
 
    The dummy looked like… a dummy. And it wasn’t alone—there was one just behind it. 
 
    “Am I missing something?” Vince asked. 
 
    “Not at all. Check this out. Uh, you might want to step back.” 
 
    Jerry pressed a button in his tablet, activating a giant lamp that projected a beam of light toward the dummies. Before Vince could ask what it was that he was supposed to notice, one of the dummies burst into flames. Jerry turned off the light, a pair of assistants rushing over with fire extinguishers to put out the blaze. 
 
    “Bam!” Jerry shouted, pumping his fist. “That’s what I’m talking about!” 
 
    “Still not clear on what it is, exactly,” Vince asked. 
 
    “You see the poor dummy that exploded on us?” he asked. “That was covered in a synthetic skin suit of vampire-based DNA. The light was standard UV, the kind you’re allergic to. The other dummy was coated in another sort of synthetic skin, this one designed to resist UV.” 
 
    Vince got it. “So, it’s a suit that protects vamps from the sun?” 
 
    Jerry snapped his fingers. “That’s right, bossman. Give me a little more time, and I’ll have it perfect. You’ll be checking out sunrises again before you know it.” 
 
    Right as he was done talking, a small flame ignited on the vampire skin. One of the assistants quickly put it out. 
 
    “It, uh, still needs some kinks worked out,” Jerry said. 
 
    Vince chuckled. “It’s good work. Keep it up.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    With that, Vince broke from Jerry and Ransom, the pair quickly returning to their project. Vince made his way to the elevator, spotting Sara waiting for him. She was dressed in black jeans and a black T-shirt and white sneakers, carrying the confidence that she’d seemed to have gained ever since she’d taken out Cutter. 
 
    “Having fun with the boys?” she asked, pressing the button to bring the elevator down. 
 
    “Something like that. Have to admit, they do good work down here.” 
 
    The doors opened, a pair of workshop vamps nodding and acknowledging Vince as they stepped out. He and Sara entered. 
 
    “What’s new?” he asked. 
 
    “Spoke with Ford in Central City,” she said. “Turns out there are still some chimera stragglers down there. The ghouls are picking them off one-by-one, but who’s to say how many are left.” 
 
    “Might need to think about heading down there ourselves before too long. You know, it could be a useful show of goodwill if we put our own asses on the line.” 
 
    “Could be dangerous.” 
 
    He grinned. “That’s the fun part.” 
 
    The elevator went up, the doors opening and revealing the barracks. The floor had been more or less taken over by Ayla’s Silverfang Pack. The woman herself was leading the wolves in some physical drills. She was at the head of the group, giving Vince a nod and a wave as he passed. 
 
    “Wanted to ask you something,” he said as they made their way to the penthouse elevator. 
 
    “What’s that?” Sara asked. 
 
    “Cutter.” 
 
    She winced at the name, her smile fading for a moment. “What about him?” 
 
    “We never spoke about what happened. After all this time, you finally killed him.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And how did it make you feel?” 
 
    They approached the penthouse elevator. Vince pressed the button to open the doors. 
 
    “I feel good. Like something that needed to be done was finally done.” They entered the elevator, the doors shutting. “And… I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you. I know I’ve still got a long way to make up for what I did. But I’m happy you’re giving me the chance.” 
 
    “Me too. And you’re well on your way.” 
 
    The doors opened a second later, revealing Vince’s penthouse apartment. It was sunset, the orange beams of light blocked by the UV filtering glass that Constantin had installed. The apartment was huge, with spacious rooms and plenty of places for Ben and his coterie—and for any additional members that he might find. 
 
    He’d established a small command center in front of the largest arched window, a bank of computers that allowed him to keep an eye on the city. Olivia was there, her eyes locked onto the screens, the city stretching into the distance behind her. 
 
    “Vincent, you’re here.” 
 
    “What’s the word?” he asked, fetching a bottle of blood wine from a nearby cabinet along with three glasses. 
 
    “Getting in touch with some of the other vamps in the city. I swear, ever since you became the sole Blood Lord, you’ve been the most popular guy in town.” 
 
    “We’ll need to start building diplomatic ties. Not just with them, but with the other Lycan packs and witch covens.” 
 
    “God, always with the witches,” Olivia said. “But you’re the boss.” 
 
    “I’ve got a feeling Ayla’s not going to be too happy to work with other packs,” Sara said. “We’ll have to work on smoothing matters over with her.” 
 
    “Speaking of smoothing things over,” Olivia said, running her fingers over Vince’s hand. “I sure could use a little break from the daily grind. What about you, Pipsqueak?” 
 
    Sara grinned. “Oh, that sounds nice. A different kind of grind, maybe.” 
 
    A smile formed on Vince’s face, his cock shifting to life. “You know what they say—all work and no play makes for a dull Blood Lord.” 
 
    “And we absolutely can’t have that,” Olivia said. 
 
    Before the conversation could go any further, the elevator chimed, the doors opening. On the other side was Ayla. 
 
    And she wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Vince!” she shouted, running into the apartment. “Someone… it’s important!” 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, standing up. 
 
    “I don’t know how he got in here, but he demanded to see you.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    The figure stepped out of the elevator. It was a man, tall and brawny, dressed in a black trenchcoat and boots, his eyes hidden behind round, industrial-style sunglasses, a black hat on his head and a silver beard on his face. 
 
    Vince’s eyes went wide as he realized who the man was. 
 
    “Uncle… Uncle Richter?” 
 
    The man grinned. “Good to see you, Vincent. Or, should I say, Blood Lord.” 
 
    He took off his sunglasses, revealing watery blue eyes. 
 
    “I’ve heard you’ve become all kinds of powerful. That’s a damn good thing—you’re going to need all the power you can get.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s your parents, young man. They’re in serious trouble. Their coven has turned on them. You’re going to need to save them, along with a whole hell of a lot of other people. And you’re going to need my help.” 
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