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Introduction

 


Hi, once again. As usual, it is my
extreme pleasure to welcome you. This time out, we can ignore all
the usual introductory crap and get straight to one main point: I
had a ridiculous amount of fun writing this book. There, I said it!
There really isn’t much more to it than that. Don’t get me
wrong; Bill The Vampire
and its sequel, Scary
Dead Things, were awesome. Now that the
origin story is done, though, and the stage has been set, it’s time
to coax Bill out of his shell and into a much wider world than he’s
used to (or ready for)...and that, well that’s a hoot.

This is my third major foray into
Bill’s world (ignoring short stories or his and Sally’s ongoing
Facebook adventures) and it’s really coming alive for me now. It’s
getting so that I wouldn’t be half surprised to be walking through
SoHo one night and suddenly see a quick flash of fang from the
mouth of a pretty (if sarcastic) blonde.

Isn’t that what it’s all about,
making the characters real? I, for one, think it is. Is there
anything more entertaining (or frustrating) at times than reading a
book and suddenly imagining yourself there alongside the
characters? What would you do? Would you help them? Hinder them?
Maybe smack them upside the head a few times? Ultimately you might
do all the above, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that
feeling that you’re reading the adventures of someone you could
imagine meeting on the street, no matter how unlikely you know that
actually to be.

That right there is the awesome
part, because right at that point the adventure continues in ways
that I, the lowly scribe, could never even begin to imagine. If you
ever happen to find yourself wandering down an imaginary path with
a nerdy vampire named Bill by your side, I wish you well and hope
that you have quite the adventure.

That being said, I present to
you The Mourning Woods, the Tome of Bill Part 3. If you enjoy reading it even half
as much as I did writing it, then I think you’re in for one hell of
a good time.

 


Rick G.


 Tis better To
Have Loved and Lost

 


“What do you mean she quit!?” The
question came out...well okay, it came out far less harshly than I had intended. I
really meant to scream a massive string of obscenities into the
phone. Sadly, even I had to admit that yelling, “What the fuck are
you talking about you balding, little middle management douche of a
shit!?” probably wouldn’t have been particularly diplomatic,
especially considering that I was speaking to my boss.

“I know it’s abrupt,” replied the
voice of Jim, my manager at HopskotchGames, “and believe me, I’m as
upset as any of you, but we’ll just have to handle our own
paperwork for a while. Don’t worry; I’ll start interviewing for a
replacement next week.”

My roommate and coworker, Ed, hit
the mute button. We were seated in his bedroom/office, as we
usually were for the weekly conference call. He knew me well enough
to know when a tirade was incoming, one that it was probably best
to spare Jim from - particularly if we wanted to avoid the
unemployment line.

Jim’s voice continued to drone,
moving on to whatever topic of “importance” was next on the agenda.
I didn’t hear a single word he said. For all I knew, he could have
been telling us that he had just won the lottery and was currently
getting a blowjob from a thousand-dollar hooker.

“Calm down,” Ed said
preemptively.

“Paperwork?” I spat, ignoring him.
“He thinks I’m worried about paperwork? The only woman I’ve ever
loved has just walked out of my life and he’s concerned that he has
to print his own fucking PowerPoints.”

“Being just a tad melodramatic,
aren’t we?”

“No. I mean, I know we’ve only been
dating for a few months, but...”

“Dating?” he interrupted. “You’ve
gone out for coffee maybe three...”

“Four!”

“Fine, four times. And didn’t you say it was
Dutch each time?”

I glowered at my friend, letting my
fangs extend menacingly. He just stared right back, nonplussed. I’m
a vampire - an immortal terror of the night - and I couldn’t even
get the humans I share an apartment with to tremble in fear. My
god, life is just not fair.

“Are you done pouting?” Ed
asked.

“This is not pouting. It’s supposed
to be threatening.”

“You might want to practice that in
the mirror some more,” he stood up and stretched. “Anyway, as I was
saying, you’re overreacting just a bit.”

“Like you would know?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. Growing
up, my older sister used to force me to watch Disney movies with
her. Trust me; four non-dates do not a fairytale romance
make.”

“There was more to it than that and
you know it. Sheila and I...”

“Had nonstop mind-blowing
sex?”

“Well no...”

“Played multiple games of
tongue-hockey?”

“Not exactly.”

“Spent every waking moment
together?”

“Okay, I get the point!”

“Christ, did you ever even hold her
fucking hand?”

“Well, once I brushed up
against...”

“Exactly,” he stated. “You pined for
her for years and that’s it. I had a more intimate relationship
with my grandmother.”

“Thanks for the visual,
dude.”

“Do you guys have any questions?”
the voice from the speakerphone asked.

“Huh?” Ed and I both replied in
unison. Oh, yeah, we had forgotten all about Jim. Hopefully, he
hadn’t been saying anything important.

Ed quickly un-muted the phone and
said, “Nope. I think we’re good.”

“Awesome,” Jim replied. “Then I’ll
let you guys get back to work. Keep me updated on your
projects.”

“We will,” I answered, having no
idea what he was talking about. A moment later, the call was cut
off from his end. Oh, well, I could always tease the info out of
him later with a carefully worded email. Besides, Jim was so far
from the top of my priority list right then that he barely even
existed.

“Goddammit!” I cried and brought my
fist down. The cheap folding table that served as our “conference
room” immediately buckled, sending the phone clattering to the
floor. Crap. Sometimes I forgot that our furnishings weren’t built
to withstand vampire-level abuse.

“I can see that you’re having a
moment, Bill,” Ed replied nonchalantly, stepping over the debris.
“Coffee?”

“Sure. Blood and cream, if you don’t
mind.”

“No prob. Regular or
Baileys?”

“The latter. It’s gonna be one of
those days.”

He nodded and walked from the room,
leaving me alone with my rapidly darkening thoughts.

I tell you, when life decides to
kick you in the balls, it sometimes wears metal cleats. It seemed
like that had been my existence for the past year, one big haymaker
to the nuts after another. Oddly enough, that timeframe coincided
just about perfectly with when I was turned into a
vampire.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not about to
get all weepy and angst filled. I’ll leave that shit to Anne Rice.
No, the reality of being a vampire isn't about sitting around for
millennia, writing shitty poetry while you pine for your lost
mortal existence. It’s actually far more like being stuck in high
school again, except this time it's for all eternity. This is fine
if you happen to be one of the jocks. It’s not nearly as much fun
if you’re in the vamp equivalent of the nerd herd. In short, the
world of the undead is mostly run by assholes. The main problem was
that, instead of growing up, they never matured past that stage and
just ended up becoming bigger assholes as the centuries flew
by.

They’re not the only ones, either.
In the past year, I’ve learned that there's an entire supernatural
underworld that exists just outside of plain sight. Magic,
monsters, and whatnot were all real...and almost all of them were
dicks too. I know people say that absolute power corrupts, but they
don’t know the half of it.

It hasn’t been all bad, though. I
have good friends and powerful allies. I’m the leader of my own
coven of vampires. Heck, I’m even told that amongst the undead I’m
special - and not in a short bus kind of way either. Still, it’s
been a rough road. Most days, the plusses have been just barely
enough to keep me from opening up the curtains and embracing the
sunshine. That’s where she
came in.

Sheila is...err, was...an
administrative assistant at my job. I first met her about four
years prior, on the very day I first interviewed there. How I
actually managed to get hired, I have no idea. I spotted her when I
entered the office and it was as if everything else blanked out for
me. To this day, I’m surprised that my paychecks are actually made
out to William Ryder, as I’m fairly sure whatever I wrote on the
job application was an incomprehensible scribble.

Unfortunately, whatever powers
dictate the concept of “love at first sight” were likewise also
assholes (big surprise, huh?). It hadn’t been mutual. Therefore, I
spent the next few years of my mortal life barely being able to say
“hi” to her. All the while, she hardly acknowledged my
existence.

Amazingly enough, my rebirth as one
of the undead was actually the catalyst that helped propel our
“relationship” out of the rut it was in (and probably would have stayed). No,
I didn’t tell her that I’m a vampire. No bullshit
Twilight love story for
me. Generally speaking, announcing the existence of vampires to
humans is considered a no-no, at least if one didn’t want to find
themself on the business end of a wooden stake. Sure, my roomies,
Tom and Ed, knew about it. A few of my other friends did too. I
mean hey, even Bruce Wayne has a few people who know that
he’s Batman.

Anyway, through a series of events
that ended with me getting my ass thoroughly kicked
(by vampire assassins and a douchebag
wizard/marketing VP), I momentarily forgot
about my many insecurities and wound up asking Sheila out for
coffee. Sure, it wasn’t much, but it was practically
earth-shattering progress compared to what I had managed before
then. Imagine my surprise when she actually said “yes.” It was
amazing. At my darkest hour, she was there like a beacon of
hope.

But now, she was gone, and I
couldn’t help but feel that it was my fault.

* * *

Our fourth (and apparently last) non-date had
been just a few weeks prior. On a Friday night, we had met at a
café in the Village section of New York City. Normally this would
be a little out of the way for me. For starters, I live in
Brooklyn. Since I’m a vampire, things like working in an office
during the day tend to be difficult. It’s generally pretty hard to
get any work done when a stray beam of sunlight could turn you into
a smoldering pile of ash. Fortunately, thanks to my doctor friend,
Dave, I was able to work from home. He wrote a bullshit medical
excuse that allowed me to telecommute permanently from my
apartment. That being said, my coven was headquartered in SoHo and
I’d usually wind up there on the weekends anyway...

Oh, who am I kidding? Fuck the
coven! I would walk barefoot across the Sahara to spend five
minutes with Sheila. If she had told me to meet her at the top of
the Empire State Building at sunrise, I’d have been there in a
heartbeat (metaphorically
speaking).

I had let her lead the conversation,
as I usually did. Even though I’d gotten past that first hurdle of
actually asking her out, I didn’t trust myself to say too many
sentences in a row without stammering like a retard. Still, as our
coffee encounters continued, I was pleased to find myself becoming
more comfortable in her presence.

That night the conversation had
turned, as they often do with twenty-something-year-olds, to our
hopes and dreams for the future. I sputtered something to the
effect of enjoying what I did and hoping that the world didn’t stop
needing programmers anytime soon. It was a lie, but it was better
than going off on some rant about being surrounded for all eternity
by a bunch of immortals that looked and acted like spoiled
underwear models.

After I had finished, she stared at
me for a few seconds. Sheila has the most stunning eyes, a soft
grey color. I don’t think I could ever get tired of looking into
them. After a brief pause, she replied, “I’m glad you’re happy. I
don’t think there’re too many things better than earning a living
off of something you enjoy (oh, I could
think of a few). For me,
though...”

“What?”

“Well I think it’s pretty obvious
I’m not exactly in my dream job.”

“Has Jim been cracking the
whip?”

“No,” she replied dismissively.
“Don’t get me wrong, I like working for him. I just want...I don’t
know...something more.”

“That’s no surprise. Besides, what
you do is just a stepping stone to something bigger.”

“Maybe,” she trailed off for a
moment. “I just don’t know if I have what it takes for whatever
that something might be.”

I laughed at that. She narrowed her
eyes at me in response, causing me almost to choke on my latte. I
quickly added, “Sorry, I’m not laughing at you. It’s just
funny.”

“What is?”

“You do all this stuff for Jim, me,
and the rest of the team. You put together the presentations, you
handle all the HR crap, and you update all of our project
schedules...hell, that’s not even half of it. You keep the
department running. Without you, we’d all fall flat on our
faces.”

“I doubt that.”

“Are you kidding?” I asked
incredulously. “Remember when you took those sick days last
year.”

“It was a bad flu
season.”

“If you think you had it bad, you
should have seen us. Jim was practically a basket case without you. Ed and I
weren’t much better off either. Nothing got done that week. I mean
it. Nothing! So,
no offense, but to hear you question yourself is a little
silly.”

“Really?”

“Really,” I echoed, meaning every
word of it. She threw a smile back at me that made me want to run
through the hills singing The Sound of
Music. I gave my head a quick shake so I
wouldn’t get lost in the moment. Nothing more jarring than to be
talking about work when suddenly the bozo across from you starts
screaming, “GOD, I LOVE YOU!”

Instead, I somehow managed to
continue with the conversation at hand. “I’ve seen you work. You
get things done where the rest of us wouldn’t have Clue One. They
couldn’t replace you if they tried.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.”

“Thank you, Bill.”

“No thanks necessary. It’s the truth
and deep down, I think you know it.”

She looked thoughtful for a moment.
In retrospect, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Future Bill had
picked that exact moment to appear from out of a time machine and
beat the ever-living shit out of me. If I had any part in her
decision to move on, it’s there that those seeds were
sown.

Finally she answered, “Maybe you’re
right. I guess I just needed to hear it from somebody else. I have
all these ideas, all these things I want to do, but sometimes it’s
hard to believe in myself. When I lie awake at night, I have all
these doubts about whether I really can do better.”

“My mother always says,” I replied,
pushing her further down the path that was shortly going to lead
her out of my life, “sometimes we’re afraid to believe in ourselves
until somebody else does it first.” Well, okay, I don’t recall my
mom ever saying that. At the time, though, I was trying to sound
supportive. Sue me for making up shit on the spot. “Just for the
record, I believe in you. I believe you can do better.”

“Seriously?” she gave me a dubious
eye just in case I was joking.

But, I wasn’t. Sure, I might’ve been
a little biased. Emotions can do that to a person. Hell, if she
ever said, “Bill, your roommates annoy me. Can you please kill
them?” I would probably gleefully walk home and go on a
bloodthirsty massacre.

Still, there was
(love struck)
sincerity in my voice when I answered, “You know what I see when I
look at you? (Besides the most gorgeous
creature to ever walk the face of this planet?) I see someone with the talent to do anything she puts her
mind to. I have no doubt that you could move mountains if you
decided to.”

Again, she looked thoughtful. Her
eyes got a faraway look for a few moments. Oh, if only she would
get that look when she thought about me. For that, I’d gladly
suffer an eternity of the minions of darkness using my nuts as
croquet balls. Hell, I’d even tolerate Sally, my vampire partner in
crime, being the one swinging the mallet. Fortunately, Sheila spoke
again before that particular imagery could further
solidify.

Her eyes regained their focus, and
maybe it was just me, but I could have sworn I saw a glimmer of
determination in them that wasn’t there before. She nodded her head
once and said, “Maybe your mom’s right. Either way you’ve given me
a lot to think about.”

The rest of our little pseudo-date
was spent talking about considerably less heavy topics, or at least
I think it was. My brain had given its all just to get those
thoughts out. I had no idea what I said or did, other than making
puppy dog eyes at her until we went our separate ways. Sadly, I
didn’t have a clue as to how separate they were about to
become.

It figured. I’d survived multiple
brushes with death in the past several months, most of them at the
hands of creatures far more lethal than I. Wouldn’t it figure that
at the end of the day I would be my own worst enemy? God, I am such
an asshole.


 Late For My
Own Funeral

 


The thing I’ve always loved about
programming is that it’s purely logical. While having a passion for
the job helps, at times one can just shut down their emotions and
type away, android-like, to get the job done. Pity I wasn’t very
good at doing that. Fortunately for me, though, I had a few spare
keyboards in my closet. I needed them.

The next few hours found me trying
to do my job and mostly failing. I’d be typing away when suddenly
something like, “FUCK FUCK FUCK!” would come screaming out of my
mouth, followed by me turning my keyboard into a mashed pile of
plastic. Oh, well, at least they’re cheaper than
monitors.

Ed, for the most part, left me to my
misery. He realized I needed a little “me time” to cool off. As
late afternoon approached, my sharp vampire ears picked up his
voice from out in the living room. I couldn’t hear both sides of
the conversation, but from what I could tell, he had phoned my
other roommate, Tom, to let him know that it was probably not a
good time to invite his girlfriend over. Ed doesn’t usually like to
show it, but he can be a hell of a good guy when he wants to
be.

Sadly, the truth was, there really
wasn’t such a thing as a good time for Tom to bring Christy over.
See, she’s a witch, a real one. That in of itself didn’t bother me.
It was the fact that she wanted me dead that put a damper on our
relationship. She and her mentor, Harry Decker - the aforementioned
VP/wizard from my company - had this loony theory that I was the
harbinger of doom for wizard-kind. They, along with all the
vampires I know, refer to me as the “Freewill.” Apparently, I’m
this rare breed of vampire that can do things the others can’t. As
such, there were all sorts of bizarre myths and legends surrounding
me. Harry and Christy believed in one in particular that involved
my existence somehow heralding the return of these other legendary
creatures called “Icons.” Supposedly, if these Icons showed up,
they’d destroy all the magic users...yadda yadda, and other
assorted bullshit.

Personally, I could’ve care less
about any of that. All I knew was that Christy was the fucking
Wicked Witch of the East Coast. That girl has some scary mojo about
her and she wasn’t afraid to use it against me. Tom, my oldest and
dearest friend, but also a fucking idiot, decided that the best way
to handle this was to make her pinky-swear not to kill me in our
apartment.

Needless to say, because of those
little details, my relationship with Christy was a bit strained.
Pity, because she was kind of cute. What? Sharks are deadly too.
Doesn’t mean they’re not fun to look at in the aquarium.

Speaking of things that were both
pretty and deadly, I was interrupted from eavesdropping by the
ringing of my own cell phone. I didn’t need to look at the caller
ID to know who it was. The specific ringtone, the theme from
Halloween, gave it
away.

I answered with a sigh. “Hello,
Sally.” It was unusual for her to bother me in the middle of the
week. Typically, she was happy to let me live my life
(not that I had much of
one). While I was gone, she was left in
charge of the coven. Hell, even when I was there it was pretty
obvious that she was calling most of the shots. She preferred the
former, though, because without me around she was free to cause
whatever mischief she pleased, with absolutely no checks to her
power. For the most part, she was a competent (if scary) person to leave in charge.
However, occasionally her psychotic side got the better of her and
she would do something that made me want to shove her out into the
sunlight. I really hoped that whatever she was calling me about
wasn’t one of those situations.

“Aw, what’s the matter, Bill?” she
replied with her typical snide tone, “You don’t sound like your
normal chipper self.”

“I’m having a bit of a day,” I said,
using my free hand to massage my temples. Talking to Sally had a
habit of bringing on the migraines.

“Well that’s good, because you’re
going to have a bit of a night too.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I mean is that I think your
‘penance’ is about to be paid.”

Oh, crap. “How so?”

“Boston called. They said we should
expect company.”

“Who?”

“They didn’t elaborate.”

That wasn’t good. Boston was the
center of vampire-related activity on the East Coast. They didn’t
often get involved in the day to day operations of the covens under
their jurisdiction, but when they did, you could be sure shit was
about to hit the fan. In my case, I was pretty sure I had a pile
hanging over my head big enough to smother an elephant.

“Did they say...?”

“No, they didn’t,” she interrupted.
“Colin sounded pretty agitated over the phone, though. I think
you’d probably best get your dumpy ass over here as soon as sundown
hits.”

Colin was the vampire currently in
charge of the Northeast. It was a temporary position; however,
since his boss, James, was missing, it was looking more and more
likely that his would be a permanent promotion. Pity, as Colin was
a little suck-up of a weasel. If he could have, he would have
gladly glued his lips to the asses of the elder vamps who made up
the First Coven, the vampire ruling body more affectionately known
as the “Draculas.”

Feeling a sheen of perspiration
break out on my forehead, I answered in the only manner I knew how.
“Oh, shit!”

“Said with your usual eloquence,”
Sally quipped. “So are you coming?”

“Do I have a choice?” Silence on the
other end. “Sorry, stupid question. Yeah, I guess so. They can only
kill me once, after all.”

“Not really.” As usual she was doing
her best to make me feel worse. “See you in a few.”

I hung up. This did not bode well
for me. Three months ago, some serious shit had gone down. It had
all started as a joke. Sally had shipped me to China; supposedly at
James’s behest (I didn't say it was a
funny joke). When Gan, a
three-hundred-year-old spoiled vampire brat, decided she was in
love with me, her father was displeased. Unfortunately for me, her
father was the Khan, a member of the Draculas. Even less fortunate,
his way of voicing displeasure was to send a trio of his best
assassins to cut off my head. Not only had they failed, but the
whole mission had turned out to be a fatal mistake on his
part.

Unbeknownst to me at the time, he
and his people were attacked while this debacle was going on. His
forces depleted, the Khan’s coven was overrun with nary a sign of
any survivors. The rest of the Draculas subsequently pinned the
blame on me. Word had come down from them that I was expected to
make things right. The only problem was they didn’t specify
how. I had thus spent
those three months constantly looking over my shoulder.

At last, it seemed I was finally
going to get my answer. Oh, well, at least I would know and
according to GI Joe, that’s half the battle right there. Pity the
rest of it would probably be slightly less fun.


 Anticipation is a Killer

 


Both of my roommates, bless their
still-beating hearts, insisted on coming along after I filled them
in on the news. Part of it was their friendship to me, of which I
was grateful. As for the rest, well I wasn’t entirely stupid. I
knew morbid curiosity when I saw it.

While I was in China, James had
absentmindedly dropped the name Alma to describe their enemies. An
internet search had revealed that Alma was the Mongolian name
for Bigfoot. To
say that my friends, Tom especially, were excited about the
prospect of a vampire/Sasquatch showdown would’ve been an
understatement. Hell, if I weren’t the one in danger of becoming a
casualty of this grudge match, the eternal geek in me would have
been pretty darn stoked about it too.

Still, their willingness to stand by
my side was welcome. Unfortunately, as I explained to them, I
couldn’t bring them to my meeting with Sally. Normally vampires and
humans mix about as well as people and nacho platters. As the
leader of Village Coven (It’s been almost
a year and that name still sounds stupid!),
I had decreed that my friends were off-limits. Even Sally had to
agree with that one, as they had helped us both out on more than
one occasion. Unfortunately, whoever was coming to see us wasn’t a
part of my coven and thus weren’t beholden to my rules. If they
were parched from their journey, then my roommates would make handy
refreshments. I couldn’t let that happen.

Thus, to all our chagrin, I had to
turn them down and take a solo trip on the N-train toward
Manhattan. Well okay, I wasn’t entirely alone. I had dozens of
potentially horrific demises running through my head to keep me
company. Lots of fun, I tell you.

* * *

The center of my undead “empire” is
a place we simply refer to as the office. My coven rents out a few
floors in a building close to NYU. We have lots of places both in
and under SoHo (sewers may stink, but they
tend to be free of pesky things like sunlight). Albeit currently a lot of that space is empty. A while
back, half of my coven ended up permanently dead thanks to a combo
of the Khan’s assassins and this little spat we had with another
coven from Queens. Since then, despite Sally’s constant nagging,
I’d been hemming and hawing my way out of replenishing our
ranks.

I’m sorry, but I have a conscience
about these things. For starters, I had no desire to refill my
coven with the current types that dominated it. When I first
“joined” the ranks of the undead, Village Coven was entirely
populated by two types: uber-hot, but entirely vacuous, females,
and pretty-boy douchebags. Sally was the lone exception. She was as
hot as they come, but could think circles around the rest. Hell,
I’m not exactly an idiot myself, and I’d still think twice before
going against her in a battle of wits.

As for recruiting people more like
me, well that had its own problems. I had little doubt I’d be able
to find a small army of comic book geeks who would gladly join the
ranks of us night stalkers. But, did the city really need a
population of dorks suddenly thinking they’re superheroes? Trust
me, I’ve been there. Vampire powers or not, it doesn’t work out
well.

I pushed all those thoughts out of
my mind as I arrived at the office. As much fun as it might be to
imagine myself as the leader of a group of vampiric
X-Men, it wasn’t the time
for such distractions.

I took the stairs. I might not be
much to look at, but being a vampire has its advantages for
anyone, regardless of
whether they look like they’re allergic to exercise equipment. As
usual, the stairwell was empty so I was able to run up to our floor
at a pace that would have left an Olympic sprinter wheezing. Just
for the record, not all parts of being a vampire suck.

Also, as was typical, I felt a
shudder of revulsion pass through me as I walked through the doors.
The desks up front were manned and going full force. Rather than
let the coven hunt for prey openly, Sally had instituted a
half-assed suicide hotline to lure in victims. It kept the coven’s
larders full while ensuring that most of the humans we harvested
were those who wouldn’t be missed. Sorry, her words, not mine.
Personally, I found the whole thing to be so evil that Satan
himself would probably step back and say, “Whoa!”

At that moment, though, I had other
things with which to occupy my mind. I strode past the rows of
desks and went straight toward the back corner where Sally had
commandeered an over-sized executive suite. She definitely didn’t
believe in suffering for the cause.

Seated at a desk outside of her
office, was Starlight. She was a strikingly beautiful
African-American woman. Though in her forties, she was eternally
stuck in the body of a twenty-one-year-old fashion model, but what
a body it was. Unfortunately for her, Starlight was a genuine
sweetheart, just not an overly bright one. Both of these traits
meant she was easy prey for manipulation, and Sally was a grade-A
manipulator. She had continually coerced Starlight into acting as
her personal secretary...so much so, that I had given up trying to
do anything about it. There were far worse fates.

“Hey, Bill,” she said, seeing me
approach. “You can go right in, Sally’s expecting you.”

I smirked. Technically speaking, I
was in charge. I could go wherever and whenever I pleased...at
least as far as the rest of the coven were concerned. To them I was
this fearsome predator, a beast of legend even amongst
vampire-kind. They all afforded me respect that far outweighed what
I deserved. Sally, however, knew the truth, and though she kept up
appearances for the others, I had to tread more lightly around
her.

“Thanks, Star.” I walked in,
shutting the door behind me.

I half expected the room to be full
of hooded figures hissing at me to kneel while they proceeded to
dole out my punishment.

Instead, I found myself alone with
Sally...and she was naked.

Well, okay, she was only naked in my
mind. But then, she always was. In actually she was seated behind
her desk (fully clothed,
sadly) where she dismissively motioned for
me to sit while she continued chatting on the phone.

“Wednesday? Sorry, mornings don’t
work for me,” she said casually into the receiver. “How about the
evening? That’ll work. No, it doesn’t have to be here. We can do
this over drinks. Great. I can’t wait to see the layout. You, too.
Talk to you soon,” she finished in a chipper tone before hanging
up.

She turned to me as I just sat there
looking at her expectantly. “Sorry about that. The Village Voice is running a story
on the hotline and wanted to know if I was available for an
interview.”

“I’m so happy for you,” I replied
coldly.

“I know, isn’t it great?”

“Oh, yeah, killing off the city’s
poor and defenseless...real great.”

“You have no head for business, you
know that?” she sniffed.

“I could care less as long as I get
to keep mine.” I looked around. “So what’s going on?”

“You’re early, I guess. Nobody’s
here yet.”

“Great. I love getting extra time to
stew in my juices right before being executed.”

“They’re not going to execute
you...at least I don’t think
they’re going to.”

“How reassuring.”

“Listen,” she leaned over the desk
toward me. Her new angle afforded me a generous view of her ample
cleavage. Noticing where my eyes were headed, she quickly added,
“They don’t talk back...especially not to you. Eyes up here while
you still have them.”

“Sorry.”

“Bullshit,” she replied offhandedly.
“As I was saying, I doubt execution is on their minds.”

“I got one of the Draculas
killed.”

“Supposedly got one of the Draculas
killed,” she corrected. “There’s been no proof, at least none that
I’ve heard of. The Khan is missing until proven otherwise. Besides,
you didn’t do it on purpose. Stupidity is not as serious a crime as
treachery.”

“Thanks...sorta.”

“What I mean is, the Draculas aren’t
known for dicking around. If they had wanted you dead, that would
have been it. You would have been dusted before we ever got a
chance to talk about it. Trust me. These guys are big on making
examples of people.”

“Maybe because of this Freewill
crap, they...”

“It wouldn’t matter. Legends or not,
if they wanted you dead that would be it. Think about it. The
Khan’s people gave you tons of ‘chosen one’ bullshit,
right?”

“True.”

“And yet it still didn’t stop him
from ordering your death just because his little bitch of a
daughter decided she wanted to elope with you.”

I winced a little at the memory of
Gan. I had no doubt there was still unfinished business there, at
least as far as she was concerned. “Gan aside, I think I get what
you’re saying. Prophecies or not, the Draculas are the big dogs in
the room.”

“Yep, and they’ll piss all over you
without a second thought.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“Which means,” she went on, “that
they have something else in mind.”

I couldn’t help but visibly shudder
at the implication. It might be something else other than death,
but I had little doubt it would prove to be equally
unpleasant.



Unexpected Company

 


Sally and I bantered back and forth
for about an hour, at the end of which I didn’t feel any better.
She had a ton of useful skills, but her pep talks left a lot to be
desired. She was in the middle of trying to give me an update on
the hotline when she suddenly stopped mid-sentence. She raised her
head and sniffed the air.

“No way,” she gasped.

Since Sally’s older, her senses were
more finely attuned than mine. I had barely enough time to spurt
out a quick, “What?” before the door to her office was pushed open
from the outside. In strode a very familiar face - one I had been
convinced I would never see again.

“Holy shit, James!” I said, rising
to my feet.

“Dr. Death,” he replied with a quick
grin, using my old coven name - the one I’d been given by our old
leader, Jeff AKA Night Razor. If James was pissed over what had
gone down in China, he was doing a good job of hiding it so
far.

I didn’t know what to think. On the
one hand, James had my eternal gratitude. He was the reason I was
still walking around, as opposed to lining the bottom of an
ashtray. The flipside was that he was over six hundred years old.
That put him at a power level that far eclipsed mine. If he
suddenly decided that a little revenge was in order, my options
would be limited to whining and taking it like a bitch.

For the moment, though, he didn’t
seem interested in bouncing me off solid objects. He met Sally as
she came around her desk and gave her a quick hug.

“A pleasure as always,
Sally.”

“It’s great to see you,” she replied
with a genuine smile. Sally had been James’s confidant during my
early days, which had eventually led to my rise as coven master.
“We all thought you were...”

“Dead? Yes I know,” he finished for
her.

“Guess that explains why Colin was
so pissy on the phone,” she said.

“Ah yes. My overly ambitious
assistant. Well, he may yet get what he desires,” he cryptically
stated. As far as I was aware, Colin wanted James’s job, i.e.
jurisdiction over all of the Northeastern covens. However, now that
James was back that would mean things would return to the way they
should be. Wouldn’t it?

I didn’t get a chance to ask,
though, as he then said, “We have much to discuss. But, perhaps we
should find more suitable surroundings. Sally, my dear, would you
happen to know if that café I favor is still open? I could very
much go for one of their marvelous espressos.”

* * *

To say that I felt a little surreal
would be an understatement. It felt like déjà vu. Less than a year
earlier, I had been seated at that very same café with the very
same company and the conversation, though of a different nature,
had been of the same gist: namely my fate. At the time, I had
gradually come to learn that both of them had been in favor of my
continued existence - despite my initial reluctance to believe
Sally. Since then, I had come to trust...well okay,
mostly trust, her. James
was now the X-factor, though. Something nasty had gone down in Asia
and I was the one he was most likely to blame.

Still, it was hard to feel too
condemned sitting there watching him down his third
espresso.

“Absolutely fantastic,” he sighed.
“While the selection of tea in China, forgive my pun, is absolutely
superior to what can be found here, they simply don’t have anything
that can hold a candle to this.” He held up his cup. “Alas, it was
one point on which my sire and I could never see eye to
eye.”

“You mean the Khan?” I asked,
testing the waters.

“Yes,” he replied, his eyes somewhat
distant.

“How is he?” Sally asked
conversationally. She could afford to be casual. It wasn’t her ass
on the line. Bitch!

“Sadly, I shall never get a chance
to convince him otherwise.” He placed his cup down on the table.
“The Khan fell in battle with our enemies.”

“The Alma?” I blurted
out.

“They go by many names,” he replied.
“Some of which are not to be used lightly. Names carry power, even
collective ones.”

 

“Uh okay,” I said, having no idea
what he meant. “Listen, James, I’m really sorry about what
happened. I had no clue Gan...” He held up a hand to cut me off
before I could start rambling.

“Be at ease, my friend. I don’t
blame you for what occurred. Gansetseg may be impulsive, but she
gets it from her bloodline. My sire over-reacted, and I even told
him such. The Khan, however, was not one to be swayed once his mind
was made up.”

“But still...”

“But still, nothing. Our enemies attacked us en
masse. Nergui’s presence would not have made much of a difference,”
he said, referring to the chief assassin the Khan had sent. “They
had a specific goal in mind: to get our attention. In killing a
member of the Draculas, they have most certainly gotten
it.”

“Goddamn, the war against the feet,”
Sally sighed.

I looked up. I had heard that phrase
before, months back. Sally had been specifically coy about it at
the time. “What about it?” I asked.

“Ah yes,” James replied. “It’s a
vulgar simplification that many of our stateside brethren
use.”

“Maybe, but it fits,” she said and
then turned to me. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, Bill,
and since you’re a little slow on the uptake, I’ll assume that’s
the case...”

“Get to the point, Sally,” I
snarled.

“Bigfoot, or Bigfeet if you prefer
the plural. I don’t know much, I am a city girl after all, but I
know we’ve been locked in a cold war with them for like
forever.”

“Forever is not too far from the
truth,” James added.

“Okay, let’s back up for a second,”
I said. “I figured out the Bigfoot part already. Ed googled Alma
and that’s what popped up. But you’ll forgive me if I say that
makes no fucking sense.”

“Oh, please,” Sally gave me one of
her trademarked eye-rolls. “Like you have any clue as to what makes
sense.”

“Maybe not,” I shot back, “but I do
know that vampires versus Bigfoot...” I sputtered to a halt as
James shot me a warning glance. I turned my head to see our
waitress approaching. Thinking quick, I added, “would be a hell of
a movie to see on the SyFy channel. I hear Roger Corman is
producing it.”

* * *

Once our waitress had walked away,
taking with her an order for yet another espresso, I continued.
“I’m not following. Why the hell are vampires in a war against a
bunch of giant smelly apes?”

“Like you’re one to talk about
hygiene,” Sally quipped.

“Children, please,” James said, once
again echoing the conversation from nearly a year ago. “I’m sorry,
Dr. Death, but you are greatly over-simplifying matters. Were these
Bigfeet, as you seem insistent on calling them, merely apes then
there wouldn’t be an issue. You don’t see us warring against the
mountain gorillas of Uganda, now do you?”

“No,” I replied. “Or at least not
that I’ve heard of.”

“Trust me, we’re not. The creatures
you are referring to are far more than giant primates. They are
ancient forest spirits and their somewhat brutish forms are simply
how they choose to physically manifest themselves.”

“So they’re like ghosts?”

“Not quite,” he explained patiently.
He thought about it for a moment before continuing. “They’re more
akin to human stories about brownies, pixies, or gnomes...just a
tad larger.”

“And meaner too,” I replied,
remembering how one had chucked a bowling ball sized rock at me
with enough force to almost crush my ribcage.

“Quite so. Even the least of their
kind possesses the physical strength of a vampire several times
your age.”

I considered this. I had seen James
in action. The guy was practically Superman compared to me. The Khan had
been older, thus it stood to reason he was even stronger than
James. That being said, the Khan hadn’t exactly been a prime
physical specimen. Hell, that was being generous. The guy was a big
fat fuckhead of a vampire, probably tipping the scales at five
hundred easily. I looked like a Calvin Klein model next to him.
Ancient vampire powers or not, I just couldn’t envision him moving
with the same grace or speed I had seen James use. Still, that
didn’t mean he wouldn’t have been a formidable foe. For all I know,
he could’ve been the King Kong
Bundy of the undead world. If these
monsters could take him down, then what kind of chance would I
stand against them?

The thought of the Khan reminded me
that I was probably being a rude asshole. Damn, the whole vampire
lifestyle must’ve been getting to me. Enough with the self-pity. At
the very least, I could be considerate toward James. This guy was
his vampire dad, so to speak.

“My condolences,” I said.

“Eh?” he grunted, taking another sip
of espresso. Across from him, I could see Sally rolling her eyes
again.

I wasn’t a heartless bitch like her,
so I continued, “I’m sorry about the Khan. He was your sire after
all. How are you holding up?”

To my surprise, he actually chuckled
in response. “Thank you, Dr. Death. You’re the first person
actually to ask me that. I have to admit, though, once you reach my
age, feelings such as regret, remorse, or grief just don’t have the
same punch as they used to. Ogedei Khan’s passing is regrettable.
He was a piece of living history. Regardless, my dealings with him
have been limited as of the past few centuries and truthfully we
were never really close to begin with.”

“What about Gan?” Sally asked. I
knew for a fact that she despised Gan. No doubt, she was asking
because she knew the topic would make me squirm. Sally and I had an
interesting relationship to say the least. No matter how close we
might or might not be, she always took perverse pleasure in
annoying the shit out of me.

“Suffice to say, I think Gansetseg
will get over it quickly,” James replied. “She’s been in her
father’s shadow for three hundred years. Whatever grief she might
feel has been eclipsed by the opportunity it opens up. When last I
saw her, she was consolidating her father’s power base beneath her,
and being brutally efficient about it as well. Oh, by the way, she
sends her love.” He directed that last part to me, a smirk working
its way into the corners of his mouth.

I sighed in response and then glared
daggers at Sally, practically daring her to make some sort of
asshole comment. She threw me a saucy grin in return and then
changed the subject. “So where have you been? Didn’t this all go
down three months ago? That’s a long time to play dead.”

“Nothing escapes you, does it, my
dear Sally?” he commented. “A fair question. After the Khan’s coven
fell, I found myself trapped behind enemy lines. For weeks, I was
forced into the position of guerilla, pun notwithstanding. I’d bury
myself in the desert sands during the day, and then do my best to
avenge my fallen brothers during the night. Eventually I made
contact with Gansetseg’s forces and was able to get back to
friendly territory.”

“And that brings you back here?” I
asked.

“Not quite. As with any war, there
is diplomacy involved. I was summoned to Europe to meet with the
remaining Draculas and discuss options. Open warfare is in neither
of our species’ best interests. The world has changed so much since
the last time we clashed.”

I listened in rapt interest. This
was starting to get good. I was always up for a good monster versus
monster yarn. Unfortunately, Sally had to play story
cock-blocker.

“What about the Draculas?” she
asked. “With the Khan dead, there’re only twelve of them. They have
any replacements in mind?” The tone of her voice implied that she
knew something I didn’t. Not that it was surprising. Sally seemed
to be at the center of the vampire gossip circles. She was all
ears. She collected information like...well, like my roommate, Tom,
collected toys. The only difference was that her holdings were
often worth something.

“As I said, nothing escapes you,”
James replied. “What I am about to say is not public information,
but I am told I am up for consideration as a new member of the
First Coven.”

“WAY TO GO, JAMES!” I shouted and
held up my hand for a high-five.

“So much for not making it public,”
Sally sniffed. This time even James sighed. Seeing their reaction,
I lowered my arm.

“Your enthusiasm aside,” he said
dryly, “it’s not as cut and dry as that. There are other candidates
being considered as well. With the specter of war that’s currently
hanging over us, this little competition comes at an ill-advised
time. If I didn’t think it would constitute an insult of the
highest degree, I would gladly back out of
consideration.”

“Competition?” I asked. “What, do
you all have like thirty days to see who can rack up the highest
body count?”

“Nothing quite so simple, I’m
afraid. Ultimately, the Draculas will make the final decision.
However, as is often the case with multiple hopefuls, it would not
be uncommon for a few of them to drop out of the running
permanently.”

“I see.”

“Therein lies the problem. The
Draculas hold vampires of my age to a high standard, but even they
are forced to admit that trying to avert a bloody conflict while
continually looking over my shoulder is a daunting task. That, Dr.
Death, is what brings me here tonight.”

Oh, crap. I had gotten so caught up
in James’s drama that I had completely forgotten that I was also in
the Draculas’ crosshairs. That did not bode well. I remembered back
to my time in Asia. Gan had been sputtering off some nonsense about
how the Freewills of old used to lead the vampire armies against
their enemies. Fuck! I could barely keep my D&D party from
getting ambushed. I was about as far from being West Point material
as they get.

Seeing the panicky look that was
starting to appear on my face, Sally did as expected. She sat back,
took a long pull from her coffee, and smirked. Bitch! One of these
days I was going to...oh, who was I kidding? Chances are I’d have
some Sasquatch wiping me off the heel of its foot before I had a
chance to even think of something appropriately
Sally-worthy.

Instead, I decided to ignore her. I
turned to James and said, “I know the Draculas are pissed at me for
what happened to the Khan, but they’re making a massive mistake if
they think that making me a general in some half-assed army of
darkness is going to...”

I was interrupted by him spewing
espresso at me. Ewww. He choked for a moment and then dissolved
into laughter. Glad to know I was so amusing.

Finally, after a few moments, he got
himself under control. “Oh, that was rich,” he said. “I do thank
you for the laugh. It’s been a while. I’m sorry, but the thought
of you standing at
the head of our forces...well, don’t take this the wrong
way...”

“General Patton you are not,” Sally
finished for him.

“Quite true, my dear. Alas, that was
never the Draculas’ intention. They can be ruthless leaders, but
they aren’t insane. Your status as the reborn Freewill grants you
certain liberties, not the least of which is that our ruling coven
would prefer not sending you forth a lamb to the
slaughter.”

Their mockery of my abilities aside,
I breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, that’s good to...”

“I’m not finished,” James
interrupted, wiping his chin with a napkin. “Your status as a
Freewill comes with certain downsides as well. I heard from
Gansetseg about your altercation with the wizard. If they’re aware
of your existence, it’s reasonable to assume other factions of the
supernatural world are as well, including the Alma.”

“Is that why they attacked when I
was over there?”

“No. Otherwise, you would have been
a prime target. I believe that to be just a coincidence. Still, it
is prudent to assume they are aware of you by now. This is where
you come in.”

“I’m all ears,” I replied with a
complete lack of enthusiasm.

“The Alma are a caste based society.
They place great weight upon one’s station in life. Their
chieftains are given all the trappings of royalty. So too are the
rankings of enemies given great consideration. The slaying of the
Khan was a great moment for them. Much honor has been heaped upon
those responsible.”

“Yeah, but I’m just a...”

“We know,” Sally quipped.

James ignored her and continued,
“The Alma are a very spiritual race as well. Great heroes and
others who their legends speak of are afforded the same honors as
their highborn. Once again, so too with enemies.”

“I’m not even remotely following
you.”

“The First Coven has reached out to
the Alma in an attempt to avert a war. The Alma in turn have shown
themselves to at least be open to discussion. However, due to their
victory against the Khan, they see themselves as having the upper
hand. They’re willing to talk, but they insist on setting the rules
for this engagement. Their first demand was that these talks take
place in person between the upper echelons of both
sides.”

“I see where this is going,” Sally
chimed in. “The Draculas, not being stupid, aren’t about to waltz
right into the lion’s den.”

“An over-simplification, but
essentially true,” James confirmed. “Being that Dr. Death is the
long lost Freewill of vampire legend...”

“Oh, no fucking way!” I yelled,
standing up. As they stared at me, I noticed the eyes of the other
patrons in the café likewise turning in my direction. Thinking
quickly, I added, “Ten bucks for a cup of coffee? Wow this place is
expensive.” Several piteous glances came my way, but soon enough
people turned back toward their own business.

“Way to work the crowd, Bill,” Sally
commented, sipping her drink.

I sat back down and lowered my voice
before continuing, “So let me see if I’m hearing this right. The
fucking ape-men consider me to be on par with our leadership,
correct? So, being that the Draculas see me as important...yet
still oh-so-expendable, I get to go sit down with these monsters
and hope they don’t eat my fucking face. Does that sound about
right?”

“Said with your usual eloquence, but
in a nutshell, yes,” James replied.

“You do realize that growing up I
couldn’t even convince my neighbors to keep their dogs from
shitting on our lawn. I don’t know what kind of treaty you’re
expecting me to negotiate.”

“Believe me, I am all too familiar
with your somewhat unique way of communicating,” he said. “You
won’t be going in alone. This isn’t a one on one affair. You’ll be
there as a figurehead at most.”

“You should be used to that,” Sally
said out of the corner of her mouth.

“This will be more of a summit than
anything else. There will be negotiators there with you, as well as
bodyguards. I wouldn’t be surprised if other factions wished to
make themselves present as well. In short, you will be there to
preside over our side, but ultimately others will be doing the
work.”

“And if I refuse?” I asked, knowing
full well that wasn’t really an option.

“If you refuse, then I daresay the
Draculas will find some other sort of duty for you. It’s a fair bet
that whatever they choose will make this seem like a vacation in
paradise, comparatively speaking.”



Ringside Seats

 


The check came and suddenly I found
two sets of eyes looking at me expectantly.

“What?” I asked.

“Coven hospitality,” James replied,
a grin on his face. “It’s tradition.”

I turned toward Sally who gave me
her best innocent expression before replying, “Don’t look at
me.”

“You handle the coven’s finances,” I
protested.

“True, but I left my purse back at
the office.”

Grumbling, I pulled out my wallet to
cover the tab. Vampires are immortal, arrogant, and powerful...I
made a mental note to add cheap
to that description.

“Some of us still have to work for a
living,” I griped.

“Then win the lottery,” she cooed.
“Oh, wait...you get to work with me, you already did.”
Bitch!

Trying desperately to keep myself
from stabbing her with a fork, I changed the topic back to
business. “So what next?” I asked James.

“For now, just wait,” he replied.
“The details are still being hashed out, participants are still
being considered, all of that.”

“Do I get any say in all of
this?”

“Of course. You are perfectly
welcome to bring along your own contingent. They’ll be figureheads
much like yourself, but as the honored Freewill you’ll be expected
to have your own band of supporters.”

“Awesome,” I said and then quickly
added, “I nominate Sally as my first choice.”

“WHAT!?” she cried.

“You heard me,” I replied with a sly
grin. “You got me into this whole mess. If I’m destined to get
corn-holed by Sasquatch, you get to be next on deck,
partner.”

Ultimately, that was true on many
levels. Sally had gotten me into just about every mess I had found
myself in these past several months. She was the one responsible
for my becoming a vampire. Through her machinations, I became the
leader of Village Coven. Finally, she was the primary reason I had
wound up in Asia to begin with. All roads led back to Sally. It was
about time I got a chance to “repay” her.

“But, what about the coven?” she
stammered.

“Starlight can watch over things for
a few days. It’ll be good practice for her.”

“James...” Sally said, turning to
him.

He, however, just chuckled in
response. “I’m sorry, my dear. But, alas, it is his choice. He
is officially the
coven leader. There is certain protocol to be followed here.”

In response, she glared flaming,
poison-tipped daggers at me. Oh, well, when one plays with fire one
does tend occasionally to wind up with burnt fingertips.

“Now, if we’re all finished here,”
James said, ignoring the swordfight Sally and I were waging with
our expressions, “I have a car waiting. I need to get back to
Boston and continue working on things from my end. You’ll be
contacted with details soon enough.”

“Thanks, James,” I replied, albeit
there wasn’t much gratitude in my voice.

“Just one last question,” Sally
said. “Why’d you come all the way down here? I mean, if you were
giving Bill a death sentence, that would be one thing
(thanks, Sally),
but you could have said all of this over the phone.”

“True enough,” he countered, and
then added, “But then I wouldn’t have been treated to such a
wonderful evening of discourse.”

“In other words, you came for the
espresso,” I said.

“Of course. One must have one’s
priorities straight.”

* * *

I departed before Sally could corner
me. I had no desire to be chewed a new asshole. Also, it let me
leave on a smug note. If we had started talking about things, I
probably would have let slip that my desire for her to come along
was only half motivated by asshole pettiness. The truth was that,
when push came to shove, she was one hell of a person to have
watching your back. Sure, she practically jumped on every chance to
piss me off, but over the past year, she had more than made up for
it. I didn’t need to be reminded that she had almost gotten killed
defending me against the Khan’s assassins. She had even lost a hand
in battle with them. Sure, it had grown back, but it was the
thought that counted.

If there was the possibility of shit
going down during this peace conference (and let’s face facts: I’ve seen enough episodes of Star Trek
to know these never go smoothly), then I
wanted her there beside me. I had called Sally my partner as a dig
to her, but the truth was I believed it. The only downside was that
I was going to have to listen to her bitch about it all...and she
would, probably to the point where I would start looking forward to
whatever horrific death was waiting around the corner.

Speaking of bitching, I returned to
my apartment to find my roommates engaged in their typical type of
conversation.

“There’s no way the
Galactica could take out
a Star Destroyer,
end of conversation,” came Ed’s voice as I walked in the
door.

Right on cue, Tom replied with, “Two
counterpoints, dude: nukes and FTL drive. They jump in, blast the
shit out of the Empire, and jump out before Darth Vader is even
aware that he’s now floating in the cold vacuum of
space.”

Before I could add my opinion
(the Enterprise E’s quantum torpedoes
would fuck up anyone’s shit), they both
turned toward me.

“Since you’re here,” Ed asked, “is
it safe to assume that the words ‘immediate execution’ didn’t come
up?”

“Thankfully, no. In fact, it wasn’t
so bad. I thought they were sending some vampire goon squad.
Instead, I wound up spending the night sipping espressos with
James.”

“Ozymandias?” Tom asked, referring
to the pseudonym James used back when my coven was still run by
Jeff.

“The one and the same.”

“I thought he was missing in
Mongolia,” Ed said.

“Not anymore. He’s back and
apparently up for a big promotion too.”

“Awesome,” Tom replied. “It never
hurts to have friends in high places.” If anyone knew about that
concept, it was him. He worked over in Manhattan’s financial
district. As he was fond of telling us, it was a game of kissing
ass and gaining favor with the higher-ups. “You just pucker up,
apply some super glue, and latch on,” he once said.

Ed continued, “I’m assuming he
didn’t drive in just to tell you about his new executive parking
spot.”

“You assume correctly.”

“Spill, dude,” Tom said.

So I did. I spent the next half-hour
telling them about how I was supposed to be the vampire nation’s
new peace envoy and how my status as the Freewill of vampire legend
afforded me this high “honor.”

“And if you just happen to get
snuffed in the process,” Ed surmised, “these Draculas can just sit
back and say ‘too bad, so sad.’”

“That’s about the size of
it.”

“I think that settles things,” he
said. “You’ve been putting it
off for too long.”

It took me a second, but then I got
his drift. “No way. It’s too dangerous. Who the hell knows what’ll
happen?”

“What’ll happen is it’ll save your
life if those Sasquatches decide to make you their sacrificial
lamb.”

“We don’t even know if it’s
controllable,” I protested. “It only happened those two times. For
all I know it was just a fluke.”

Ed gave me his most condescending
look, the one he reserved for when he thought I was acting like a
stupid child, but I held my ground. I wasn’t quite ready for what
he was suggesting.

See, being a Freewill came with a
few other perks above and beyond what a normal vampire could do.
For starters, there’s the ability for which it was named: the power
to resist the mind control of another vamp. Strong vampires can
control weaker vamps and even humans with enough concentration. I
was glad for that ability. Nothing worse than some asshole giving you a
compulsion and having no choice but to follow it through, no matter
how demeaning it might be.

Of somewhat more practical use was
the ability somehow to leech another vampire’s strength. Most
vampires aren’t able to drink another vamp’s blood. Something about
it is incompatible with their systems, violently so. In our tussle
with the Khan’s assassins, I had seen Sally take a bite out of one
of them. The effort had saved me, but reduced her to a retching
basket case for the next several hours. It’s different with me,
though. Not only can I drink vampire blood, but doing so
temporarily turbo-charges me with their power. I could go from zero
to hero with just a swallow. The more powerful the vampire, the
more power I absorb. The only downside to this was that I had to
get in close enough for a bite, something that most weren’t exactly
keen on letting me do.

Unfortunately, though, that’s almost
the extent of my knowledge. I’m the first of my kind in over half a
millennium, so the records weren’t exactly up to date as to what
else I could do. There’s more, though, and some of it was
frightening as all hell. Twice, during my ordeal from a few months
back, I lost control. The first time I recovered quickly. The
second time, Sally had been near death. The rage I felt had pushed
me over the edge. I don’t know what happened next except that
something about me changed and I was suddenly able to take on two
vampires whose power both eclipsed mine by many times over. Take
your pick of either Bruce Banner or Dr. Jekyll, but either way I
had something similar in me. The only question was
what? Since then, I
hadn’t been in any utterly enraging situations, nor had I given in
to my friends’ insistence that this was something that needed to be
tested. I had nothing against a power boost, but not at the risk of
waking up to find myself ankle deep in the blood of my
buddies.

“Not worth the risk,” I stated
adamantly.

“But...”

“No! Not going to happen. It’s one
thing for you two to continually stab, slice, and set me on fire to
chart my powers, but this is just too dangerous. We’ve all seen
enough movies to know that the ‘we’ll stick you in a cage while you
transform’ scene always ends badly.”

Ed considered this. “I get what
you’re saying, Bill. But still, this whole scenario has a bad vibe
to it. If things turn to shit, you’re going to need every advantage
you can get.”

“That’s why I’m bringing Sally.
She’ll be there to watch my backside.”

“But who’s going to watch
hers?”

“Us,” Tom chimed in. Ed and I
stopped speaking and turned to him questioningly. “We’ll be there
watching her ass, amongst other things,” he said.

“Hold on just a sec...”

“Didn’t you just tell us that you
were allowed to bring a contingent of supporters?” he asked. “Well
who else is going to support your sorry self better than
us?”

“No fucking way...”

“My point exactly,” he stated. “No
fucking way are we missing a possible vampire/bigfoot death match.
Not happening. Even if you weren’t my bud, I’d still be sneaking
along just to see that shit.”

“He does have a point,” Ed said. “A
couple of them actually, which is probably a new record for
him.”

“It’s settled then!” cried Tom
jubilantly.

I tried protesting some more, but I
could tell my words were falling on deaf ears. I couldn’t help but
think, Great! Now, not only do I get to
die, I get to do it with my friends cheering me on.


 Friends
Don’t Let Friends Drink and Dissect

 


The first half of the weekend was
surprisingly pleasant. I went over to the coven, as usual; however,
Sally was nowhere to be seen. She was apparently still miffed at
me. Oh, well, she’d come around. I knew, deep down, she would
eventually see things my way. We were partners, after all...perhaps
for all of eternity. She’d never admit it of course, but when push
came to shove I had (almost) no doubt she’d be there
backing me up.

Still, it was nice to spend some
time looking at the eye candy of the coven without her harping in
my ear about something or other. Being king is only good so long as
you don’t have a bitchy prime minister continually spoiling your
fun.

Sunday was game day. No, not
that game. I had little
interest in whoever was going to be kicking the Giants’ asses on
that or any other weekend. No, I meant my weekly
Dungeons & Dragons game. I left the coven while it was still dark to head toward
scenic Newark, New Jersey. The game didn’t start until late
morning, but heading over while the sun was shining wasn’t a
particularly smart move for one such as me. Fortunately, I knew my
game master, Dave, would already be up and waiting.

Dave was a third-year medical
resident. He was also one of the few humans, outside of my
roommates, who knew that I was a vampire. His plan was to go into
pure research after he finished with his residency. It wasn’t for
any altruistic reason such as helping mankind. No, it was because
he pretty much hated everyone he saw on a day to day basis.
Probably a good call, as I think it’s safe to say that most of us
prefer to put our lives in the hands of people who don’t openly
despise us.

I had told Dave my secret because I
needed his help to become a permanent telecommuter. In return, he
had been almost giddy as a schoolgirl. He saw me as his ace in the
hole. In return for his help, I agreed to give him tissue samples
to use in his research. His plan was eventually to come up with
some sort of miracle drug, based off of vampire DNA, that would set
him up for life.

We had to keep things on the down
low, of course. Letting humans in on the secret of our existence
was generally frowned upon. It wasn’t too hard to assume that human
experimentation on vampires was probably an even more massive
no-no...one that, if discovered, would most likely result in me,
Dave, and everyone we knew being wiped off the face of the Earth
with extreme prejudice.

That concept in of itself made me
nervous enough. That Dave had begun to exhibit signs of turning
into a mad scientist was likewise starting to worry me. I had
little doubt he conducted his research while giggling manically to
himself. Still, he was my friend...no matter how nutty he was
becoming.

Little did I know, he was preparing
to ratchet up the crazy, although I should have suspected. Let’s
face facts: when I step into a shit-storm, it rains down upon me
with all the fury that Mother Nature has at her
disposal.

I knocked on his door just as the
first rays of sunlight were beginning to peek over the horizon. As
expected, he was waiting for me.

“Come on in. I have a few new tests
this morning.”

I just stood there looking back at
him. “Hi, Dave.”

“Sorry. Hi, Bill. How are you this
fine morning?”

“I’m fine. How are you?”

“Wonderful. Now get the fuck in here
before I kill your character.” Yep, that’s Dave, straight to the
point and not afraid to use threats to get there.

During my short tenure as a vampire,
I had been poked, prodded, lanced, and burned so many times; I
almost didn’t notice it anymore...almost being the operative word.
That’s a bit of bullshit from Hollywood. You see, in most movies
Dracula will just stand there, being pelted by bullets and laughing
as his cold dead flesh absorbs the damage. Unfortunately, while
real vampires may technically be just as dead, there’s nothing
wrong with our nerve endings. Somehow, those work the exact same
way as they always did. Therefore, while I could definitely absorb
a hail of gunfire, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t wind up huddled in a
fetal ball, crying. Apparently, when we get turned into vampires
our bodies don’t get the memo to stop transmitting the ouchies to
our brains.

Sadly, when asked if this was
something he could look into during his research, Dave responded
with, “Suck it up like a man.” Some days I think I need to find
friends who are more human and less asshole.

I followed him in and shut the door
behind me. Fortunately, his place was vampire safe during the day.
The guy kept his apartment as dark as a cave. It was perfect for
both gaming and not bursting aflame. Being that we still had a few
hours before the rest of the party arrived, I followed him to the
back room where he kept a makeshift lab.

“How’s the research
going?”

“Same as usual,” he sighed. “Until I
get some corporate backing, I’m stuck using whatever shit I can
purloin from hospital storage.”

I laughed. “You’re like Dr.
Evil...if he shopped at Walmart.”

“Tell me about it. I’ve been working
on this stuff for the better part of a year. Figured I’d have some
breakthroughs by now.”

“Still nothing?”

“Almost. I mean I’ve isolated some
bizarre protein strands in your blood, but I’m fucked if I know
what they do. Originally I figured it was some sort of virus in
your system...”

“Like in Blade?”

“Yeah, but no such luck.”

“Oh, well, you tried,” I said,
turning back toward his living room. I can’t say I would be too
sorry to see this end. I couldn’t help but feel like a lab rat
around Dave as of late.

“Not so fast. (Damn!) It doesn’t mean I’m giving up.
I think it’s time to refocus my efforts.”

“Define ‘refocus.’”

“I need to take this back to square
one, watch what happens during the vampire turning
process.”

That caught my attention, and not in
a good way either. Yeah, Dave was definitely starting to get a Dr.
Frankenstein vibe to him.

“I really hope you’re not suggesting
I bite someone, just so you can watch them go from living to
undead. That’d be kind of fucked up.”

He shot me a withering glare.
Apparently, he had been taking lessons from Ed. “Do I look like I
want to go to jail? Let’s be serious here for a second. I want a
nice comfy research grant, not to wind up some convict’s
bitch.”

“Then how...”

“Did you learn nothing in college?
When science wants to test something, we turn to our four-legged
friends.” With that, he pointed out a little tank sitting off in a
corner of the room. Inside was a bunch of white mice.

“You want me to put mice in my
mouth?”

Dave chuckled in response. “If I was
going to do that, it would be to post the pictures to Facebook. No,
while the thought of you chewing on rodents is amusing, I’d prefer
to obtain a venom sample so I can test it under controlled
conditions.”

“Venom?”

“For lack of a better word, yeah.
Since I can’t seem to isolate a virus, it stands to reason there’s
something else in a vampire bite that causes the change. It might
be saliva, but I’d be willing to bet it has to do with those nasty
canines you’re sporting.”

I rolled my eyes
(guess Sally was starting to rub off on
me). “Did you ever think that maybe it’s
beyond knowing...supernatural and all that crap? Maybe it’s
just magic.”

Dave gave me a look that suggested
his opinion of me was rapidly being downgraded. “In the Middle
Ages, people thought the sun was magic. Hell, if you showed your
cell phone to certain tribes in the Sumatra today, they’d either
worship you or burn you at the stake. Magic is just a bullshit term
for stuff we haven’t figured out yet. I, for one, intend to figure
it out.”

“Okay fine, I’ll humor you. So how
are we going to do this?”

“The same way they milk
snakes.”

“Dude, I know you work long hours
and don’t have much time for a social life, but no way are
you milking me.”

“Would probably be the most action
you’ve gotten in a while,” Dave sniffed. “But let’s not be stupid
here.” He grabbed a cup from a shelf. The top was covered in a
plastic membrane. “Here, bite this.”

To say I was somewhat less than
impressed would be an understatement. “You do realize how batshit
insane this is, right? I mean outside of the stupidity of
milking me for venom,
you’re planning on using it to make vampire mice? Seriously, tell
me that’s not a low-budget horror movie in the making.”

“I have it covered,” he insisted. “I
have welders’ gloves for any handling that needs to be done. The
tank is reinforced Plexiglas, and it’s sitting right next to the
window. All I have to do is open the blinds.”

“And if one should
escape?”

“I bought three dozen mousetraps and
a pound of raw, bloody, chop meat.”

I blinked in surprise at that last
one. “Well, okay that is pretty fucking clever.”

“Thank you. Now bite,” he commanded,
handing me the glass.

I sighed. Oh, well, in for a penny.
I extended my fangs then also blackened my eyes - hey, might as
well make a show of it - and did as asked. About a minute later, he
said that was good enough and took back the glass. I don’t know if
it was venom or just my drool, but there was definitely something
collected inside of it.

“Just one more thing.” He placed it
to the side and began rummaging in a nearby desk.

“Let me guess, more blood samples,”
I groused, starting to roll up my sleeve.

“Not quite.” He turned back to me
holding a pair of garden shears. “Take off your shoe.”

“Why?”

“I need a more extensive tissue
sample so I can continue testing your regenerative
abilities.”

“More extensive?”

“I figure one of your little toes
should work. I’d ask for a finger, but I know you do a lot of
typing.”

I held up my hands and started
backing away. “Whoa there, Hoss!”

“Oh, don’t be such a baby. It should
grow back before you even leave here today. Didn’t you say that
other vampire’s entire hand grew back?”

“Sally.”

“Whatever. It’s not like I’m asking
to cut off your dick. It’s just a little toe. Evolution-wise,
they’re not even necessary anymore.”

“I don’t care. I’m not letting you
prune my digits, no matter much unnecessary they are.”

“Pity. I was planning on dropping a
vorpal weapon into the game. Doesn’t Kelvin use a saber?” he asked,
referring to my character.

“Not gonna work.” That lasted all of
two seconds before I blurted out, “What kind of plusses are we
talking about?” Damn my weakness for treasure.

“Four at the least.”

“I don’t know...”

“Oh, and did I mention that the
lovely Princess Sheila was looking for a royal concubine? You did
save her from those giants after all.”

“That’s low, dude.”

“I’m not above bribery. So about
that shoe...”

“No. No fucking way. Not going to
happen. I don’t care if you throw in the armor of the elder gods
too. There is absolutely nothing you can say to convince
me.”

* * *

Ten minutes later, there was a knock
on Dave’s door. It was the cops. Guess his neighbors got a little
freaked out by all the screaming. What a surprise. It’s amazing
just how many nerve endings are contained in one little
toe.



Diplomatic Immunity

 


Outside of a citation for disturbing
the peace, the rest of the game was fun...especially my ill-gotten
gains. I could tell the rest of the party were miffed that I seemed
to be the golden boy this week, but oh, well. I didn’t see them
offering up any digits in the name of science.

Dave was right, too. By the time I
got home and took off my shoe (stuffed
full of blood-soaked bandages), my foot was
whole again. One wouldn’t have known that just a few hours earlier,
in a fit of apparent insanity, I had voluntarily let my so-called
friend dismember me. Why did I have a feeling all of that was going
to come back and bite me in the ass? Oh, well, I’m sure that’s a
horror to contend with for another day.

Little did I know that other horrors
were even now awaiting me...and it was just the first day of the
goddamn week.

* * *

I was sitting on our living room
couch, still marveling at the fact that I had ten toes again, when
our front door opened. Tom walked in, but before I could voice a
greeting, his girlfriend, Christy, entered in tow. Wonderful. Just
how I like to end my weekend - in the company of my would-be
killer.

I started humming the refrain from
Rob Zombie’s Dragula, specifically the part about burning through the witches. I
found myself doing that a lot lately while in Christy’s presence.
For some reason it was soothing. Go figure.

Tom took her coat and put it in the
closest. Great, that meant she would be staying for a while. I was
just getting ready to stand, intent on retreating to the relative
safety of my bedroom, when she walked over and sat down next to me.
That was surprising. Christy and I had a bit of an unspoken rule
about not being in the same room together for extended periods of
time.

Thus, I was caught even more off
guard when she said, “Hey, Bill. How’s it going?”

I did nothing but blink for a few
seconds, most likely looking like a moron. She and I had said maybe
ten words to each other in the past few months and most of them
were inarticulate grunts of begrudging acknowledgement.

I opened my mouth, not really sure
what would come out...although expecting something like, “Hey,
yourself. Eaten either Hansel or Gretel lately?”

Before I could say anything, though,
Tom jumped in. “Want a beer, Christy? How about you, Bill?” he
asked, rummaging through our fridge.

“No thanks, hon,” she cheerfully
called back.

“I’ll take one,” I said. I had a
nagging feeling I’d need it.

“So,” she started. “Tom told me
about the peace conference.”

What? Christ, I really needed to
stop telling him everything. The guy had a big fucking mouth,
especially when it came to women. He’s one of those people for whom
it does not take a lot of effort to fuck their brains
out.

My eyes narrowed at Christy, but I
answered pleasantly, “Excuse me for one second.” With that, I
grabbed the TV remote, turned, and chucked it at Tom; hitting him
square in the side.

“Ow!” he yelled while I turned back
to Christy.

“Now what was that?”

She replied as if I hadn’t just
assaulted her boyfriend with a hunk of plastic. “Tom filled me in
on the conference. I talked it over with my coven
(witches have covens too...the assholes
stole the idea from us vampires) and they
think we should go too.”

I’m glad Tom hadn’t retrieved my
beer yet because I would surely have choked on it at that moment.
“What?”

“Well, at least Harry does,” she
said. Harry Decker was the leader of Christy’s coven, the VP of
marketing at my company, and a complete nutcase. He was a firm
believer in some dumbass prophecy proclaiming my existence heralded
the end of wizard and witch kind. Thus, through faulty circular
logic, he concluded that if I were to die, then this magic
apocalypse wouldn’t occur. He had come pretty close to making good
on the threat too. At the end of things, though, I managed to live
and he wound up with a bloody nose. Since then - outside of a petty
attempt to get me into trouble with our HR department - he had been
lying low; however, I knew it was only a matter of time before he
became a thorn in my side again. Guess it was springtime, because
it looked as if that flower was blooming.

“Really?” I arched an eyebrow at
her, Mr. Spock style.

“Yes,” she replied conversationally
as if we were discussing shades of paint rather than vampires and
Sasquatches.

“Why?”

“Because this has potential
repercussions for us all. If this goes badly, it could have a
ripple effect for all of the races: Fae and demonic
alike.”

“You’re shitting me right?
Fae?”

“Fairy kind,” she
explained.

“I always suspected there was a bit
of fairy in Bill,” Tom commented, walking over and handing me a
beer.

“Don’t make me look for the remote,”
I warned. He sat and I addressed Christy again. “So let me get this
straight. This meeting between the vampires and a pack of
shit-flinging monkeys has dire consequences? As a result, your
coven, a group who doesn’t exactly have my best interests in mind,
wants to tag along?”

“I already told you, the prophecy is
nothing personal.”

“Sorry. I tend to take being killed
somewhat personally.”

“That aside, the Forest Folk are not
to be...

“Forest Folk?” Tom and I asked in
unison.

“Yes, the creatures you’ve upset
with your...”

“Hold on there. I haven’t upset
shit. Your kindly ‘Forest Folk’ were the ones who tried to put a
kindly forest rock through my sternum.”

“Regardless of what happened, open
warfare is simply not an option here.”

“Be that as it may,” I said, “you’re
still not invited to...wherever the hell it is.”

“That’s not for you to say. My
master has already reached out to your people in
Boston.”

My eyes opened wide. Holy shit! Not
only was this bitch hell-bent on frying my ass, but now she was
going over my head too. Talk about sticking it in and breaking it
off.

“You talked with Boston?” She nodded
in response. “The same Boston that’s aware of what you guys did
while Gan was over here?” Another nod. “And they didn’t freak out,
threaten you with death, any of that stuff?”

“No. They were quite cordial,
actually. This one vampire my master talked to -Colin, I think his
name was - he didn’t seem to like you very much.”

Motherfucker! I put my face into my
hands while I absorbed all of this.

“Really?” Tom asked. “I would’ve
thought the vampires wouldn’t be too big on you guys.”

“My people aren’t at war with the
vampires, just...”

“Me,” I finished.

“Pretty much,” she confirmed.
“Besides, we reached out to them diplomatically. There are
protocols around these types of things.”

“Jesus Christ, does everyone know
these protocols except me?”

“Yeah, it does seem you’re always
the last to find out about these things,” Tom said, echoing my
sentiment. “Maybe you should get Sally to keep you in the loop a
bit more.”

I shrugged in return and took an
extra-long pull on my beer. The way this was going, I might need a
chaser of significantly higher proof.

While I did so, Tom said to Christy,
“Cool. I guess we get to take a vacation together on the
supernatural world’s dime.”

“It’s not really a vacation, dear,”
she chided. “We’re going to be in different parties and we’ll be
traveling there separately. Technically speaking, we shouldn’t even
fraternize during it.”

“Not at all?” he asked, a mock-frown
on his face.

“Well, I guess we could sneak away
for a little...”

“I don’t need the details,” I
interrupted.

“Oh, yeah, speaking of details,” Tom
asked, “Did the vamps tell you where this was all going
down?”

“No,” she replied. “That’s still
being worked out. We should know in a week. They said once that’s
decided they’re flying in a special envoy to work with
Bill.”

“They are?” I asked, looking
up.
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