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Introduction

 


The world is a stranger place than
anyone could have imagined. Centuries of myth and fairytale have
turned out to hold some truth. Vampires have come out to the world
and are now an accepted part of functioning society. In light of
these events other human sub or super species are making their
claim to a position in this new era of human civilization bringing
to light an ancient struggle that has raged in secret since before
time. A presumed descendant of Count Dracula is now the leader of
the New Minority, the official governing body of the Legion. The
general public is instantly enamored with the charismatic
descendant of the Romanian Count. It is this quick and overwhelming
acceptance of this man and his kind that has precipitated the
reaction of other once mythical sub-species. The war that was waged
in every corridor and battlefield of the world under a veil of
secrecy has spilled into the streets. The adversaries involved have
faced each other time and time again for so long that at times the
original cause and objective have been forgotten. The leaders on
each side are now more interested in domination of the other and
elimination of mankind than resolving the issues that sparked the
Great War. Strange allegiances and ironic twists of fate shall
shape the future of all humankind on this planet. Man, Vampire and
others will have to learn to co-exist or parish in a dispute long
forgotten.
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The Reporter

 


NEWS FLASH: This morning, several
people were arrested in connection with the late night violence
that erupted after last nights demonstration at the New Minority
headquarters in downtown Miami. There was one death reported and
two hospitalizations. Oddly enough the casualties were Vampires.
More on channel 7 at 11.

 


I have no idea how long I’ve been
here. The events of the past few days seem a little fuzzy at the
present time. The nurses are cute for a change, very polite and
down right agreeable. I suspect a few of them to be Vampires. I
only see them at night and they seem much more active then the
usual bunch of night shift nurses. It is really difficult to tell
the difference between them. Then there is the one with the fire
red eyes.

 


“Good morning, baby you look good
enough to eat!” She greets me with a devious smile that makes one
wish she were serious.

 


I can remember a few things. The
assignment seemed easy enough. There were a series of
demonstrations that erupted into violence following the New
Minority’s acquisition of the former Freedom Tower building and
then after their final occupation of the offices. I was sent to
take as many statements as possible and try to put together a story
for, The Daily. All day long I had to interview people who seemed
to be appalled by the occurrences of the past days.

 


The very heated demonstrations
rivaled that of the WTO conferences during the early years of the
millennium. People here were outraged that the city council would
allow the New Minority to take over control of this historic
building. The people were volatile and extremely agitated by the
appearance of the leader of the Vampire led organization known as
the New Minority. Everyone yelled obscenities and hurled trash at
the Vampire dignitary but none would dare confront him. The story
seemed typical and leading nowhere special, there had to be more.
The victims weren’t just beat up these guys were severely hurt; one
dead and two in the hospital. This is not an easy thing to do
considering we’re talking about Vampires. There have been previous
attacks on them, but I can’t remember when one was put into
intensive care.

 


No one had a clue about what had
happened. There was the usual demonstration by Vampire activists
protesting the current administrations’ policies involving the “New
Minority.” Three of the vamps were somehow separated from the group
and were found hours later tied to crucifixes facing east. On the
top of the dead ones head was a large piece of paper with a big “K”
on it. The locals thought the Klan was up to its old tricks, but I
don’t think there’s a Klansman alive that wants to tangle with
these guys. To me it seemed odd that those beings that were so
afraid of sunlight would want their headquarters in the Sunshine
State, much less Miami. The interviewing was leading nowhere until,
Frank.

 


Frank Talbot is a recent transplant
from Texas. This guy was a psycho. It was not hard to tell where he
stood on the Vampire issue. Just the mention of the bashing brought
forward a barrage of obscenities followed by a lecture on the moral
objections to the New Minority and its philosophies. As the line of
questioning intensified I noticed his level of agitation mounting.
I stirred him up to the point where I was feeling uncomfortable so
I suggested we continue the next day. He agreed, and apologetically
invited me to his house for dinner the following night. I don’t
usually take complete strangers up on impromptu invitations to
visit their homes. Things like that can be dangerous in my line of
work. I was compelled by his southern charm and seemingly singular
knowledge on the subject. He also promised me the story I would
never forget. In retrospect that was quite the
understatement.

 


I arrived early and found him
toiling over a barbecue the size of Texas.

 


“Is that for me or are you expecting
an army?” I asked.

 


“I’m cursed with the appetite of a
wolf,” he replied.

 


We sat at a table inside in the
large dining room of his home out in the Redlands. His home sits on
the edge of a swampy area on the rim of the Everglades. The sun was
approaching its resting-place, what a view it was. Across the table
from me sat this man eating his meal as if it were the only thing
left on the planet. It was almost nauseating to watch. I had a
later appointment and wished to make the visit short so I
strategically veered the conversation towards the issue of
interest, Vampires. The conversation grew more and more intense as
time passed. He was again growing angry.

 


“I didn’t invite you to speak of
those scavengers of life. Man is so naïve, so vain. Do you think
Vampires are the only things that exist from your so-called
legends? If you were wrong about them; does it not make sense to
conclude that you may be wrong about others?”

 


His tone grew harsher with his
anger. He wasn’t making any sense, speaking of the atrocities
committed against his people, silly superstitions, and carrying on.
I could not understand any of it. Suddenly, he stopped ranting. He
turned to the window, looked at me, gave me the most terrifying
look I have ever seen and fell to his knees. I felt concern at
first, but the sounds that came from this man froze my heart in
fear. I wanted to turn and run yet none of my limbs would
respond.

 


He stood up facing me, his face
twisted, contorted; it seemed in pain or rage. I finally took
control of my faculties and ran for the door. In my panic I failed
to unlock one of the bolts and the door would not open. I pulled
and kicked at the door struggling to open it. Behind me the sounds
grew stranger, unrecognizable to my ears, if pain, rage, fear and
despair had a sound that was it. What I heard next sent my panic
into overdrive. I heard growling like a dog’s and the approaching
sound of nails scratching on the hard wood floor. I was
trapped.

 


“Oh no, I insulted him in such a way
that he’s sicked his pit bull on me,” I thought to
myself.

 


The ripping of flesh and clothes
were the next sounds I heard. The force of the blow was
devastating. I was slammed against the door so hard I crashed
through it. Still, I could not see the animal that attacked me. I
could only feel the cold steel-like teeth digging into my flesh and
the warmth of my blood spreading across my back. I remember
thinking I would surely die. Then, suddenly it was as if the dog
had been blown off me by a great gust of wind. I tried to get up,
but my legs failed me. There was howling and growling. I then heard
a loud snapping, the sound of bones breaking; and stranger still,
voices. I was dazed, but managed to roll onto my side to see what
all the commotion was about. I looked up and saw a big beautiful
full moon. My vision was becoming blurred; all I could make out was
the shape of two animals fighting. I blacked out, but I remember
voices in the distance.

 


“I’ve been tracking you for months,
you bastard.”

 


“Canis like you are a disgrace,”
said another voice.

 


“No, you’re the disgrace! That is
why you must be destroyed.”

 


Then, in my delirious state, I was
face to face with the biggest dog I have ever seen in my life. The
bump on my head must have been worse than I thought because he
spoke. He said:

 


“You’ll be sorry that you lived.
This is a night you’ll never forget.”

 


The last thing I remember thinking
was that I never saw or even remember Frank mentioning a dog, and
that thing talking to me didn’t look much like a pit bull. Those
words keep running around in my head.

 


“You’ll be sorry; you’ll be
sorry.”

 


The nurses say I’m lucky the man
brought me in when he did or I would be dead. I don’t feel so
lucky. They never found the dog that attacked me. I had to take the
whole series of rabies vaccine, just in case. The pain is
unbearable, the nightmares are terrible and my appetite is
insatiable. The doctors say I should be able to go home soon. I
hope not. I don’t know how I’m going to get along without the
painkillers they provide. Life without the attention of all those
nurses is surely going to be unbearable. I think when I leave here
I’ll ask that red eyed vamp if she minds making house calls. With
my luck, she’ll charge extra for that!

 


It’s good to be home. The pain is
gone and I feel like a million bucks. The doctors worked some kind
of magic. I have never felt this good. There is still one drawback,
man, am I hungry. It turns out the red-eyed vamp’s name is Katya.
She told me that tonight is her night off and she’s coming to see
me. Just can’t wait. I’ve never been with a “red eyed vamp” before.
They say those are the best. They are supposed to be ferocious
lovers. I hope she wants to go to dinner. I’ve had a lot to eat but
I’m still starving.

 


There she is, right on time. It’s
just after sundown, so she has to be hungry. I’ll ask her when she
gets in. Man she is really looking good tonight. No wonder all the
girls are going vamp. Look at her, who knows how old she is and she
looks great and she’ll never look older. I don’t mind the paleness.
Hey, wait a minute; she’s looking a little too rosy cheeked. What’s
going on here? Wait till she gets in.

 


Just my luck, she stopped over at
her blood slave’s house on her way here. I guess I’ll have to wait
for dinner. I wonder what could be in store for me tonight. Great,
she wants to go dancing. I hear the Kitchen Club is really jumping
these days and I know how much these vamps love the industrial
scene. A night out on the town with a gorgeous red-eyed vamp, what
more could a man ask for? It’s going to be a night to
remember.

 


Katya knows her way around the club
scene pretty well. I can’t believe how many people come over to
greet us. It’s amazing how fast the Vampire thing has caught on in
Miami. Miami has always been that type of town. Whatever the trend
at the time; it’s bound to be in Miami. Look at her move, it’s
astounding the way she sways her hips to the beat of the
music.

 


The smoked filled air adds a sense
of dreaminess to her motion. She invites me to dance with her. We
move to the sound of Peter Murphy’s “…Cuts You Up…” Remarkable, I
don’t think I have ever heard it this way before. She starts moving
closer to me a step at a time and every step an eternity as she
glides from side to side. She puts her hands behind my back as she
draws herself closer to me. We move together as if in a trance. Her
hands roam all over my body as she gently kisses my skin, tracing
the surface of my flesh from my chest to my neck. All I need now is
for her to bite me.

 


To tell the truth it wouldn’t even
faze me. I feel better right now than I have ever felt with anyone.
Her pale soft skin pressed against mine. I can feel every curve of
her voluptuous body. Her chest heaves underneath her breast,
rubbing against mine giving me so much pleasure. I bathe in her red
eyes gleaming brighter with every moment of her mounting
arousal.

 


I open my eyes and we’re back in my
house, in my room, on my bed, naked! How did we get here? I don’t
remember leaving the club. Who cares? My god she’s beautiful.
Nothing like what you would expect from those old Vampire movies.
Her lips feel like petals on my skin as she follows the trail of
veins leading from between my legs to the top of my neck. Her
breasts are so firm and round under my caress, she is leaning
forward, she opens her mouth, I think she is going to bite me! Oh,
yes, please! Hey, what’s that smell? What the hell? Three of the
biggest hairiest men I have ever seen are in the room with us. If
werewolves are real, these guys are good examples.

 


One snatches Katya by the neck and
lifts her off the bed. I leap to the floor to do, I don’t know
what, exactly, and one of them pins me against the wall.

 


“We’ve been tracking you since you
left the hospital,” said the one with the big head.

 


“You have an appetite for Vampires
and we couldn’t let you make that mistake. You belong to us now.
Before the night is through, you will definitely have the story of
your life. Too bad you won’t be able to tell anyone.”

 


I watch frozen with fear as Katya is
struggling under the grip of that hulking wolf thing. Now she looks
every bit the movie Vampire one grew up with. Her blood shot red
eyes are bulging out of their sockets, her once beautiful face
twisted up in rage and her over sized canines flared in a vain
attempt to threaten her attacker. You can hear the bones in her
neck popping, but still she fights. Finally, the wolf pins her to
the ceiling and buries a claw filled paw in her heart. Blood gushes
everywhere as she struggles to the last drop. They tie her to a
chair in the living room by a window facing east.

 


“Come with us now and
live.”

 


How do you argue with a beast that
has just

wasted a Vampire?

 


 


****************

 


Anna Belle Lee

 


Bruno Castañeda stood in the center
of his gallery surveying the fruits of a lifelong commitment to his
God given talent. The sun had long set, the street lights had long
been lit, the storefronts had long been closed, the inquisitive art
gawkers that had filled the spaces were long gone, but he stood
basking in the gleam that ages of living in gloom had seduced from
his soul. He walked slowly through the corridors of the
thirty-three thousand square foot space of the Miami design
district’s Annabelle Lee Gallery. As he strolled along the pathways
created by the mock walls on which his canvases display his art,
the memories of the inspiration that drove every piece streams
through his mind. Suddenly out of the corner, his eye catches the
figure of a woman standing in one of the many dark corridors
silently contemplating one of his more poignant pieces. Her face is
hidden by her long dark hair and her posture projects an elusive
sadness. After chasing away the goose bumps, he approaches her and
gently addresses the visitor.

 


“Greetings, I hope it’s not the
piece that makes you so melancholy. It is but an apparition that
lurks in the deepest darkest corridors of the artist’s
imagination.”

 


“It is a lovely piece,” she replies,
still ever so sadly.

 


“I see the pain in her eyes; I feel
the anger and frustration in her soul. Will she ever be released?”
the lady continues her inquiry.

 


“It is in her power to do so. I
still don’t know if she will,” he replies.

 


His memories drift to a distant
dream that once had been his life. A life before the grand
acceptance, when hiding and plotting was the way of life for him
and his kind.

 


Bruno worked the night shift at the
student gallery after his night classes. He managed to convince the
curator to allow him to keep it open all night so that students
with a case of insomnia as bad as his had other things to do
besides get drunk. It was his ability to charm perfect strangers
into deep conversations on their feelings for the art and his power
to influence their perceptions that made him such an asset to the
gallery and a vicious self-promoter. He worked hard at both and
every night he would meet the most interesting people and extract
their opinions on life, art and happiness. One night while the
museum was oddly empty, the phone rang. It was the
curator.

 


“Bruno, I have an extremely
interesting person coming out to see you. Make her feel at home she
will be keeping you company on the night shift from now on. She’s
an art major so be nice.”

 


“Kitna, you know I operate alone, I
like doing this by myself I can’t be burdened by some newbie.
She’ll just drag me down and bore everyone with her vast knowledge
of art history or whatever. Spewing non-sense about how this artist
has influenced the work of some other in the face of adversity,
blah, blah, blah! Come on Kitna, this is my little house and my
little house music, I am the creator.”

 


He laughs knowing nothing he said
will make a difference. Still, it was fun getting her goat and
pushing the boss’ buttons every now and then. He knew it would get
him nowhere but he needed to try. With all of his charm and
attractive attributes, there were plenty of things he wished to
keep to himself. He paced the space traveling from art piece to art
piece, canvas to statue trying to select something about each that
could lead to a potential conversation with his new colleague. He
was a self-taught artist and felt contempt for all who supposed
they could explain something they couldn’t possibly experience for
they had no talent. He saved his greatest contempt for those who
called themselves professors, instructors, so on and so forth. As
he paced the remainder of the gallery he drifted in thought,
wondering what this art nerd was going to be like. For sure she
would be this ill kept mousy being with glasses, a squeaky voice
and birds nest hair balled up in a bun. He pondered his existence
with this art troll mourning for his lost liberties to express and
reign as king supreme in his domain.

 


“What am I going to do with her?” He
let out in a gasp of desperation.

 


“Going to do with whom?” said a
voice softly from behind him trying to startle him.

 


Without missing a beat he said,
“This bitch my boss wants me to work with.”



His jaw dropped when he realized
what he had just done.

 


“Let me tell you asshole, you’re not
doing anything with me unless I want you to!”

 


She crinkled up her face and let out
this devious laugh; something like Renfield only cuter. It was the
beginning of something special he could feel it. They spent the
rest of the night walking the gallery. He told her about the
telephone and security procedures. He explained to her all the
little intricacies that made that job function. By the end of the
night they were sitting in the center of the gallery leaning
against a bare part of the front wall.



“So, why the night shift?” she
asked.

 


“I like to engage people at night;
their emotions are not encumbered by the trappings of their
everyday life. People, who walk around at night because they can’t
sleep or feel some draw to the night, are open to deeper
conversations. I’ve made some good friends here. I’ll start talking
about a painting hanging here and before they know it, I’m hearing
about their troubles and life experiences. This allows me to draw
from those conversations as inspiration for my art
work.”

 


“You’re a painter.” She
exclaims.

 


“You say that with such conviction.
How did you know I wasn’t a sculptor or basket weaver?”

 


“You’re hands are too smooth to be a
sculptor and you seem more of a basket case than a
weaver.”

 


“Oh basket case huh, well what
brings you to the asylum?”

 


“I need the credit and it allows me
to spend more time at home with my mom.”

 


“That’s nice, the good
daughter.”

 


“Actually I stay home…”

 


Before she could get another word
out a scruffy looking character with torn jeans, plaid shirt and
black t-shirt underneath pushed the door open and called for
her.

“Hey lets go!”

 


Startled, she jumps, looks towards
the door and her expression completely changes. She looks back at
Bruno gets up and walks away.

 


“Wait, we have been here all night
and I don’t know your name.”

 


“Her name is Gabrielle, asshole!
Hurry up lets go; I can’t believe you have to do this at this time.
Isn’t there another shift or a different job you can take? And,
who’s that asshole, he seems like a freak.”

 


Her companion drags her off into the
early morning fog and they disappear into the pathways of the
university.

 


“Oh my how rude! I think I heard
somewhere that rude people taste better, or was that evil people? I
don’t know, I’ll have to look into that. Well, here comes the sun.
Where’s my relief, I have to get home I have some work to
do.”

 


A few minutes later, the curator
walks in the door.

 


“Well it’s about time, Miss Kitna.
Sheets stuck to your ass this morning?”

 


“Look here Castañeda, I’ll tolerate
that because of your talent, but do that in front of someone and
you’re through.”

 


“Ooooh, Jes ma’am.”

 


“So, how did it go with the
newbie?”

 


“She’s through, poor girl I sent her
home crying. You better line up the next one.”

 


“Bruno, you better not have done
anything stupid. If she quits I’ll get rid of the night
shift.”

 


“Sticks and stones dear, sticks and
stones… your little tart is alive and well. Oh, by the way I think
the little strumpet is adorable. I highly approve.”

 


Bruno makes his way to his studio
apartment anxious to get back to his art. He stands before an art
piece he has been working on, it is a dark image. In the forefront
sits the sad face of a young girl weeping, in the midfield is the
image of a woman lying in bed in a field of dead trees with
scattered broken and fallen headstones. In the background the
spirits dance revolving around a dark figure whose features are not
yet distinguishable. He ponders whether they should be. He has yet
to give this one a title. This is particularly peculiar for him,
since he usually starts all his pieces with a ritualistic naming of
the art. Giving his pieces a title right away helps him to deal
with the content and direct his attention between multiple
projects. He treats his paintings like scattered children looking
for faces. Children of his dreams, aspirations and conflicts
spawned by his contact with the people he meets in his everyday
life. Not this one.

 


This piece is the product of nothing
more than feelings coursing through his soul, seeping into his mind
and directing his hand. The colors of nightmares glazed with time,
over a bed of everlasting sorrow, screaming the tales of torture
and horrors suffered over thousands of years. Yet here, in this one
room studio, it seeks release at the hands of a child whose
knowledge of these events are stories passed down from ancestors
long gone. He stands alone now, with no other to share his pain. He
sets his sight inward to his soul and looks for the source of all
he creates. With a stroke he clears his mind and spills his soul
onto the canvas. He spends hours before the oversized frame of
stretched canvas and lost in this world of his creation, a mirror
to his soul and portal to his past. A past gorged in
blood.

 


“Where did you come from, and where
are you taking me?”

 


His nightly conversation with his
new creation takes a new course.

 


“What face do I give this new
torture, how deep is the wound?”

 


The day passes and even though his
hands have filled the space with strokes of colored line and fills
of tones in pitch, the dark figure remains without a face. He
finally takes his time to sleep and in his slumber fills his heart
with peace. The things that torture his soul have been there for a
long time and no amount of therapy will be able to dislodge it from
his being. Neither will any amount of sleep. The scars that blemish
his soul run entirely too deep.

 


Hours later Bruno wakes up. his
biological alarm clock keeps him completely prompt to all events.
He gathers his things in preparation for his shift at the gallery.
He takes a snap shot of his painting with a Polaroid camera so he
can continue to work on his newest creation. He sticks it up on his
mirror while he runs his shower waiting for the water to warm up.
He finds his thoughts drifting to the new co-worker and what the
expression on her face told him as she left that morning. There was
something behind that look telling him she isn’t as happy as she
played off all night. He could not put his finger on it as of yet.
He slips into the shower thinking about this “strumpet” that has
invaded his thoughts. Even in his steaming shower he could not
shake the thoughts. He gets out of the shower grabs his stuff and
heads out the door. It is dark now and the night has a nice breeze
soothing the night.

 


Bruno arrives at the gallery to find
Gabrielle waiting at the door. The evening shift kid was talking to
her; no doubt putting on a rap, hitting on the new girl. Bruno
steps up to the door and rescues his new co-worker.

 


“Get away from me kid ya botha me,”
quoting one of his favorite characters. Gabrielle looks a little
shocked but yet alleviated that he came along when he
did.

 


“Are you always such an ass?” She
says coyly.



“Actually, sometimes I’m a dick,” he
replies with a devious smile.

 


“I guess you’re proud of yourself
for being so damned clever?”

 


“Oooh, isn’t ‘Pride’ one of the
fatal sins? I better run and confess or sacrifice something
quick.”

 


“Hey, I won’t stand for any
blasphemy?”

 


“You won’t? Will you lay down for
it?”

 


“Dude, one day someone is going to
force you to make good on your innuendos. What are you going to do
then?”

 


“I guess I’ll make someone very
happy.”

 


Gabrielle laughs as she sits down on
the floor at the same spot where they last saw each other. Bruno
gets to his chair behind his desk and checks the call-back list. He
makes a few calls as Gabrielle tries to start a conversation. He
fields her attempts trying to show interest, but hard to do when
you are on the phone with someone asking ridiculous questions. At
that moment, a visitor walks into the door. Gabrielle quickly
stands up and looks at Bruno.

 


“He’s all yours, show me what you
got.”

 


Gabrielle flashes her best smile and
engages her first client guest. Bruno stays on the phone fielding
more ridiculous questions while he watches her do her thing. She is
completely disarming and quickly has the man completely charmed
with her graces. She strolls with the man through the space,
guiding him through the nuances of each piece exhibiting more
elegance than her faded jeans and black t-shirt initially reveal.
She can approach anyone and regardless of her knowledge of the
subject have him or her completely enthralled in whatever direction
she wishes to take the discussion.

 


“She’s almost as good as me,” he
said under

his breath.

 


Finally, Gabrielle walks the man to
the door and bids him farewell. As the man walks out the door, she
turns and gives Bruno a wide-eyed face gleaming smile.

 


“She could melt your soul with that
smile.” He says, again under his breath.

 


“Yeah, that was great. Did you get
some kind of contact information?” He spouts mockingly.

 


Gabrielle opens her eyes wide doing
her best imitation of the deer in the headlights and as if by slow
motion pulls out a business card from her back pocket. Now that
smile turns into a devious Cheshire cat grin and her eyes widen as
her eyebrows arch making her look a lot like the joker on most
popular playing cards. She dances around mockingly like a 5 year
old holding the only snow cone on the block.

 


“Am I good? Admit it you know I’m
good. Come on tell me, how good am I? She sings trying to get under
his skin.

 


“Sweetie, you did good, you’re
almost as good as me. I got the next one and I’ll show you how it’s
done.” He laughs to let her in on the joke.

 


She just turns around dejected
acting as if she is angry and sits with a pout on the ground
against the main wall where their first conversation ended last
time. This is the second time she tries to start where they left
off in a sense. Bruno seems to sense it and almost teasingly avoids
her by making up work for himself. A few minutes later, a women
walks into the gallery, she immediately scans the floor and walks
over to the desk. Bruno looks over at Gabrielle and smiles. He
walks to the desk to meet his guest greeting her with a smile, a
handshake and a special word. He takes control right away, leading
her to his favorite pieces doing his best to get her talking about
her feelings. After two rounds around the space, they walk to the
door. As they come near Gabrielle, Bruno stops to introduce
them.

 


“Gabrielle can you hold down the
fort for a few minutes, I’ll be right back?”

 


“Oh, sure what ever you like.”
Gabrielle responds with some sarcasm.

 


They walk out the door and disappear
into the night. A few minutes later, he comes in the door holding
two large coffees.

 


“Hi there, do you do the
java?”

 


“I like Cuban, but I’ll tolerate the
Joe for the right taste and sufficient quantities of
caffeine.”

 


“I figured. Which is your flavor
caramel or mocha?”

 


She takes the caramel with a smile
and sits back down against the wall.

 


“Okay big boy, so where’s the
contact information?”

 


He pulls out a crumpled up paper
napkin, holds it up and shows her the phone number, address and
e-mail. He pulls out a pair of bagels from a bag and sits next to
her. After the coffee was gone and the bagels disappeared in the
course of a conversation filled with jokes and heavy laughter,
Bruno brought up the end of last night’s chat.

 


“Right before you left last night
you were going to tell me something, what was it?”

 


Her expression changed, not to say
she was all of the sudden sad, it just changed. Her smile seemed to
be forced and her eyes lost their fire.

 


“Is there something wrong?” He asked
trying to catch her gaze again.

 


“I was just going to answer a
question, your question about my choice of shifts. I need to spend
time with my Mom, she’s sick and I’m the one who takes care of her.
There is no one else around I can count on.”

 


Then almost like clockwork as if set
off by some hidden alarm came a call.

 


“Hey, how long do I have to wait?
Let’s go.”

 


Gabrielle looks back startled again,
then gets up and saying good-bye with a wave walks out the
door.

 


“One day boss, one day you and I are
going to come to terms.”

 


Bruno turns away and packs his stuff
to go. His relief comes in and he goes on to follow his usual
routine.

 


The next night at the gallery, there
is a group of people huddled at the door swarming around the free
newspaper box. Bruno approaches and is taken back by the picture of
the woman he escorted last night to the café spread across the
front page under the headline ‘Killer on Campus’. He quickly pushes
through the crowd and grabs his copy then makes a b-line for the
front desk. He sits, scanning the article trying to soak up as much
information as he can gather. He picks up the phone and calls the
local police. He tells them he met the lady last night and wishes
to come in and make a statement. The police advise him that they
will be glad to send someone out to take his statement. He just
then realizes what he has done. He starts to get nervous, but he
knows he has no reason to be. A few minutes later, Gabrielle walks
in the door holding a paper. The look on her face tells everything
she is feeling. She walks over to the desk where Bruno is sitting.
She lays down the paper sits on the desktop and just waits for him
to say something. After a moment of silence she speaks.

 


“Are you okay?”

 


“I feel strange; I might have been
the last person to see this lady alive. I tried to sell her on the
idea of sponsoring the gallery and conned her into buying me
coffee.”

 


“So, what are you going to
do?”

 


“I just called the police. They are
going to send someone to talk to me.”

 


“Are you nuts? You just gave them a
prime suspect!”

 


“Maybe, but once they hear what I
have to say I should be okay.”

 


“What happens if they don’t believe
you?”

 


“I guess I’m in trouble, I’ll have
to get a lawyer or something.”

 


“Well, anything I can do to help,
I’m here.”

 


“Hey man I think you got bigger
problems than I do, you got a sick Mom at home and an asshole for a
boyfriend.”

 


“Correction, I had an asshole for a
boyfriend. We broke up last night. He said I didn’t devote enough
time to us. He thinks I’m only interested in me and my
problems.”

 


“Wow, I’m sorry.”

 


“Really, sorry about what? It was
bound to happen. I just feel my Mom needs all the attention I can
give her right now.”

 


“I’m sorry you didn’t realize what a
prick he was sooner.”

 


“Hey, cut that out, he’s a good guy
he just doesn’t want to compete with all of the distractions in my
life.”

 


“I guess some things are just not
meant to be.”

 


They walk around the space talking
about each other’s life up until that point. A few minutes later, a
well-dressed man in a solid black suit comes in asking for Mr.
Castañeda. Bruno walks up to the desk, sits on the desktop, and
starts to talk to the investigator. Gabrielle watches with concern.
A few minutes later a couple of police officers arrive and Bruno
walks away with them.

“You’ll have to handle the gallery
on your own; I have a meeting with the Man,” Bruno said with a wave
as they took him away.

 


The rest of the night went on
uneventfully. At closing time, Gabrielle goes through all the
procedures for closing up the Gallery. When she is done she walks
outside and locks the door. She leans against the wall and waits
for her ride. The moments tick by and the area becomes more and
more desolate. Gabrielle starts to get a strange feeling; almost as
if she’s being watched; she is over-run with paranoia.

 


“Fuck this,” she said as she pulls
out her cell and dials her friend.

 


“Hey, can you come get me? That
asshole is playing games. He promised to come get me tonight. I
told him it was the last time I needed a ride. I guess it’s his
idea of payback.”



“Sure sweetie; but you’ll have to
come to me; I’m in the photo lab with Carlos. He took some pictures
of me last night,” replied her friend Joanna.

 


“No problem,” Gabrielle responds
happily.

 


They say their good-byes and
Gabrielle dials campus security to request an escort to the
photography department. After a few minutes a guard arrives on a
golf cart.

 


“Hey, that was quick,” she said as
she gets on the cart.

 


“You were lucky. I was about to go
do my rounds around the parking lot when your request came over the
radio. Do you mind if I go through the lot?”

 


“Can you please take me straight to
the lab? I don’t want to keep my friend waiting, she’s my only ride
and not very patient or dependable,” replied Gabrielle.

 


The guard looked
aggravated.

 


“You know that’s on the other side
of the campus, right?”

 


“I know,” she replies, giving him as
pathetic a look as she could muster.

 


“Okay, I just wanted to make sure
you knew the inconvenience this is going to cause,” said the guard
as he sped away towards the photography department.

 


A few minutes later Rudy pulls into
the FIU parking lot. He parks his car underneath a tree near the
art gallery.

 


“I’m so fucking tired of this shit.
I’m glad this is the last time. Watch the bitch not even be there
because I’m a little late. Fucking Miami traffic! Doesn’t matter
what time it is,” he grumbled to himself as he slides out of the
seat.

 


He leans back into the car to grab
his messenger bag then slings it across his back. He slams the door
shut as he turns around and crashes into a dark figure standing
behind him.

 


“What the fuck freak?” he yells as
he is knocked back against the car.

 


Without missing a beat Rudy throws a
punch right at the intruder’s nose because in his world ‘talk is
cheap’. His fist lands squarely on the man’s nose, rocking his head
back, blood squirting out immediately, but the man just rebounds
and stares right into Rudy’s eyes with a burning glare. Rudy throws
a flurry of punches bruising his knuckles from the force of impact,
but the man just takes it all in stride and doesn’t even budge.
Suddenly, the fiend leaps on Rudy driving him to the ground. The
strange man rips at Rudy’s neck with his teeth. Rudy’s eyes widen
in a panic-stricken gaze as he struggles against his attacker.
Slowly Rudy’s struggling ceases as the life trickles out of his
body with every drop of blood the monster consumes. Rudy’s body
stiffens up, shutters with convulsions and then goes deathly still.
The dark fiend slowly rises; pulls Rudy up and sits him down in the
car leaving him slumped over as if asleep at the wheel.

 


The next day, Bruno again stands
before his painting, hoping to come closer to finalizing his latest
masterpiece. He stares at the painting for hours looking for the
place to put that masterful stroke that turns a painting from a
mere work of art to the unforgettable creation that genius is made
of and kings will kill for to call their own. For now, the best he
could hope for is to make it good enough to pass his toughest
class. His fixation on this piece is irregular, his usual modus
operandi is to work on several pieces at once and sacrifice the
masterpiece for the energy of the moment. Yet, this one piece has
invaded his soul and he has no explanation why. He fights back the
urge to rip the painting to shreds; instead, he throws a can of
paint into the air. The paint soars through the space in the room
and some specks spill on the creation. Instantly panicked by what
he is witnessing; his impulse is to try to snatch back the paint
bucket, then he notices something eerie, two of the paint drops
have landed perfectly on the canvas where the eyes should be on the
menacing figure without a face. The accidental revisions give the
figure an interestingly new look. The red eyes in an empty dark
silhouette give him a new idea. He draws from this first impression
then drags his brush and his palette filling in the necessary tones
that complete the puzzle. Satisfied he turns away and carries
himself away to sleep.

 


He wakes just in time for a bath and
a quick bite to eat. He decides to take a detour on his way to the
gallery and get something for Gabrielle too. He picks up his
favorite sandwich and a bagel with all the fixings for his favorite
assistant. He heads towards the gallery anticipating another
interesting night with the mysterious Gabrielle. As he nears the
long breezeway before reaching the gallery, he gets that chill on
his neck one gets when they sense they are being watched. He stops,
looks around him searching in the darkness. He waits for a couple
of minutes listening and watching but there is nothing, he
continues his walk this time staying aware of his environment.
After a few steps, the night silence is shattered by the desperate
screams of a woman.

 


Bruno charges towards the sounds of
desperation as he nears the edge of the breezeway, off to his right
past the shrubs and beyond some trees, he sees a gruesome site. The
figure of a man hunched over a woman who he is holding down on a
park bench ripping at her throat. Bruno leaps over the shrubs and
runs towards the scene and with all his might he pushes the man off
the girl. They roll on the ground and after a short scuffle they
both end up on their feet. Bruno is face to face with what he can
only describe as a lunatic. Eyes bulging out of his head, nostrils
flared and teeth showing like a rabid dog. The man snarls at him,
charges, then without cause, stops in his tracks, looks at Bruno,
and says “There will be another night.” The man then looks off into
the darkness of the trees and runs away with incredible speed.
Bruno turns his attention to the victim ready to give first aid,
but finds that it is too late. Her throat has been completely
ripped out. Her eyes gleam in the night with an ominous dead
stare.

 


“Is she going to be alright?” A
familiar voice calls to him from behind.

 


Bruno turns around to see who it is.
Gabrielle is standing before him with an anguished look on her
face. I’m supposed to meet Joanna here. I was a little late. Have
you seen her? He looks back as he realizes what is happening. He
turns back to look at Gabrielle but can’t bring himself to say
anything. She sees his expression, looks beyond him and screams in
horror.

 


“No, no; don’t you say it. Don’t you
say it! It can’t be! She’s not dead, it can’t be!

 


He walks towards her to keep her
away from the disturbing scene and tries to console her.

 


“Get away from me! Let me see her.
Stop, let me see her! She’s my best friend! She’s my best
friend!”

 


Gabrielle struggles against his grip
to try and reach Joanna, then crumbles in his arms weeping and
wailing.

 


“Why is this happening to me?!” she
screams towards the sky in anguish.

 


“It’s going to be alright,” Bruno
tries to comfort her to no avail.

 


“No it’s not, that’s the best friend
I have ever had. This is my fault, she was meeting me to comfort
me,” she said mumbling through her tears.

 


“They found Rudy in his car last
night. I was angry with him because he was late picking me up so I
left and now look; he’s dead too. I feel terrible. Everyone I love
dies. Why me, what have I done,” Gabrielle buries her face in his
chest and sobs.

 


Finally, campus security arrives on
the scene to find the two huddled in front of a gory mess that
rivaled anything George Romero could have dreamed up. At the police
station, the two witnesses are screened and emotionally prodded to
paint as clear a picture of the event as possible for the
investigators. They did not see each other at all until the next
day. Bruno saw Gabrielle in the hallway between classes but she
either did not see him or ignored him. He could not tell which. He
brushed it off and went on with his day. He makes his way through
his day not giving it a second thought. In the back of his mind he
knew he would see her that night. The school was buzzing with the
backlash of the events from the night before. By now everyone had
heard of the night stalker and the role Bruno had played in the
incident. Everywhere he went the stares and questions pursued him.
In every instance, that now famous cold stare was his reply. He
left school early and went home to his art and his usual nap. He
woke to the sounds of his back up alarm clock beeping.

 


“Now that has never happened
before.” He thought to himself.

He grabbed the first pair of pants
at his reach and some shirt that was lying around and headed
straight for the gallery.

 


“With the ‘Night Stalker’ scare
there shouldn’t be anyone coming to the gallery,” he assures
himself in a “sour grapes” sort of way.

Much to his dismay, there was
someone waiting at the door and it was not Gabrielle. A very
distinguished gentleman dressed in a black suit stood at the
door.

 


“Hi, I’m Bruno, sorry for the wait,
I overslept. I’ll open in a few more minutes. Come on in, have a
seat here in the front and I’ll get all the lights on and guide you
through the space. Is there any artist in particular you would like
to see?”

 


“I heard of an artist by the name of
Castañeda and I am interested in the type of work that was
described.”

 


“There must be some kind of mistake,
Sir. I’m not showing in this gallery.”

 


“I am also aware of that. I was told
you don’t show anywhere. Why is that?”

 


“I feel the world is not ready for
what I have to bring out. There aren’t enough like-minded people
for me to present the pieces of my soul that are depicted on those
canvases. I’m not ready to accept some of the criticism that will
no doubt be an inherent part of the opening.”

 


“That seems arrogant of you to
presume to know what the world is ready for. What makes you think
that at your age you have such a pulse on the vein of the current
art world?”

 


“I am wise way beyond my years when
it comes to my art and I’m all-knowing when it concerns issues of
the world.” He said with a smile hoping to add some humor to the
escalating situation.

 


“There is nothing humorous about a
man unwilling to achieve his greatest potential. An artist can only
come into his own when he is willing to risk his face on the merits
of his art.”

 


“Fine, I will bring you to my studio
and you can see for yourself all the horrors my soul can reflect. I
never quite got your name.”

 


“My name is Esteban, I am an art
dealer and owner of the House of Pain Gallery in New York. We
specialize in the unusual and the macabre.”

 


Bruno arranges to meet with Esteban
after his shift is done. He escorts him to the door. Gabrielle
meets them on her way in and is immediately taken aback by the man
dressed in black. The hair on her neck stands on end and a chill
crawls up her spine.

 


“Esteban this is Gabrielle, the
assistant manager here at the gallery. Esteban is a gallery owner
from New York; he’s here to see my art.”

 


“Oh, very nice to meet you;
Gabrielle Vasquez,” she introduces herself. “I hope he wasn’t too
terrible to you. I haven’t even seen his art.”

 


“Well then, I must be going. Very
pleased to meet you miss Vasquez.” He looks at Bruno. “You Sir, I
look forward to seeing all you have to offer.”

 


Esteban disappears through the
breezeways into the night. Bruno and Gabrielle step into the
gallery. Bruno looks at her trying to get a feel for what her mood
is. Gabrielle just goes on with her task and does not look up as
she accomplishes all the little things that make up her appointed
duties.

 


“Are you okay? I didn’t get to talk
to you after the incident the other night.”

 


“I’ll survive. It’s just hard to
accept what happened. She was my best friend. I don’t understand
what happened. This guy just followed us then he asked for
directions to the office. All of the sudden we’re out of our way by
the lake and he attacks us. I couldn’t do anything. I tried to pull
him off her, but he was so strong. I’ve never seen anything like
that. He was so strong.”

 


“I know! I am glad I got there when
I did. It looked like you were his next victim. That guy was really
strange and he’s still out there.”

 


“I’ll be okay. It’s going to be hard
to get over her death, but I’ll have to. My mother needs me to be
strong for her now.”

 


“Does she know about what
happened?”

“I told her but I don’t think she
really understood.”

 


“I would like to meet her. Do you
think there is any way that I could come and see her?”

 


“I don’t know, I’m not sure that she
wants to see anyone. She was a very proud woman; she wouldn’t want
people to see her like this.”

 


“Okay, what ever you wish. If you
ever feel differently let me know.”

 


The two continued their conversation
as they walked through the space the same way they had on every
other night. There was no one out that night and no one showed up
at the gallery for the rest of the time they were open. As the
shift was coming to its end Bruno offered to walk Gabrielle to her
car. She accepted under the present circumstances.



“Wow nice ride! Will you be okay
driving home on your own?”

 


“Yes, I think so, but listen can I
give you a lift?”

 


“No, I like to walk; it helps me
clear my mind for the sessions with the canvas.”

 


“What if I said it would make me
feel better?”

 


“Okay, sure.” Bruno gets into the
car and gives Gabrielle directions to his apartment. “Just go right
up the street and make a left at the first light.”

 


They arrive at his apartment a few
minutes later. Bruno gets out and they say their good-byes. He goes
off to start his daily routine; art has taken over his life
completely. That is how he likes it.

 


In his apartment he looks around
trying to decide which pieces he is going to show his potential
benefactor. There were a few great pieces and some he would rather
not let anyone see; Ever! He pulls out every piece one by one and
critiques his own work looking for the wow factor in all of them.
He settles on a few he feels will stand up to any criticism and he
comes up with counters to anything that might arise. Bruno then
calls Miss Kitna to let her know what is going on. She gives him
the night off to meet with the man, wishes him luck and says she
will cover for him for the night.

 


Bruno arranges the canvases around
the house in chronological order. He walks through the apartment
practicing in front of each piece going over what he would say. As
he gets half way through his mock presentation the buzzer at the
door puts an end to his speech. He opens the door and standing in
the doorway is Esteban. Once again dressed in black but showing a
little more color this time. He doesn’t seem quite as pale as the
night before.

 


“How’s it going Esteban, did you
have fun at the beach?”

 


“I despise the ocean and the sand; I
wouldn’t be caught dead near the water. Not to mention the people
are so plastic and annoying on the beach.”

 


Bruno walks away leading Esteban to
the first pieces.

 


“Aren’t you going to invite me in,
one must always show proper manners.”

 


Bruno looks back, walks slowly to
the door and then bows, outstretches his arm and swings it
invitingly towards the living room as he says, “Welcome to my home.
Enter freely of your own will and leave some of the happiness you
bring,” he said sarcastically quoting something clever from a movie
he once saw.

 


“You play too much young man. I
guess that is one of the quirks of an artist’s personality,”
Esteban replies as he enters the threshold.

 


They walk to the first painting; it
is set in the Dark Ages, a scene depicting the dreary streets of a
European city ravaged by the Black Death. A boy and girl cower down
against a doorway in the foreground and a man pushing a cart of
corpses in the background. One can almost smell the stench rising
from the alleys of the city. In the farthest distance at the end of
the corridor stands an eerie looking figure with yellow
eyes.

 


“This is so striking, the detail
uncanny, almost as if you had been there. An impossible element of
reality fills this painting. I hope the rest have this air of
emotion and level of detail.”

 


Esteban continued on to the next
painting, each one representing a different place in time depicting
horrific moments of despair, angst and even death. He became more
and more exited with each piece presented. Bruno was getting
suspicious of the man’s excitement. No real art dealer would show
this much enthusiasm over art pieces. He went along with the
charade to see where it would lead. They discussed the paintings at
length one by one; they dissected every aspect of the pieces, from
textures to choice of brushes and selection of color scheme. They
walked and talked until early in the morning. When they finally got
to the last painting Esteban seemed disappointed.

 


“There must be more. Please, show me
the other pieces, there are more are there not?”

 


“The other pieces I have couldn’t
stand up to my scrutiny, how could I expect them to satisfy your
sophisticated artistic palate?”

 


Esteban rushes past Bruno and barges
into the back room. He stops and is in awe of the prolific display
of art scattered across the room. One of the canvases catches his
eye, he pulls it from the pile and says, “I must have this one for
the gallery.”

 


“Oh I’m sure you would love to take
that one with you.”

 


And, with that, Bruno pulled the
drapes from the window filling the room with bright early morning
sunlight. Esteban falls to his knees with a violent shriek of
despair. His skin begins to boil and blood gushes from his
eyes.

 


“What do you want with me and how
did you find me?”

 


Gazing up at the ceiling Esteban
speaks to an unseen entity, “I am loyal to you master, I will not
say anything!”

 


Bruno closes the drapes and
continues to interrogate his captive. He asks his questions while
clenching the fabric of the drapes in his fist, threatening to let
the light in.

 


“Who sent you? Speak or I’ll fry you
to a crisp. It will take a century of infant blood to regenerate
your skin.”

 


“I will never betray the master; I
shall never let him down.”

 


With that unsatisfactory reply
Bruno had reached the end of his patience. With one final tug he
pulls the drapes from the window and watches as Esteban dissolves
to a heaping pile of ash.

 


“Fucking Vampire, who did he think
he was fooling?”

 


Already tired and annoyed, Bruno
cleans up the mess. When he is finished, he walks over to the
painting that Esteban was holding before he met his untimely
demise. The scene on the canvas is a depiction of an ancient
ceremony. A priest-like individual in black robes holds a tablet
over a creature, on the tablet is writing that Bruno recognizes as
an ancient incantation of protection. He studies the tablet in the
painting and realizes he has seen a portion of it in the University
museum. Quickly he grabs his jacket and rushes out of the apartment
eager to get to the museum that should be opening soon. His
curiosity is piqued by the reaction of Esteban to a painting that
was presented to him by his mentor when he was still a young
boy.

 


Once at the museum Bruno quickly
walks through the exhibits looking for the stone that resembles the
tablet in the painting. He soon finds what he is looking for. The
caption on the display tells him that it was found in an early
excavation near the foothills of Mount Zion. He becomes more
intrigued by his findings and starts a more extensive
investigation. He discovers that the Tablet of Kharsag is a
fourteen thousand year old relic depicting the story of the rise of
an ancient civilization. There were seven tablets describing the
rise of this civilization. Bruno dug further into the research and
found something very interesting.

 


That night at the Art Gallery Bruno
couldn’t wait to see Gabrielle. He arrived early and counted as the
minutes passed by. Finally Gabrielle arrives. Bruno wastes no
time.

 


“As soon as we close these doors
tonight we have something to do and you have to agree to trust
me.”

 


“What do you mean? Are we going to
get in trouble? I have something to do today with my mom. This
better be good.”

 


“Like I say, trust me. This is going
to change your life.”

 


The night goes on without much
happening. The usual people walk in and out. Then it all dies
down.

 


“Time to shut this place down,” said
Bruno.

 


“What? It’s too early! We’re going
to get in trouble. I knew it,” she replied.

 


They close the doors to the Art
Gallery and Bruno takes Gabrielle to the museum. It’s late at
night, no one is around, this should be an easy in an out
operation, especially since Bruno knows all the guards. He looks
around puzzled that they haven’t run into one of them yet. Still he
puts on a show. He drags Gabrielle by the wrist, sneaking from
shadow to shadow as if eluding some unseen specter. It’s like a
scene from a low budget Ian Fleming rip off.

 


“Ah, here we are, a few more minutes
and we’ll be at our destination.”

 


“Stop playing, I don’t understand
what we are doing here. You know we are going to get in trouble. If
someone sees us, we’ll be suspended. This is breaking and entering.
We could go to jail.”

 


“Come on now, I’m going to help you
fix all your problems, just trust me.”

 


He slips the key into the Museum
office door and is startled to see someone rushing away in the dark
corridor of the museum. He instinctively pushes Gabrielle to the
ground and rolling forward lands on his feet between her and the
danger ahead. Gabrielle is left unconscious from the blow. Out of
the shadows, an ominous figure creeps towards him. The only thing
visible in the darkness of the museum is the gleam of fangs and the
shine of blood red eyes. Bruno quickly and instinctively attacks
the monster before him. With amazing strength, he knocks the brute
to the ground, crashing through a display of ancient weapons. Bruno
reaches for one and as he prepares for the fight at hand, he
notices that he is surrounded by shiny red eyes. He realizes that
he is in deep trouble!

 


Gabrielle begins to regain
consciousness just in time to see Bruno’s face contort. She sees
his hands turn to claw filled paws, hears the bones of his back
crack under the strain of the transformation into his beast form.
He is Canis!

 


Bruno lunges at his adversaries;
lopping off the head of one and piercing the heart of the other
with a violent thrust of his outstretched arm, leaving an arching
trail of blood and gore. Another nemesis charges from the side and
drives a spike through his neck. Bruno howls in pain, grabs the
spike in one hand the attacker with the other, pulls the spike out,
arches his back as far as possible to deliver a killing blow, when
suddenly he hears a scream. He turns to see Gabrielle in the grasp
of one of the dark figures.

 


The fiend motions to him to release
the victim in his grasp. Bruno looks at his quarry, sneers at his
adversary and reluctantly releases his captive, expecting his
opponent to do the same with Gabrielle. Instead, all of the shadowy
figures at once launch large spikes at him, knocking him to the
ground in excruciating pain. In an instant, he angrily rises to his
feet, but finds they have all disappeared.

 


Bruno races through the corridors
of the Museum pulling spikes out of his chest as he moves along.
Frantically, he tunes in to all of his senses hoping to find his
friend, but there is no sign. He stops for a moment to gather his
resolve, and then hears the rumble of an engine and the squeal of
tires coming from the truck making its getaway. He leaps through
the loading dock doors, lands on his feet and tries with no avail
to give chase. Any other time it would be a cinch to catch up with
the speeding vehicle, but he is wounded and even though none of the
blows are fatal he is in no condition to follow. Bruno howls in
pain for the loss of his dear Gabrielle, and then drags himself
home. He sneaks through the shadows and crawls through the shrubs,
doing his best to avoid any human contact. He finally makes it home
then stumbles to his sofa, falling unconscious as his head hits the
cushion.

 


For weeks, Bruno searches the usual
low-life hideouts but finds nothing. He posts flyers and even talks
to his estranged cousin in hopes of finding a clue or getting any
word. His spirits are low and he feels lost and dejected. He senses
that the worst had happened and blames himself. One more time he
has managed to let someone in and all it did was cause them
pain.

“I was only trying to help,” he said
as he spoke to the memory of his ancestors.

 


He goes home and finds solace in his
painting. Now the portrait that eerily haunted his creativity has a
face. All day and into the night he worked to paint Gabrielle’s
face from memory. He tries to capture her essence, her beauty and
charm, but all he can remember is the look on her face the last
time she laid eyes on him. The horror, disgust and despair well
etched into her face is deeply engraved in his memory. He gets lost
in the turmoil of his inability to recreate the face he once knew
so well. As he lays stroke after stroke of paint, all he conceives
is horror. Frustrated, he throws down his brush and palette and
growls at the painting like a Vampire adversary. Suddenly, there is
a knock on the door. Bruno quickly pulls himself together and goes
to open it but there is nobody there. He steps outside and searches
in the darkness, still there is nothing there, but he feels
something is wrong. There is something odd in the air. He walks
back into the house. He sees nothing but his senses are in a
hyper-state.

 


“Are you looking for
something?”

 


A familiar voice calls to him from
his painting room. He rushes in to find Gabrielle standing there in
front of the painting.

 


“Where have you been, how did you
get away?” Asked Bruno.

 


Bruno rushes over to her and throws
his arms around her.

 


“Is that all you have to say?”
Gabrielle says to Bruno looking at him with a hard
stare.

 


“Did they hurt you?”

 


“No more than you did. How could
you? Why did you do it Bruno?”

 


“What are you saying? Gabrielle, I
did everything I could to find you.”

 


With that, Gabrielle disappeared
from his grasp and struck at him from behind. Bruno was surprised
and retreated; blocking the barrage of slashes she rained on him.
He took everything she dished out.

 


“What is wrong with you? I have done
nothing but try to help you!”

 


As she knocks him to the ground she
says, “I think you’ve done enough!”

 


She pulls out a silver dagger and
raising it high in the air plunges it towards his heart. Bruno
instantly transforms and tosses her across the room before the
dagger can find its mark. Gabrielle gets to her feet, bares her
gleaming fangs and glares at him with blood red eyes. Bruno
realizes she is now a Vampire. There they stood in the center of
the room staring at each other, once blossoming friends and now
mortal enemies. Bruno knows that Gabrielle will never stop until he
is dead. If she tried to attack again, he would be forced to kill
her, so he launches himself through the picture window of his
bedroom and escapes into the night. Gabrielle is a new Vampire, but
she knows better than to chase a Canis into the night through the
darkness of the woods.

 


Bruno watches her from the safety of
the dimly lit forest as she stands looking at all of the artwork in
his apartment. Tears of blood flow from her eyes. She raises the
dagger in her hand and lunges at the canvases before her. She rips
through one, two then a third and then she breaks down and sobs
like a baby left alone in a shopping mall. Gabrielle kneels before
the last painting he was working on, she sits on the floor in a
pool of blood from her own tears gazing upon this image. That scene
has haunted his memory ever since.

 


Bruno wakes from his daydream
standing in the corridor of the Annabelle Lee. The woman is still
next to him, still staring at the large painting in front of
them.

 


“If you follow me, I have a few
others that might interest you. Right this way.”

 


The woman follows him down the aisle
and they stop in front of a series of Vampire nudes. They are both
silent as they contemplate the series of images on the walls of
this chamber. As they continue through their tour of the gallery,
Bruno’s routine descriptions fascinate the woman, but his mind
travels far back to the moments that inspired the art.

 


 


****************

 


The
Archeologist

 


In the office of Vlad Tepes III,
two men sit at opposite ends of a large table. On the top-of-the
line, large format, digital screen, the ancient pyramids of the
world are in full view. The two men are enthralled in a tense
discussion concerning a secret plan to prove a theory that could
change the face of civilization as we know it. The focus of the
discussion is on the Great Pyramids at Giza.

“My dear Doctor, we have a great
opportunity here, we can’t let something like the bickering of a
foolish nation thwart our efforts!” Vlad exclaims in a very calm
yet condescending voice.

 


“Mr. Tepes, I know you are in a
hurry to prove this theory; but, we must follow procedures or we
won’t be able to make any of our discoveries public.”



Professor Ronald Rosell states his
objections as tactful as possible; it is never a good idea to upset
a Vampire. Much less, upset the leader of the whole Vampire nation
and the oldest known Vampire in existence. His powers are endless
and his limits are few. His temper is legendary and his reputation
a thing of nightmares.

 


“As you can see, these lines here on
the bottom of the Sphinx are not caused by wind or sand. These
erosion lines are too smooth; they are erosion lines caused by
water. From the looks of it, fast moving water. This piece you see
here, I found while excavating in a separate location south of the
monolith. I tried to match the material with samples in the area. I
could not get a match. When I sent it to the lab to have it tested
and categorized, my assistant found that it matched perfectly with
that of the Sphinx. The interesting thing is, it doesn’t fit
anything on the exposed surface of the Sphinx. I believe there is
more to the Sphinx than meets the eye. Possibly far below the
surface are pieces we have yet to uncover.”

 


“So explain Doctor, how do you
expect to prove your theory? Egypt will not allow you to go digging
around the Sphinx.”

 


“This is what troubles me, I have
put in request after request outlining the method I will use and
still they deny my permits. I am going to use an advanced
ultrasound system that will give me a detailed three dimensional
image of whatever is under the Sphinx.”

 


“It is almost as if they are afraid
you are right. I believe you are right. I believe we will find
something extraordinary.”

 


Coming from one of the most
extraordinary beings on the planet the statement set a poignant
tone. The professor is surprised how well his benefactor has
accepted his hypothesis. It is as if he knew more than what he was
letting on. Prof. Rosell is weary of his new friend. After all,
this is a true descendant of Dracula. Regardless of his feelings,
the good professor cares too much about his research to let
superstition get in the way of its success. He ignores his gut
feeling and continues to demonstrate the technique. He unpacks his
equipment and sets it up in the center of the room. He prepares the
laptop computer near Vlad. He walks over to the tripod holding the
rifle shaped sonic device then looks up at his host.

 


“How deep would you like me to go?”
He asks with a smile.

 


“Take it as far as you can. Show me
it’s full potential,” Vlad replied showing some fang for
effect.

 


With that, the professor adjusted
his settings and fired three ultrasonic beams that made very small
popping sounds. He then walks over to his computer and sets it to
receive. Within seconds, the image began to come together on the
screen. It was an amazing sight. Once the program was done
refreshing the screen, the entire layout of every floor below them
was perfectly captured in a three dimensional picture. The
professor started traveling through this virtual model
demonstrating the ability to find passageways and routes. There
were even little blurs that the doctor explained as people moving
around the building at the moment the sonic blast passed through
its walls. Vlad was truly astonished. He looked at the image in
front of him and marveled at the technological advances man had
made since his time on the planet.

 


“This is incredible; let me handle
the Egyptian authorities. You get ready to work. Tomorrow night at
sundown, my limousine will pick you up. Pack light, it will be a
quick trip and I’m anxious to see the results.”

 


“How are you going to do over night,
what I haven’t been able to do in years?”

 


“Those particulars are mine to keep.
In this world, there are many doors but only the one with the right
key can open them. I’m going to make them an offer they can’t
refuse,” he replies with a slight chuckle.

 


For a long time now, there has been
suspicion of Vampire involvement in organized crime organizations;
so, that statement left an eerie cold feeling deep in Professor
Rosell’s gut. It must have showed on his face because immediately
Vlad qualified his statement.

 


“Oh come now Professor, didn’t you
see the Godfather? I can’t help it if you set yourself up for that
one.”

 


The professor gave as disarming a
smile as possible then continued with his demonstration. He printed
some images and handed them to Vlad to keep as souvenirs. He then
made a comment that might not have been a good idea.

 


“Notice anything interesting about
those pictures?”

 


Vlad looked at the professor with a
troubled look on his face. Professor Rosell then pointed out
something very extraordinary.

 


“These black blurs are human, these
gray blurs are obviously Vampires, their signatures are extremely
faint. So; you do have a reflection after all. There is still
something else here I have never seen before. These reddish
anomalies are out of place. I have only seen that type of signature
in the wilderness, in areas where animals hibernate. It is very
curious, since we are possibly in the most urbanized city in
America. Even more perplexing is the fact that the last time I saw
signatures like that, they turned out to be wolves.”

 


Vlad looked up at the professor with
a

piercing stare.

 


“It must be a glitch in the program,
I suggest you take care of it, before we go to Egypt.”

 


The professor was startled by Vlad’s
change in attitude. After a pause he spoke.

 


“I’ll look into it right
away.”

 


As Professor Rosell was packing his
equipment, there was a knock on the office door. Vlad stared
towards the door, then bid them to come in. Three very good-looking
girls strolled in, each one in various forms of revealing attire.
They made their way past the professor and sat next to Vlad. They
all leaned in and whispered in his ear.

 


“Is it time, so soon? I am feeling
somewhat famished. My dear Professor, being a man of science, have
you ever witnessed the feeding ritual of the Vampire?”

 


“I have not, I’m not sure I want to.
I wouldn’t want to be confused with the meal.”

 


“Oh I assure you my friend, no one
here could be that confused. We have plenty of lovely willing blood
slaves here. In any case, as long as I am present, no one will dare
harm you.”

 


“That sounds like fun, but Vlad, I
have a lot of preparation before our grand discovery. I also need
to work out that problem with the reflex image.”

 


“Then go on; by all means, take care
of your equipment. Prepare yourself for the experience of a
lifetime.”

 


Again, Vlad’s statements make the
professor uncomfortable. It is as if he knows much more than he
lets on. He starts to wonder just how much more. He goes home and
takes a different course with his research. He starts looking at
the myths, legends and stories that tell of great global
catastrophes. In just a short time of research on the internet, he
came across something that he had overlooked his whole career. Just
about every civilization has a reference to a higher being
destroying the world by flood, due to dissatisfaction with its
subjects. The one thing that doesn’t seem to jive is the time it
happened. It is all about the time.



“That’s the real question; each
civilization had its own system of time. None of the civilizations
can account for the period. None of them existed during the same
time, yet they all say long before their time. It is possible that
no one alive really knows.”

 


He goes over all of the research he
can come up with in order to find a clue to this ancient riddle. He
hopes this might also give him a clue as to his benefactor’s
intentions. In an effort to bring his research and his theories to
fruition, he blindly took all of the help offered. So far, it would
seem, he would find no answers. All day, and late into the night,
the professor toiled over his research. He became entranced in
every bit of data he found. Before he realized it, his time had
slipped away. The sound of the horn from an arriving limousine
outside his door aroused him from his diligent research. He
scrambled to put all of his equipment together and ran to the door.
At the door, two very large individuals took his things and
escorted him to the car.

 


The professor and his escorts
arrived at the airport and proceeded through a private gate. They
boarded a black L-1011 with blacked out windows and no numbers.
They flew east over the Atlantic; stopping for fuel in some remote
area in Europe, then arriving at a desolate runway in the middle of
the desert. They spent the rest of the day inside the hanger
waiting for the sun to go down.

 


The professor’s curiosity kept him
exploring the plane. The modern version of the Vampire coffin was
very different from the old wooden boxes. Each one was a fortress.
It seems, they could only be opened, and sealed from the inside.
Incredible mechanisms guarded the contents from any outside
intrusion. They were waterproof, bulletproof, and of course
impervious to fire. There was also, some strange looking apparatus,
which seemed to serve a medical purpose. They might have been
giant, glass encased, transfusion machines. Professor Rosell then
came upon what seemed like an armory. There were the familiar
modern weapons, although somewhat modified, familiar none-the-less.
An assortment of MP5, an entire rack of Mac10’s and a station full
of what seemed like hand grenades; were just a few of what was
visible from his perspective. Then, there were these other weapons.
He had never seen anything like them in all his life. These were
edged weapons with strange curves and long spikes protruding from
the hilt, guard and pommel.

 


“Strange place for such an arsenal,”
he thought to himself.

 


The one thing that struck him most
was the gleam of the rounds and the edged weapons. It appeared that
they were made of silver. Maybe these things were all part of
Vlad’s nostalgic collection of war relics from his ancestors
arsenal. He finally made his way back to his compartment and sat
down to rest for what promised to be an interesting
evening.

 


The sun finally set and the plane
instantly came alive with the commotion caused by the Vampires
rising and setting up their equipment. The professor rose from his
sleep and as he walked through his door he collided with a very
beautiful woman in a very modern looking black suit of armor. He
now saw that the shiny weapons were not relics at all, but part of
this highly sophisticated rapid reaction team’s armament. His gut
told him there was definitely something wrong with this situation.
It doesn’t seem like it’s going to be a very scientific method of
operation for a research expedition.

 


The teams load up on MH-6 Little
Bird helicopters and the professor and his equipment are loaded
onto a UH-60 Blackhawk with two armored Vampires

 


“Greetings Professor, I’m Drone
Six-One this is Drone Six-Two of Shadow Team Six of Dragon’s
Praetorians. We shall be your escorts for this expedition,” said
one of the Vampires.

 


It was the beautiful vamp the
professor had run into before. He could tell by her voice. They
take off a few minutes later. The ride is uncomfortable. The
helicopters fly very low, buzzing rooftops and barely clearing the
trees. After a half hour or so of this, they finally arrive. The
doors fly open and team four and five jump out, no ropes or
parachutes, all Vampire power. The teams set up in a security
perimeter then the Blackhawk lands and the two escorts drag the
professor and the equipment off the chopper. In a few seconds, they
are in front of one of the greatest wonders of the
world.

 


“There they are, I have been here so
many times but the feeling never changes. I need a few minutes to
set the equipment up.”

 


“You have ten minutes,” said Drone
Six.

 


“Ten minutes? That is not enough.
How can I be expected to take all the readings I need in ten
minutes?”

 


“I don’t care how you do it, and
you’re wasting time arguing with me.”

 


“Well then, I will need help. Here,
you take that sensor to the west side of the Sphinx, and you take
this one to the east side.”

 


Before the professor could say
another word, the escorts set up the sensors and transmitted their
status.

 


“Amazing creatures, these Vampires,
I could use a few of them in my lab,” he said to
himself.

 


Everything was set up and ready for
the readings and then all hell broke loose. Out of the darkness, a
loud noise pierced the gloom. It was a strange sound, almost like a
wolf’s howl, only much more tremendously horrific. The two rapid
reaction teams move into position. They take defensive positions in
a perimeter around the professor and open fire.



“Professor, you’re running out of
time!”

 


The professor starts taking
readings.

 


“Six-One, are you in
position?”

 


“This is Six-One, ready and
receiving signals. Six-Two, what’s your status?”

 


There is no reply.

 


“Shadow Six-Two, this is Shadow
Six-One, what is your status?”

 


In a flash, Drone Six-One rushes
over to Drone Six-Two’s position. The first thing she sees is a
hulking shape ripping into Six-Two’s chest. The beast throws his
victim to the ground and turns his attention to the Vampire that
has interrupted his work. His eyes gleaming in the darkness, he
lunges at Six-One with his fangs striking at her throat. Six-One
reacts quickly and with one swift move, unsheathes her dagger,
slashes his throat, spins and buries the blade deep in his chest.
In the darkness of the night, the gleam of deep yellow eyes pierces
the gloom showing the size of the threat before them.

 


“Abort! This is Shadow Six-One abort
mission, there are too many! We can’t hold! Abort, we need air
support and extraction! Authenticate, abort authorization order
Omega-Sierra-One.”

 


As The Shadow, begin their
regression action, a few Vampires fall at the hands of the
creatures rushing their line. More and more creatures fall at the
hands of The Shadow and the gun-ships firing from above them.
Six-One makes it back to the professor’s position and snatches him
up. Another Vampire flashes by and grabs his equipment.

 


“I hope you got your readings,” she
says in a rush.

 


Three more fang and claw filled
creatures appear out of the darkness ripping through a few of the
team, carving a trail of blood to where the professor is being
dragged away by the group. His eyes are bulging out of their
sockets in shock of what he is witnessing. He clutches his laptop
with a death grip as if he was falling off a cliff and this was his
only hang point.

 


“What are those things? Where are
the sensors?”

 


“One of the sensors was destroyed. I
don’t know about the other.”

 


“We must retrieve it; that is very
expensive equipment. It can’t fall into the hands of the
competition.”

 


Suddenly Six-One raises her weapon,
aims out the doors and shoots the sensor blowing it to
pieces.

 


“There you are professor, now Lord
Tepes will buy you another.”

 


The professor is exhausted from all
the excitement. He looks down to his laptop screen and sees
something no one has seen for at least five thousand years. His
eyes glaze over with fatigue but the joy of finally reaching such
an important milestone in his career overwhelms his senses and he
begins to laugh. The members of The Shadow Team on-board this
Blackhawk seem perturbed by the man’s laughter, especially after
having just lost a few of their comrades while trying to protect
him. He doesn’t care; the achievement of a lifetime is finally at
hand. He can’t wait to see the look on Vlad’s face when he finally
sees the fruit of all his efforts. Finally, he will have the proof
he needs to set the record straight and get the permission to
excavate beneath the Sphinx. Back at the hanger, he loads his
equipment quickly and prepares for the flight home. Six-One walks
into his compartment with news of the departure.

 


“We are going to be here a little
longer. It seems our clash with those creatures attracted some
unwanted attention; we will wait till nightfall again and leave
under the cover of night tomorrow,” she explained very commonly for
someone who just lost a comrade in battle.

 


“What shall I do till then? I don’t
even have anything to eat here.”

 


“Don’t worry Professor, all your
needs will be taken care of. Should you require any special
attention please call on me.”

 


That would be very easy; she is a
strikingly beautiful girl for a Vampire. Without all of the armor
on, the professor could see that her body matched her face in
beauty. He has never thought of Vampires as sexual partners, but
begins to see the merit in the practice. His mind drifts for a few
seconds and then is rudely startled out of it by the sound of the
plane locking down and sealing up. It takes him a minute to adjust
to the low amber light; that no doubt, is for his benefit. He lays
down for a greatly anticipated and needed rest. He thinks of his
discovery and drifts away dreaming of all the possibilities his
findings can afford. At the edge of falling to a deep sleep his
relaxation was disturbed by the icy cold touch of a Vampire’s hand.
He sits up quickly and finds himself face to face with Six-One. She
is kneeling on his bed straddling his legs.

 


“I grow tired of the stale tasting,
tube-fed blood in the coffins. Let me warm my body with your blood
and I will warm your heart with pleasures you can’t begin to
imagine.”

 


“Six-one, this isn’t the proper
conduct of a professional soldier.”

 


“Oh my dear Professor, you obviously
don’t know too many professional soldiers, and call me Gabrielle;
I’m off duty.”

 


“I don’t want to be a Vampire,” said
the professor in a low, soft voice as he trembled under her
touch.

 


“Don’t worry Professor, I’m not
authorized to morph you, I’ll just feed. Let’s just say, I’ll do
for you if you do for me.”

 


The professor gives in to his
inhibitions, as his better judgment floats away. The life of a
scholar does not offer too many opportunities like this. While his
colleagues in college were out getting stoned, chasing girls and
wreaking havoc on the town, he was devouring every bit of text
available on the subject of quantum physics. His dissertation got
him a full scholarship to MIT where he graduated with honors and
grants to pursue his experiments.

 


Gabrielle stood up and stepped into
the gleam emanating from the LED lights on the service panel. She
drops her robe to the floor. It wasn’t much light but it was enough
to give her a soft halo of light along the edge of her nude figure.
Her features are extraordinary. Her sculpted form seems to glow in
the gloom of the room. He traces the lines of her shape with his
eyes as she glides closer to him. From her neck down to her feet,
she is the most beautiful being he has ever been with. Her breasts
sway from side to side as she moves closer, and the closer she
moves the more his body strains under the tension of his arousal.
She rips his “e=mc²” print boxers off and tracks her way up his
legs with her lips. She nibbles in spots, driving him insane as his
skin tingles with anticipation. Then, she reaches the inside of his
thigh and sinks her fangs into his femoral artery. As she sucks at
his flesh, the pain is quickly replaced with a euphoric sensation
rushing through his body. The more she ingests the warmer her touch
becomes. Her skin seems to regain the pinkish glow of the living.
It was as if life was returning to her. She slides up to meet his
face, leaving a trail of blood stained kisses up his chest. At this
moment, no one could say she was one of the walking dead. He even
thought he felt her heart beat against his chest.

 


Finally, she rises up and reaching
behind his head slowly offers him her breast. He devours her firm
mounds of flesh with the longing of more than thirty years of
expectation. He had always imagined moments like this, but had
never realized his fantasies. Except for the moments alone in his
shower, a woman never took enough interest in him. At least not
that he had ever noticed. He can’t remember ever taking the time to
allow a woman to get close enough to him. Gabrielle took control of
him, and brought his face close to hers and with ruby red lips,
kissed him deeper than he had ever been kissed. The taste of his
own blood on her lips oddly aroused him. She drew her hips closer
to him, straddled his waist and took him in slowly and deeply. She
sighs, engulfed in the pleasure she has missed for so many years.
She kisses and sucks on his face. He writhes in ecstasy under her
touch. As she works her way around to his neck, visions of all the
Vampire movies he has ever seen rush through his mind. He finally
opens his eyes and is startled by the sight of Gabrielle staring
down at him with gleaming blood red eyes.

 


“Don’t be afraid, what you see is an
effect of the blood and the level of arousal. It means you are
making me very happy.”

 


It is, at the moment of feeding,
that a Vampire can have sex much as they would have when alive.
Their dead body even generates fluids that otherwise would not flow
through their flesh.

 


“Take me. Do to me as you wish.
Fulfill your deepest fantasies. I feel so alive again,” she cooed
seductively in his ear while pressing her body firmly against
his.

 


The professor lets go of his
inhibitions and rolls her over and explores every taboo act one
person can experience with another, stretching the level of
debauchery far beyond the envelope of even the most depraved
pornographic movie. That night the professor learns more about the
trappings of the Vampire culture than he might have wanted to know.
He realizes that the allure of eternal life is sometimes
indomitable but it comes with an eternity of longing. An eternity
of longing for blood, not for the sake of blood, but for a taste of
a life long lost. As much as he is fascinated by them, and is weary
of them, the professor, that night grows to pity them.

 


 


****************

 


The Hit

 


Benicio Fenucci, the well-known
Fashion Designer, is in Italy trying to settle a labor dispute at
one of his biggest factories.

 


“What do you mean the union will
call a strike if we do not comply?” asked Benicio on the
phone.

 


“Call ‘Fredo tell him to offer the
laborers what they want plus half more, but, only to those who
leave the Union. No, I don’t care! It’s the only way.”

 


Fenucci grew up on the streets and
he has always been tough. He prefers to reward loyalty than give in
to power. He grew up poor and had to fend for himself. It was
difficult in those days to come up through the ranks as a Vampire
under the New Protectorate. So, he left it to the others and
created his own “empire.” Empires full of beauty, style, and grace.
One the general public would easily embrace.

 


“Benicio, what are you doing?” Asked
his sister, Estella. “The Protectorate will come down hard on all
of us for this!”

 


“I don’t care what those Methuselah
say. It is the era of a new empire, my empire. They know how
popular I am; they won’t dare strike against me and lose their
entire worldwide acceptance. It is what is best for my laborers and
they will love me all the more.”

 


In a way, Benicio was right. The
newly gained acceptance for the New Minority was too precious for
the Protectorate to make a hostile move on such a public figure.
There are other ways to resolve a minion insubordination problem.
Ways that could even benefit them.

 


Roderick Norwood, one of the most
prominent men in Atlanta, is waiting at home for his architect.
There is a plan to build a new palace in the area for the New
Minority. He has been waiting all week for the designs from his
architect, David Mathews. This will be a great opportunity to
advance relations between the humans and Vampires. His doorbell
rings. He answers it. It is his new friend, Marcus Nottingham, a
handsome man with a boyish face, much too young looking for his
age. As he invites him in, Nottingham reaches around his back and
pulls out a gardening-saw he found in the shed and rips the flesh
from Norwood’s throat. He reaches into Norwood’s chest and extracts
his heart with praying mantis precision. This is the proof required
to fulfill his contract. The one step closer to the final piece of
payment for a debt owed a most vicious man. A pact forged in
desperation carrying a most horrifying task. A penalty so severe it
has taken 250 years to fulfill. An agreement established in a
moment of fear.

 


In 1587, Marcus Nottingham was part
of a British platoon under the command of Commander, Ralph Lane.
Lane had been left in charge of a seventy-five man unit with the
explicit orders to establish a permanent settlement in the northern
part of Roanoke Island. Lane ordered the construction of the
permanent structures, and then formed a patrol consisting of his
finest fighting men. He left a Spanish nobleman Bruno Casta in
charge of the construction and left with his patrol to meet a
friendly Indian guide. They walked most of the day and late into
the afternoon. Finally, right after sunset they met with Wanchese,
a Croatoan tracker. They followed the tracks of an Algonquian war
party from a village named Aquascogoc that had been raiding their
camps. The hair at the back of Nottingham’s neck was standing at
ends the entire trip. Soon the party arrives at the edge of the
village. Quickly and quietly, the village was surrounded. The band
of soldiers accompanied by their Croatoan companions sacked the
village. The British soldiers ran from hut to hut burning
everything they ran across and taking all the food. The men in the
village were killed. The women and children were taken captive.
Nottingham was feeling uneasy and looked out into the woods looking
out for any attackers. When the violence had ended, Lane ordered
that the Weroance, the tribal chief, be brought before
him.

 


“Every leader is responsible for the
actions of their men. Your men attacked us, stole our provisions
and left us to starve. We have taken care of your men. Now I’m
going to take care of you. With the power granted to me by the
Royal House of England, in the name of the Crown, I condemn you to
death for crimes against a colony of British subjects.”

 


The Weroance was tied to a stake in
the ground and set on fire. The man died without even a whimper, no
fear in his eyes and staring Commander Lane right in the face.
Wanchese and his men traded women and provisions with the soldiers.
Lane looked on and did nothing. Nottingham felt sick to his stomach
after witnessing such wanton acts of disregard for humanity.
Nottingham questioned the purpose of the exploration into the new
worlds for the first time in his life and felt shame at being a
part of it. Wanchese watched him intently, and then approached with
two braves and a village girl.

 


“You take squaw she gift for you,”
he said to Marcus fishing for a reaction.

 


Marcus looked at the scared girl,
looked down in shame and waved the man away. Just then one of the
soldiers, Corporal Adams, hastily pawed at the young girl’s arm and
pulled her away.

 


“If you don’t want her, I’ll take
the wench. She’ll be of good use in the cold nights ahead,” he said
salivating at the fantasy swirling around in his mind.

 


Corporal Marcus Nottingham then did
the most chivalrous thing he could do under the circumstances. He
drew his sword and angrily proclaimed, “Unhand her Sir! Wanchese,
the tribal leader of the Croatoan nation has granted this gift to
me.”

 


Wanchese looked on analytically and
then motioned to one of his braves to take the girl from Adams and
hand her back to Nottingham. Wanchese then took one of the other
girls from the mass captured and gave her to Corporal Adams in
consolation. Shortly after that, Commander Lane gave the order,
everyone gathered their things and formed up at the center of what
was once a thriving peaceful village. Slowly, as if taking a stroll
through the park the men filed out into the woods. That uneasy
feeling overtook Marcus once more. There was something wrong, but
he could not tell what it was. The deeper they walked into the
woods the more his senses irritated him. He made his way up to
Wanchese and asked if he had seen anything.

 


Wanchese grimaced and said, “The
Britain worries too much. The Croatoan have everything under
control.”

 


He could tell he was lying. Marcus
ran back to his commander. As he approached, a hatchet zipped
passed Marcus’ ear and split Lane’s head wide open. He ducked,
turned to his left and saw a band of Indians charging through the
thick forest. They had walked into an ambush. His platoon was being
slaughtered! He fought fiercely, but the signs all around him said
that the battle was lost. He drew his sword and ran towards his
attackers, he slashed at the enemy, taking several down but there
were too many. He and his men were captured. Wanchese had the men
disarmed and disrobed then bound hand to neck and dragged through
the woods. They walked for a very long time until finally reaching
the opening of a cave where a small fire illuminated the entrance.
Outside stood a band of braves, and in front of them was a man too
tall and pale to be a native. The men started talking in a language
Marcus could not understand. The men motioned at the soldiers and
the captive girls then walked towards them. The tall, pale man had
an almost regal air to him. He seemed European, but his demeanor
was odd. Marcus tried to speak to him.

 


“My good man, what is to become of
us?”

 


The man ignored him and continued
past Nottingham. The man grabbed one of the soldiers by the throat.
He ripped the bounds from his neck, lifted him up, elevating the
soldier above his head then drove his hand into the chest and
pulled out his rapidly beating heart. The soldiers were horrified
and tried to escape, but to no avail. The women screamed in horror
and began to wail. The man took the still beating heart and passed
it around, spilling blood into wooden bowls. He then slowly lifted
the heart and as he squeezed the remaining blood into his mouth,
the braves all drank from their bowls. He then said the only words
Nottingham could understand, “In remembrance of me.”

 


Between the wailing and sobbing
Marcus could hear the frightened women say a word that sounded like
Wendigo. The pale man walked over to Wanchese and whispered in his
ear. Wanchese motioned to his men and a few women were taken from
the group. Then everyone was rushed into the cave. As they were led
deeper into the cave, everything went completely black. The
darkness was suffocating. Marcus could not see the man in front of
him. They picked up the pace and were suddenly running. Marcus
struggled but somehow kept his balance and never fell. In the
distance a small light appeared. As they approached, the light
illuminated the dwellings of what seemed like hundreds of people
inside the cave. The captives were brought to the center of the
cave village where the fire roared. All the braves and the
villagers formed a circle around the fire. The soldiers were lined
up so that everyone could see them. Wanchese stood in the center
and made some proclamation to the crowd. Suddenly from the dark
entrance at the cave came the sound of a man yelling in that
strange language. A group of braves from the crowd rushed in the
direction of the yelling and Wanchese continued. He repeated his
proclamations to the crowd. Again, Marcus understood nothing. The
crowd of villagers cheered as Wanchese spoke. When the pale man
appeared again the crowd went into a frenzy of howls and strange
noises. Wanchese then stepped out and addressed the captive women.
They seemed disturbed. Some tried to run. Others broke down and
cried. He walked over to a girl and pointed at her. She let out a
shriek and as her bounds were removed, she tried to run but got
nowhere. She then looked at all the soldiers. She walked up to one.
It was Jefferies, he was the youngest of the group, and took him by
the hand. His bounds were removed. The girl led him to the side of
the fire then disrobed. She embraced the young man in her arms then
slowly pulled him down to the ground. Jefferies was surprised, but
quickly accepted her advances. Wanchese walked over to Marcus
looked down at him. He then looked at the couple on the ground. He
leaned over to Marcus and whispered in his ear.

 


“He very excited. He stay like that
he not last long. I think he will die,” he told Marcus.

 


The men’s attitude to the situation
seemed to have changed. They looked on eagerly at the spectacle
before them and seemed anxious at the prospect of getting a turn.
Marcus felt somewhat relieved as he thought this might be some kind
of strange ritual and nothing more. He then turned to Wanchese and
asked what was happening.

 


Wanchese said, “he must not spill
his seed, before she scream or he die.”

 


“What do you mean?” replied
Marcus.

 


“She must, how you say?” He stumbled
through his thoughts searching for the proper translation. “She
must reach happiness or he die.”

 


Marcus then realized what he meant.
He yelled out to Jefferies trying to give him a warning, but
Jefferies was so caught up in the moment, he did not hear. Up until
this point Jefferies had not even kissed a woman and had absolutely
never touched a girl in this way. Suddenly, Jefferies stiffened up,
and wide eyed let out a moan of release. At that moment one of the
braves, walked up and plunged a fist full of claws into Jefferies’
back then pulled out his heart. The crowd went crazy as he pulled
the heart to his mouth and drank the spilling blood. The girl was
dragged away kicking and screaming her body covered in blood.
Jefferies’ body was then tossed into the crowd and they had their
way with it. The men were no longer so eager to participate in the
ritual that was held before them.

 


Wanchese walked towards another
captive girl and pointed. She was in tears as she walked over to
Wallace and took him by the hand. Wallace would not go without a
fight, he struggled against the braves as they released his bounds.
Wallace punched at one and kicked another. As he tried to evade, he
ran right into the tall, pale man. Wallace slumped over then
dropped to the floor. The Pale man turned around holding Wallace’s
heart. He raised it up and proclaiming something unintelligible
flung it to the crowd. A mad rush ensued to chase the bloody organ.
He then walked over to the girl and flung her into the crowd
too.

 


Wanchese walked towards another of
the captive girls and pointed. Hesitantly, she stepped forward and
in a state of shock and disbelief walked straight for the nearest
soldier. The girl just laid there as the soldier did his best to
bring her to climax. All his efforts claimed no success, yet drove
him closer and closer to his own release. Try as he might, the girl
was not receptive to his attentions and soon his body betrayed him
spilling his seed in a contorted form of exhaustion. The braves
wasted no time dispatching his sentence.

 


This episode went on for a week but
time seemed meaningless in the dark cave. One by one in sporadic
intervals, each soldier met his fate at the hands of the braves.
Unable to elicit the proper response from their reluctant partners,
they were brutally and systematically slaughtered. These moments of
horror were interrupted by frequent bouts of commotion among the
braves. They would leave in the middle of the night as if going on
a hunt, some would comeback, many did not. There was a British
soldier still out there giving these so-called Indian braves a
rather difficult time. Then came the day that was to be Corporal
Marcus Nottingham’s turn.

 


Marcus was the last British soldier
standing and his disgust at the whole affair turned to fear. He
felt like a rat in a trap as Wanchese slowly walked over to the
captives and made his selection. Wanchese looked at the girls
carefully, then looked back at Marcus and selected Mata, the girl
he had gifted to Nottingham. Mata walked over to Marcus in a very
deliberate manner, as if accepting her fate and surrendering to the
reality of the moment. Marcus was feeling just as lost. She stepped
up to him, took him by the hand and slowly led him to the blood
drenched ground where all of his men had met their demise. He stood
motionless and trembling before the last woman he would ever touch.
He was not a young pup in the matters of attraction, but his past
performances guaranteed him a swift death. She held his hands and
guided them towards her breasts and down her body as she used his
hands to undress. She then drew him closer and caressed his body.
She soothed his anxiety, coaxed him to arousal, then slowly, and
invitingly, pulled him down with her. Mata then kissed him fiercely
on the mouth, slowly opened her thighs and accepted him thrusting
him in with her legs. As they moved in rhythm thrashing about on
the blood soaked ground, the crowd around them began to
chant.

 


A few couples started their own
spectacle and joined the two on the ground. Mata and Marcus
continued their reluctant interlude. They became so entranced in
their love making that the urgency of the situation melted away.
Bathed in the blood of their predecessors, they pressed themselves
ever so close and continued for several minutes. Marcus, completely
lost in the ecstasy of the moment, and loosing all his inhibitions
slowly rolls her around and enters her from behind in an animal
position. Their pace quickens as they race to the same objective.
Marcus feels himself tightening as he struggles between maintaining
control and increasing his rhythm as he pushes Mata closer to
climax. He finally can stand it no longer, his body stiffens, and
his muscles contract. Mata suddenly arches her back and bringing
her face towards his, lets out a loud endless moan as she is
consumed with her own release. With renewed vigor he continues,
pushing her further to satisfaction before finally reaching his
own. They lay exhausted in a puddle of blood and sweat as the tall,
pale man suddenly appears above them. The man grabs Marcus by the
nape of his neck, swings his limp body upward and buries his sharp
fangs into his neck. Marcus fights but his efforts are in vain, as
the man slowly drains him to the point of death then releases him
crashing to the ground. Marcus is dazed and exhausted, he can
barely see or hear. Mata stares at the lifeless soldier at her feet
in horror; she is now fully awakened from her euphoric state. The
pale man bends forward and reaching down pulls Marcus up. He looks
into Marcus’ eyes and finally speaks in a language he can
understand.

 


“Will you serve me to save your
life?” He asked.

 


Marcus at the time, did not know
what he was doing, neither did he know the magnitude of his actions
in dealing with the monster before him. In desperation and fear, he
nods. The pale man angrily shakes Marcus by the hair and says, “Say
the words, I must hear the words!”

 


Marcus replies, “I will serve
you.”

 


Before Marcus can finish the phrase,
one of the braves carves a deep gash on his wrist and plunges the
bleeding wound into Marcus’ mouth. Marcus tries not to swallow, but
he cannot resist under the pressure and strength of this man. He
felt an all-consuming pain, the likes of which he had never felt
before as the last part of him that was human escaped his body. The
pain was so intense that Marcus passed out. A few moments later, he
woke. Still dazed from what he had just gone through, he managed to
sit up in time to see them dragging Mata away. She was crying but
gave no resistance.

 


Marcus rushed to his feet and
yelled, “Stop, don’t do this. Let her go!”

 


The pale man motioned to the braves
and they stopped in their tracks. He walked towards Marcus and
said, “What is her life worth to you?”

 


“I would give anything to save
her.”

 


“Say a number.”

 


“What do you mean?”

 


“I want you to say a
number.”

 


At this moment in time, his delirium
still fresh, the best he could come up with is the number of weeks
in the year.

 


“52,” he let out under his breath,
still suffering some pain.

 


“Five thousand two hundred it is. I
will spare her for five thousand two hundred.”

 


Marcus, coming from a wealthy family
and anticipating his imminent release, agreed to the amount. He
slumped down to the ground and watched the woman he just saved walk
over to him.



“Wanchese, have them cleaned up and
bring them to my quarters.” said the pale man as he walked
away.



Later, Wanchese walked Marcus and
Mata to the farthest part of the cave. It was completely dark there
but Marcus was still able to see. His senses were completely
amplified; he was noticing things he had never felt before. Mata
was scared and stumbled around like a blind person. He could see
her confused and apprehensive expression as they traveled through
the caverns of the cave city. As they walk into the lodge of the
pale man, Marcus noticed all the elegant and opulent displays on
the walls and the well-appointed furniture this, apparent savage,
had amassed. He was definitely of European decent. In a purely
prejudicial line of thought, he decided the man must be from
Spain.



“You are mistaken; I am Romanian
from the mountains of Walachia. I believe we have a deal since you
have agreed to my terms.”

 


“Yes, I just need to know how you
wish to receive your five thousand two hundred gold pounds,”
completely missing the fact that this man from Walachia had heard
his thoughts without him speaking them aloud.

 


“Gold pounds were not our agreement.
I require five thousand two hundred hearts, all of my
choosing.”

 


“Pardon me Sir, did you say-
hearts?”

 


“All debts to me are paid in blood.
You are now in the service of the House of Dracula.”

 


He did not quite understand what he
was hearing, he felt a strong pain in his chest and his throat felt
parched, as if he had walked across a desert.

 


“Ahh, finally- you are
morphing.”

 


Marcus could not believe the feeling
he was experiencing. It was as if he no longer had control of his
body. He was overwhelmed with the urge to ravage the girl he had
traded his life to save.

 


“Take her; she will be your first. I
shall teach you to be the ultimate weapon in my arsenal. Use her to
learn. Take her!”

 


The girl was still lost in the
darkness holding on tightly to Marcus’ arm, falling deeper into
fear with every moment that passed. Savagely, Marcus fell upon her,
ripping and tearing at her flesh and sucking at her blood. For a
moment, he regained some measure of control, and burst through the
cavern at an incredible speed, he soon found himself outside the
cave.

 


As fast as he could, he ran into the
forest. Two Indian braves gave chase. Marcus’ instinct took over.
He felt a great searing pain in his heart and he began to sweat
profusely. Suddenly he felt as if he were a spectator in a theater,
watching some macabre presentation of his life. He had no control
over his body; his actions became calculating and deliberate. The
first Indian came at him with two hatchets, one in each hand. As
the brave drew near, he began to swing his hatchets with a downward
motion aiming for Marcus’ head. Marcus, ignoring the blade that was
driving towards him, rapidly closed the distance between himself
and his opponent, and ripped his head off with nothing more than
his bare hands. He felt his entire body burn and tremble. Suddenly,
the second brave appeared. He had a bewildered expression on his
face, as he tried to make sense of the scene before him. The man
standing in front of him resembled his long time friend, Two
Knives. He had the same face, hair, eyes and nose, but he was
completely undressed. At the man’s feet was the decapitated body
and just steps away was the severed head of Two Knives. Marcus did
not hesitate. The confused pursuer unwittingly befell the same
fate.

 


Marcus was now also confused, his
skin color had changed. His hands were unrecognizable to him; then
surged a hunger such as he had never felt before. His body
quivered, and again he could not control his actions as he saw
himself rip at the flesh of the vanquished Iroquois at his feet. A
rush of satisfaction filled his body as the crimson nectar flowed
into his mouth. He sucked down every drop he could get, as fast as
he could get it. Satiated he fell onto his back. Just then, a
British patrol came across the horrific spectacle. They were on a
routine patrol of the area, reconnoitering the land around the new
settlement. They hoped to find good hunting grounds and friendly
natives; instead, what they encountered was “the Devil.” The
Commander thought he must have gone mad and ordered his men to lock
up Marcus in the back of a wagon. This might have saved Marcus from
a severely painful agonizing death. The sun was about to rise. He
did not know how lucky he was at the time.

 


Hours later at the local
Magistrate’s jail house; Marcus would reach a new level of
enlightenment. He was awakened from the deepest sleep he had ever
enjoyed by an excruciating burning sensation like he had never
before felt in his life. The terrible pain that griped his body
made him feel as if his soul was on fire. His humanity had lost the
battle. He did not know it yet, but he was now damned for all
eternity.

 


Marcus was brought before the
Magistrate later that evening. The courthouse was a few bricks
short of a shack and the courtroom was even smaller. It was a dark
and musty place with wood paneling and cedar floors. The
Magistrate’s oak desk dwarfed the interior of the room. Marcus was
led into the hall in shackles. He was feeling very weak and
delirium was setting in. He had not fed in a few hours and the
hunger was overtaking him. Two guards flanked him and three were
behind him at the door. Ahead of him was a young woman brought up
on murder charges. She claimed there was nothing she could do. She
was hungry and so she took what she needed from the farm. The
farmer just happened to be there at the moment to catch her in the
act.

 


In his delirium, Marcus was
envisioning the scene in his mind. The woman is rifling through the
barn looking for anything edible. The farmer happens along and
finds this lost, attractive young lass trespassing in his barn.
Immediately, the sight of her cloth covered voluptuous breasts
clouded all judgment and he rushes for her. The young woman,
terrified, runs to escape, but there is only one-way out, through
the front door past the farmer.

 


The young woman pleads with him, but
the farmer will have nothing of it. She must pay for what she has
taken, one way or another. He grabs her and throws her down to the
ground landing on top of her. The woman, filled with fear and
panic, now realizes what is happening. The farmer fondles her
breast and plants his wet, lecherous lips all over her face and
neck. Kicking and screaming, she fights back; she also fights the
urge to wretch from the stench of this pig’s breath, hot upon her
face.

 


The farmer was very intent on having
his way with the thieving young lady. Her screams went unanswered;
no one would come to help her. She let herself go limp. She decided
to let fate take its course and let the man do with her what he
wished. She just did not want to be beaten. She lay on the ground
like a wet rag, motionless and unresponsive to all of his meager
attempts at foreplay. The farmer, frustrated with her, begins to
undress her violently. Seething with anger at his reluctant lover’s
lack of response, he roughly forced himself into her. The pain was
such agony that she jumped off the ground and rolled onto her side.
She lay there waiting for her attacker’s retaliation. It never
came. She lay motionless on the ground, quietly trying to sense
what was happening. She finally gathered the courage to look
around. She turned her head to the right and slowly scanned the
barn; she saw nothing unusual. As she slowly scanned the area to
her left side, she saw the horrifying reason why her violator had
ceased his attack. The farmer lay on the ground; his eyes wide open
blankly staring up at the ceiling. He had the points of a pitchfork
sticking out of his chest. The woman grabbed her clothing and ran
out of the barn screaming; storming past two town matriarchs who
had heard the commotion from the road and came to investigate; she
struggles to put her clothes back on.

 


Marcus can feel her shame, her
terror and desperation. That last sensation is the one that is most
appealing to him. The euphoric state of absolute hunger has
triggered his most primal instinct. He must feed. Marcus found
himself lusting for the condemned beauty but not in the usual way.
He thirsts for her blood. The morsel in front of him would make a
delightful treat.

 


“Hang ‘er!” bellowed the
Magistrate.

 


At that moment, the two guards
behind Marcus who were standing at the door walked over to grab the
young woman. In a burst of strength that came from nowhere, Marcus
broke the shackles that bound his hands. With one swing of his arm
he threw the guard standing to his left into the air finally
landing on top of the Magistrates podium. He grabbed the guard on
his right, lifted him off the ground, and with one bite he ripped
his neck wide open. The remaining people in the room ran screaming
towards the courtrooms only door only to find Marcus waiting for
them. He had locked the door. In the confusion, the Magistrate
slipped into his chamber behind the podium. Marcus shred through
his attackers with his bare hands and teeth. He fought with the
ferociousness of a hungry wounded animal. From across the room he
saw the object of his obsession; she was standing in the center of
the room looking around frantically for an exit. The girl was
paralyzed by fear. As Marcus drew closer, her breath began to fail
her, her heart beat faster, and her skin began to crawl. She could
not even scream. As he came face to face with her, she opened her
mouth to say one single word, “Aeacian!”



Marcus stopped right in front of her
just short of ripping her head off her shoulders. He stared
directly into her eyes. She tried to turn away but was gripped by
fear and was unable to.

 


“What did you say?” Marcus
replied.

 


“Aeacian, you are
Aeacian!”

 


Marcus had no idea what that meant.
He was too hungry to care. He lunged at her throat for one final
blow to satiate his hunger.

 


“Wait, don’t kill me. I’ll give you
what you crave if you will do something for me.”

 


Marcus was in no mood to bargain. He
grabbed her and slammed her to the ground. As he fell upon his
victim, the woman took a blade that was lying on the ground and
stabbed him through the arm. Marcus did not feel any of the pain
that he should have felt. He went for her neck and she quickly
moved around. He was only able to get her on the shoulder. He fed
with the intensity of a newborn pup. He did not notice that she was
also feeding on him. She was sucking the blood spilling from the
wound on his arm. Satisfied; Marcus got up and began to look around
the room at the carnage he had committed.

 


“They’ll burn me at the stake for
this for sure,” he thought to himself.

 


He then realized there was someone
missing in the slaughter that lay before him, the Magistrate. His
keen senses led him to the chamber through the podium where he
found the Magistrate cowering underneath his desk.

 


“Demon, diabolical spawn, what do
you wish with me?” He asked, trembling at the sight of Marcus
drenched in blood and gore.

 


Marcus stood motionless in front of
the desk. Minutes earlier this man was ready to condemn him to a
life in shackles, pent up like a rabid dog. Now, the tables have
turned. Should he give clemency to the man who would show none?
Suddenly, the man’s eyes grew larger than anyone’s he had ever seen
before. His face was pale with terror. Behind Marcus stood the
young woman that the Magistrate had just minutes before condemned
to death. Marcus was just as surprised to see her standing
there.

 


“You shall be my first and most
precious victim. With your blood I will consummate my evolution to
the dark side.”

 


The woman quickly lunged forward;
she gripped the Magistrate by the throat, tossed him like a rag
doll onto the desk, sunk her newly elongated fangs into his throat
and gorged on his blood. The Magistrate threw his arms about,
struggling as he pleaded to Marcus for help. Marcus did not. He was
apprehensive but curious and so he watched.

 


When the woman was done she stepped
over to him and said, “I am an Oracle; I have sought your kind for
all my life. I wanted to be what you are!”

 


“I don’t even know what I am
anymore, how could you know?” replied Marcus.

 


“You are Aeacian, you were born of a
human blood slave. You are a very rare creature. You were born a
Vampire. Stay with me and I can help you uncover all your
secrets.”

 


“No. I was bitten; I haven’t always
been like this.”

 


“Think; search your memories you
know this is true. I’m sure you have questions that can only be
explained by what I am proposing.”

 


Everything seemed to make sense to
Marcus now. His past was clearer than he could ever remember it
being before. He understood his difficult life and the absence of a
father who was never mentioned. He understood the name calling by
the children of his village. He understood why his mother always
had strange men over in the middle of the night and why they lived
in a dark castle where the host was only seen walking around after
the sun had set. The Potentate had dictated his and his mother’s
life. He could not escape the reality that he had been a slave to
the Legion since birth. Suddenly out of the darkness, it seemed
like the whole village was swarming with Vampires. Two of the
creatures grabbed him and dragged him away. The woman disappeared,
frantically running into the night.

 


These events occurred centuries ago,
before Marcus found his place in society, a society called the New
Minority. He is an assassin on a mission for the Protectorate,
which is all that matters now. Still, he could never forget the
pain suffered through his childhood and he would never let the
Legion forget it either. For now his job is complete.

 


“These are the last two hearts to
complete the task set forth hundreds of years ago, five thousand
two hundred souls destroyed in the name of the
Protectorate.”



He wanted out from the protectorates
oppressing grip and this was his ticket. A few days later in New
Jersey Nottingham meets his contact.

 


“This is it, the three hearts you
asked for. That should be the end of it. I’m out of
this.”

 


“No, no, Marky, this isn’t over
until the Protectorate says it is.” His contact
explained..

 


“This is it! I have fulfilled my
task!” He turns to walk away giving his contact his back in total
disregard.

 


“Marcus, you don’t want to do this.
You’ve come this far, if the Potentate ordered another hit do it,
and then settle up later. You can’t just walk away; a bounty is a
difficult thing to live with. You’ll be hunted for the rest of
eternity.” Marcus turns around.

 


“Here is your next mark.” Sebastian
hands Marcus a photo and bio sheet. Marcus is surprised

“This guy is Legion. Who ordered
this hit?”

 


“That’s none of your business. I
give you the marks, you erase them and that is all. You don’t ask
questions.”

 


“This is a big deal Sebastian. How
do they want this done?”

 


“Make it messy and public. We want
to send a message,” said Sebastian emphatically.

 


“We hit this guy and everyone will
come after us; FBI, CIA, INTERPOL. There won’t be an agent out
there without our faces on his bulletin board.”

 


“We know the consequence, that’s why
you’re going to do this one special.”

 


On a houseboat somewhere in Miami, a
man gets a surprise visit.

 


“Anthony Buchanan, my name is
Marcus.”

 


Marcus shook the man’s hand and
instantly transformed. The astounded look on the man’s face said it
all. He was horrified at the spectacle before him. Marcus stabs the
man in the arm with a needle as he makes his way in and carries on
with his one sided conversation as if nothing has
happened.

 


“You Sir, are an interesting
character. You seem to move about polite Legion society as a
gentleman. Nevertheless, we know you are no gentleman. You Sir, are
an Aecian, a particularly nasty Aecian. Interesting powers we
share. It is such a momentous ability to be able to transform into
whomever or whatever we want at any time, incredible that you would
try to use that against us. Oh, but wait, you can’t change. Why?
Maybe the injection I just gave you is preventing it. Don’t look so
shocked. Silver nitrate my friend, not enough to kill you but just
enough to keep you civil. You’re going to help us and you won’t
even know how.”

 


(A few days later at the residence
of millionaire fashion designer, Benicio Fenucci.)

 


“Benicio how are you tonight, did
you sleep well? Are you ready for your breakfast?”

 


“Sure Paolo, but first let me get
some reading material, I’ll be right back.”

 


Fenucci walks out of his mansion as
he has done hundreds of times before. He passes several cafés,
greeting people as he goes by. Everyone loves Fenucci. He gets a
few magazines and heads back home. He is somewhat distracted by an
article concerning his labor problems in Italy and does not notice
the man approaching him at his front as he nears his gate. In a
split second, two shots ring out and break the silence of this
early dusk in Miami; the world stands still. Everyone around is
left in a paralyzed state of shock. No one knows what happened.
Fenucci’s body is sprawled out on the steps to his mansion. How
could this be? He is immortal; he is Vampire. The skill of the
Aeacian is not so much the shape shifting, but their uncanny
ability to find weakness in their prey and exploit it to its fatal
extent. The police are called and an ambulance screams to the scene
but it is too late. Fenucci was dead before he hit the
ground.

 


(A few days later back on the
houseboat.)

 


“Well Tony, this is it. How does it
feel to be a new hero in the eyes of the Protectorate? Yes Sir, a
hell of a job you did for us.” As he speaks, he pulls out his gun
and hands it to Anthony.

 


“Well my boy, it’s decision time.
Here is your dilemma; every major police agency is looking for you.
Everyone in the country knows your face. You haven’t fed in days
and your animal instincts are about to take over. You will soon
begin to uncontrollably transform, but the silver in your body will
keep you from fully morphing. Can’t imagine what that would look
like. The police would surely find it interesting, not to mention
the reporters. What a way for the world to find out that creatures
like us really do exist. I can’t imagine your furry pals will be
too happy with that. By the way, make it fast, the caretaker is
coming up the drive and he’s going to catch you in here. I know
what you’re thinking; you want to use the gun on me. That’s an
option, but what if you miss? I only gave you one bullet. Then
you’re in the same predicament, only without a bullet to offer you
a final solution.”

 


Outside a man is setting up his
equipment. He is getting ready to begin the job of scraping and
painting the aging houseboat. His employer only uses it in the
winter. This leaves him plenty to do in the summer. The Aeacian
slips out the back and swims away in the dim waters of the evening
moonlit river. The sun will be rising soon. He leaves behind quite
a scene for the police and reporters who are hungry to catch a
serial killer.



News highlights: A man suspected in
several murders is found dead, apparently by his own hand, in a
houseboat just blocks away from his last alleged murder.



The Potentate should be very proud
of the work he did, but this ruler was no different from his
ancestor. He was every bit a Dracula. Two days later at Vlad’s
penthouse apartment on South Beach, Marcus was ready to turn in his
resignation. Having lived up to his end of the deal, he was
expecting his release. After centuries of working to fulfill his
task, he needed the rest.



“That was a nice job you did for us
Marcus.” Vlad said while drinking his nightly tonic.



Unlike his grandfather, Vlad did
drink wine, blood wine. A very handy invention the Legion had come
up with in this era of new found acceptance. He handed Marcus a
glass and walked over to the window with a wonderful view of the
bay.

 


“Thank you for the complement and
the wine, but you know why I’m really here.”



Marcus was somewhat disturbed by the
fact that he sensed some kind of sarcasm in Vlad’s tone of voice.
He walked over to the window to face Vlad and get a better sense of
the conversation. Vlad was always cryptic with his words. Only an
experienced listener could get the underlying meaning of his
conversations.

 


“By the Dark, man, what do you mean?
Compliments and wine are what I live for. What else on earth could
you want?” Vlad replied with a cold smile on his face.

 


“I want my release. I have fulfilled
my obligations with this last kill. Now, honor the pact that was
set forth years ago. Set me free.”

 


“Where is the heart?” Vlad spoke in
a low nasal whisper. “You owe me a heart!”

 


“I was told it was to look like a
professional hit. If his heart is gone it’s not very
professional.”

 


“You accepted the job. The
parameters by which you gain your release from my servitude are
clear: 5,200 lives, hearts as proof for each kill. You are short
one heart. So, you owe me.”

 


“I have been in the service of your
family for hundreds of years and for hundreds of years you have
swindled me out of life, position, and status. Now you trick me out
of my freedom. One day you will reap what you sow.”

 


“Marcus, it gives me no pleasure to
treat you this way, but rules are rules. As a consolation, I do
have another contract for you; ready to hear about it?”

 


“I swear to you that this will be
the last kill I do for you. If I have to, I will bring the body to
you here. I will drag it all the way from where ever this
unfortunate soul resides and dump his carcass on your dinner
table.”

 


“Ah, the Aeacian are so dramatic.
When you hear his name you won’t feel so - cocky.”

 


“Stop taunting me and give me the
mark. I grow tired of your company and long for a restful
day.”

 


“Very well, as you wish.” Vlad walks
over to his bureau, reaches into the drawer and pulls out a
newspaper with a picture on the front page. He turns it slowly
toward Marcus so he can see. “I see you have just had an attitude
adjustment. I suppose it is understandable considering the
circumstances.”

 


Marcus was dumbstruck; his pulse
started racing the minute he saw Vlad pull out the newspaper. He
had seen the front page earlier today. It would not be an easy
target to eliminate.

 


“Matthias Hapsburg, that’s right,
your old adversary is back. In today’s digital age where news
travels fast and far, Matthias is more of a threat than ever. We
need him gone forever.”

 


“This is who you consider my last
mark? It could very well be my last, in more ways than one. He is
the most powerful of the Canis. His lineage can be traced back
thousands of years and you want me to single handedly take him
out?”

 


“Yes, quite an honor don’t you
agree?” Vlad continues with the sarcasm. He knows Matthias is more
than Marcus can handle, but he gets a rush out of watching him
squirm. “Come now my old friend, he’s an old dog. By comparison,
you are a teenager in your prime. Relish the moment; you get the
privilege of ridding us of one of our greatest nemesis throughout
the long tale that is our victorious history.”

 


Marcus just glares at Vlad; he knows
this is a death sentence. If he is able to pull off the
assassination, the Canis will hunt him for the rest of his
existence. If he fails, Matthias will drain him this time for sure.
He walks out the door holding the newspaper. He stares into the
eyes of his assignment in the picture, trying to find a weakness to
exploit.



“Hate, this is all he feels. This
man has been driven by it for centuries. Now I have to deal with
it.” Marcus walks out of the office and down the hall to the
elevator.



He walks out into the street and
immediately Vlad’s limousine pulls up to the curb, the driver steps
out, runs around the front of the car and opens the door for
Marcus. A tall, slender, raven-haired girl leans out of the
stretched Lincoln Town car.

 


“What be your pleasure Mister?” The
young girl solicits as she leans back opening her cloak, exposing
her breast, revealing her crotch and offering her neck.



She’s human. One of the members of
Vlad’s quickly growing harem of blood slaves. Marcus steps into the
car and sits across from his offering. This is obviously Vlad’s
attempt at defusing the situation. She’s a Goth, dressed all in
black with pale, almost translucent skin. Except for her rosy
cheeks, she looks more like a Vampire than Vlad does. Marcus grabs
her by the neck and inspects her to see how fresh she is. He finds
only two bite marks on her. She’s definitely one of Teppes’ newest
recruits. A little more passive than the usual Goth bitches he
encounters. He accepts her offer and plunges his fangs deep into
the top of one of her breasts. His thoughts drift off to the last
time he tangled with the man they call the Vindicator.

 


 


****************

 


Matthias the
Vindicator

 


In the bone cracking cold of the
North American wilderness a column of British foot soldiers stumble
through the snow on their way to relieve the garrison at Fort
Ticonderoga. The two column formation travels through the forest on
foot with the officers riding on horseback in the center of the
formation between the columns. They have been sent on what could be
a rescue mission. There has been no contact with the garrison in
two weeks and the Generals are getting anxious. Among them is a man
no one has ever seen before. A giant of a man, at least 5 inches
taller and much more densely built than the largest among them.
Even though he seemed young he had the distant stare of a man who
has seen much in his life. He had the same thousand mile stare of a
seasoned warrior, the look one is accustomed to seeing in the
veterans of the Napoleonic wars. His buckskin clothes give him an
air of savagery. He is a white man but his demeanor is that of the
natives of these lands. Though many trembled in his presence, there
were a few who silently admired him. He has taken the point in
front of the column; scouting the trail ahead. He was assigned to
them by high command and has said nothing to anyone since his
arrival two days ago.

 


Captain Albert Robertson, a
fastidious gentleman who has been placed in command of this ravel
in the New World, is the weariest of all. His relationship with the
current command is strained at best. He wonders if he is witnessing
the actions of his replacement. To him it no longer makes any
difference; he has long been tired of the dregs that make up
colonial society and longs to once again, walk the streets of
London. As they near a clearing in the forest, the stranger seems
tense. His breathing becomes deeper and his senses heightened as he
searches his surrounding for any sign of danger.

 


At the edge of the clearing he stops
abruptly. His actions startle the column to halt. He crouches with
the intensity of a cat stalking its prey. There is a groaning from
within the formation. The stranger stares back and silences the men
with one hard look. Across the field, on the farthest edge sits the
gates to the fort. They are closed and even though the soldiers
should be in view of the guards at the gate, there is no challenge
to their presence or visible movement in the guardhouse. Suddenly
he dashes into the woods tracing the clearing to the right. He
disappears into the gloom of the forest. The men are left with a
feeling of abandonment. The Captain, sensing this, immediately
barks out orders to take defensive positions. They stumble around
to find cover behind whatever can afford it. The troops form a line
of defense encircling the Captain in the forest. The men peer into
the woods and across the clearing not knowing what to expect. The
Captain has been in situations such as these before. Too many
times, a scout has betrayed the forces they lead, abandoning them
to ambush. He signals to Lieutenant Liard to watch their flank.
Liard darts off into the forest to the left of their
position.

 


“Watchful eye gentlemen, a clear
mind and a steady heart, our greatest foe is from within,” shouts
the Captain anticipating danger.

 


The forest can play tricks on the
minds of the scared. These soldiers are not immune to the sensation
and their fears take shape before them. One young recruit is
startled by a shadowy figure moving through the forest and fires a
shot into the dark.

 


“Cease fire!” shouts the Captain,
“Shoot only at what you can hit.”

 


He rides over to the spot where the
shot was fired. He glares with disgust at the troops who obviously
have let their imaginations get the best of them. Still, in the off
chance that there actually was something out there, he points at
three men and sends them out in the direction where the stranger
disappeared to. The three men reluctantly venture into the woods
under orders to signal with a torch no matter what they find. Among
them is the young trigger-happy soldier whose fear has not yet
waned. The troop leader places him at point. They come across a
small dark opening in the side of a mound in the middle of a clump
of pine trees. The young recruit; embarrassed by his previous
actions and eager to redeem himself in the eyes of his comrades,
slides into the cave. The troop leader, aggravated by his young
soldier’s ill-advised action, rushes to stop him but he is too
late. He then signals to his other man to stand guard by the mouth
of the cave and follows his young troop into the
darkness.

 


Meanwhile, at the defensive circle
in the woods, the men are still in fear of the unknown. They peer
ever so nervously at the darkness before them. They wonder about
what their friends will find. At the peak of their anxiety, the
stranger emerges from between the gates of the fort. He walks to
the center of the clearing, raises his hands and signals for them
to come forward. The Captain, following tactical protocol, sends
security forces to his left and right, then in groups of three
sends them across the clearing. As the men reach the opposite side,
they take up security positions to watch over their cohorts as they
cross. The entire time, the stranger stands in the middle of the
clearing observing without making any comment. Finally, with
security in place on both sides the Captain and his staff cross the
clearing. The stranger meets him and leads them all into the walls
of the fort.

 


“What has happened here?” Asked the
Captain.

The stranger utters the first words
he has spoken the whole trip.

 


“I will brief you momentarily, we
need to get everyone inside and prepare for the night. We are in
grave danger.”

 


“I have three men in the forest. I
sent them looking for you.”

 


“I will go find them.”

 


“I will send some men with
you.”

 


“No need, they will only hinder my
progress.”

 


“Sir, I have been patient with you
up to this point but I will not allow you to insult my men with
such statements. Furthermore, it is customary to present yourself
before your commanding officer before embarking on a mission, even
if you are merely temporarily attached to the unit.”

 


“I mean no disrespect. There is no
other way to do this. All the inhabitants of the fort are missing;
we should not risk anyone else without knowing what we are up
against. We need to act quickly.”

 


“Savages? I have dealt with them
before.”

 


“Again Sir, with all due respect, I
offer that this is beyond anything you have ever seen. I will make
haste and leave now to find your men. If I don’t return before
dusk, do not allow anyone into the fort no matter who it is, no one
comes in and no one must leave before dawn.”

 


Without saying another word or
waiting to hear any from the Captain, the stranger runs across the
field into the forest. As he disappears into the night, the Captain
turns around to say something and becomes annoyed at the fact that
his stranger is no longer there.

 


“Your name, my good man?” He yells
into the dark. Receiving no reply, he sneers in anger and slowly
turns to enter through the gates of the fort. In the distance he
faintly hears, as if the sounds of a distant howl carried by the
wind, “Matthias.”

 


“Deplorable man,” he thinks as he
passes the gates to the fort.

 


Within the walls of his new post,
the Captain formulates a plan for securing the perimeter and
establishing a proper patrol routine. He sets up his headquarters
and calls for his Lieutenant. His Lieutenant, James Liard, is a
veteran of the last great campaign against the Jacobites under the
Duke of Cumberland. He calls but there is no answer.



“Where is Lieutenant Liard? Has
anyone seen the the distinguished Lieutenant?”

 


He receives no answer. No one saw
the Lieutenant enter the fort. Just as the Captain gets off his
horse and orders the men to shut the gate, Lieutenant Liard appears
through its giant doors.

 


“There you are, where have you
been?”

 


“Sorry Sir, I got snagged on a
branch riding through the woods and was knocked off my
horse.”

 


“Good heavens man, are you
hurt?”

 


“No Sir, just a bit sore, but I’ll
be fine.”

 


Captain Robertson commands
Lieutenant Liard to set up observation posts and inspect the fort
for any breach in the walls. He wants to establish a comfortable
level of security to allow the men their much-needed
rest.

 


Meanwhile in the forest, Matthias
has picked up the trail of the missing soldiers. An overwhelming
sense of being watched overtakes him. He sees the opening of the
cave. Cautiously he circles around the left edge of the opening
gaining a greater vantage point to peer in without the possibility
of being seen. The closer he gets to the cave, the more tense the
feeling in the air. He crouches and slowly, yet deliberately,
approaches the dark entrance. He stops at the edge of the cave,
looks, listens, and then slowly walks in. His senses heighten as he
creeps into the darkness. In the suffocating blackness of the cave,
an overwhelmingly familiar sensation strikes every nerve in his
body.

 


Back at the gates to the fort, the
guards are startled by three figures appearing out of the gloom.
They instantly point their weapons towards the threat. Then
familiar voices call to them.

 


“Open the gates, it’s us. You must
let us in,” one of the voices called out.



Lieutenant Liard was about to open
the gate when one of the soldiers yelled.

 


“Wait Sir, we have orders from the
ranger not to open the gate for anyone.”

 


“Whose orders?” asked the Lieutenant
snapping back in a harsh tone.

 


“It’s our own men; can’t you see
that, soldier?”

 


The Captain, hearing the discussion,
walks out and climbs the stairs up to the guardhouse.



“Hello there gentlemen, where have
you been, did you have a nice stroll through the woods?” The
Captain sarcastically barks at the men at the gate.

 


The gate guards are puzzled at the
Captain’s reaction. The men outside the gate are also puzzled and
plead to be let in.

 


“Let us in, we are hungry and cold,
we’ve been walking around for hours,” said the troop
leader.

 


“Well then gentlemen, what do you
have to report?” asked the Captain.

 


“After hours in these strange woods
there should be so much to tell.”

 


The young recruit standing at the
gate grows inpatient.

 


“Let us in damn it! The thirst is
maddening, let us in!” he growls sounding more like a wild beast
than a man.

 


“We can’t take it
anymore!”

 


Just then, out of the woods came the
eerie sounds of wild animals approaching. The three men frantically
rush the gate clawing and pawing at the doors. The sounds coming
from the forest get louder and closer like a pack of animals
approaching their prey.

 


“Lieutenant, open the gate, let the
men in and put that loud mouth in the brig!” Shouted the
Captain.

 


The Lieutenant runs down the stairs
with his guards and starts to open the gates as ordered. Suddenly,
the three men rush through looking and sounding like wild beasts
themselves. They claw at the guards knocking their weapons to the
ground, their eyes gleaming in the night. The three lost soldiers
begin to rip at their comrade’s faces and chests, then out of the
dark, the buckskin stranger rushes through the gates and with a
pair of slashing blades severs the heads of two of the troops. The
last one turns and attacks him. The Captain witnessing these events
shouts out his orders.

 


“Close the gates! What is this
madness? Someone grab that man.”

 


With one strike through the heart,
the stranger drops the last of the lost three soldiers. The entire
fort is alerted to the commotion at the gate and a crowd has
formed.

 


“Mad man, get that mad man!” One of
the men began to shout. The Lieutenant stepped in and intervened on
his behalf.

 


“Halt, settle down. He is not the
mad one. I’m starting to think we are.”

 


“We are in for one hell of a night.
Put away your muskets gentlemen, edge weapons are the weapons of
choice this night,” shouts Matthias at the men surrounding
him.

 


Just then the Captain steps through
the crowd, throws down his hat and angrily glares at the man in
front of him.

 


“You Sir, have finally done it. You
have dissolved my patience. I believe I’m in charge of this
expedition and you have upstaged my authority for the last
time.”

He walks over, grabs Matthias by the
collar, and bellows his displeasure.

 


“This is my assignment and my
battalion. You are not going to usurp my position here and put my
men in jeopardy. This is my mission and I give the orders. You have
no authority here execept to guide us to this point.”

 


He releases his hold on Matthias,
and turns to his men, pulls his sword out and raises it in the
air.

 


“We are the fighting 75th and we
shall vanquish all who come against us!”

 


Just then, a strange figure leaps
over the top of the gate landing in front of the Captain. He bares
his teeth and buries them deep into the Captain’s chest. The
Lieutenant instinctively pulls out his saber and plops off the head
of the beast at the Captain’s throat. Matthias spins and chops the
Captain’s head off with his large knife.

 


“Are you insane, man? That was our
commanding officer!” said the Lieutenant.

 


“Trust me; he wasn’t going to be for
long,” replies Matthias with a stern look on his face.

 


“Tell your men to fix bayonets and
use edge swords only,” Mathias continued with his
orders.

 


“We have plenty of ammunition to
defend this fort,” one of the soldiers shouted.

 


“It won’t matter how many rounds you
shoot down range, they will keep coming. Decapitation is the only
thing that will stop these monsters.”

 


Out from the darkness of the woods,
a mob appears brandishing torches, weapons, and chanting something
unintelligible. They creep closer and the sound of the voices grows
louder. The mob stops at the center of the clearing surrounding the
fort. The menacing creatures raise their weapons in the air and
start shouting a vicious sounding war cry.

 


“Men, this is a night you shall not
soon forget! Those fortunate enough to make it through this night
will be forever changed by it. Prepare yourselves, for these are
the enemies of all human kind!” Matthias exclaimed to the men
surrounding him.

 


“What are they?!” Yelled the
Lieutenant.

Matthias’s reply sent shivers
through the spines of every man within earshot,
“Vampires!”

 


The maniacal creatures charge the
walls of the fort; they crash into the gates and leap over the tops
of the walls landing in the center of the courtyard. Wave after
wave of Vampires crashed into the fort; fang, claw and sword
ravaged the men of the 75th. The battle raged for hours and many
men fell at the hands of the Vampires. They had been waiting all
day for the sun to go down so they could feed. Like a ravenous pack
of wolves, they attack the men in the fort. Some still wear the
uniforms of the soldiers who once occupied this citadel. Some look
like they were once settlers who ventured too close. There did not
seem to be any children, all the better for what had to be
done.

 


At first, the men of the fighting
75th lived up to their name. They slashed their way through the
first wave of Vampires losing only a few of their comrades to the
ravages of the horde. They took down everyone that opposed them.
Matthias displayed all the skills that made him an elite scout of
His Majesty’s Independent Company of American Rangers. However, as
the night crawled by, the strain of the sustained attacks began to
take a toll on the men. During a lull in the battle, Lieutenant
Liard made his way to Matthias’s side and offered some
compliments.

 


“You fight like a savage beast, I
like that,” exclaimed Lieutenant Liard.

 


“One must fight beasts with equal
fervor or fall to their savagery,” replied Matthias.

 


“You sound like you’ve been through
many battles,” the Lieutenant remarked.

 


“One could say that.”

 


“You Sir are the most eloquent scalp
hunter I’ve ever run into.”

 


“In my line of work I take
substantially more than just scalps.”

 


Matthias pulled his two strangely
shaped saber-like knives out of their sheaths. As he spun them
through his fingers the reflection from the moonlight momentarily
blinded the Lieutenant. He shakes the glare from his eyes just in
time to see Matthias throw one of the knives right passed his ear.
Matthias strikes down another Vampire far behind the Lieutenant
hidden in the deep gloom in a corner of the fort. Suddenly, the
silence of the night was broken once more with the devastating
sounds of steel clashing against flesh and bone. The fighting went
on deeper into the night. Again, wave after wave of insatiable
creatures poured into the fort. The men once more showed why they
were selected for this task. Even Matthias was impressed by their
skill and ferocity, but their stamina was starting to wane. Slowly
one by one the Vampires were whittling away the numbers of the
great force that confronted them. Matthias, seeing that the tide of
battle was shifting, ordered the men to retreat to the brig. He had
a plan.

 


“I need three volunteers,” Matthias
requested as he rushed in.

 


The Lieutenant of course, offered
himself and two of his best men.

 


“Not yet Sir, I have other plans for
your skills. I need three men to dash out this door then bring back
three barrels of gun powder from the armory. I need six men to come
with me, six men that can handle themselves with a knife. The
Lieutenant’s admitted specialty was the saber so he begrudgingly
pointed to a few capable men. Six of them pulled out their knives
and stepped up. Matthias looked around then pushed the door open
and unleashed the fury of his makeshift team upon the creatures
hungrily waiting outside the door. Matthias and friends blasted
through the first few Vampires waiting outside, clearing a way for
the three runners. They hold the aggressors back long enough for
their three comrades to return with the barrels. As they fight
their way back, one more falls at the hands of the mob. Matthias
has the three men put the barrels against the farthest wall in the
jail. He orders them to take cover, and then one more time asks for
volunteers from the group.



“This time I only need three;
Lieutenant, your specialty will be most helpful,” Matthias
remarks.

 


The four men ready
themselves.



“Gentlemen, as soon as we go outside
that door, you take cover and blow that wall. Once we get out, you
all must go out that wall. Once outside, set up a perimeter and
kill anything that comes near you. The sun should be up soon,” he
orders.

 


The four men rush out the door and
charge the mob with their sabers, slashing through the onslaught of
creatures just outside the door. One by one, the men fall to the
overwhelming force before them. Finally, it is just Matthias and
the Lieutenant. Slowly the mob starts to pull back and settle down.
Matthias is still slashing at the air in a threatening motion
towards the enemy; he stops, looks around cautiously awaiting the
next attack. The Lieutenant circles around, drops his sword, faces
Matthias and speaks.

 


“I’m so sorry my good man, but this
is where the story ends. I must apologize for the deception but I
needed to take the fort and everyone in it and you were just
perfect.”

 


“Traitor, you bloody traitor!”
Matthias yelled loud enough for everyone to hear.

 


“Traitor? No, no, no my good man,
Aecian. Something I’m sure you don’t understand. You have made a
grave mistake, one that will cost you your life. My name is Marcus,
I am a servant of the Potentate and this is now our fort,” replied
the man standing before Matthias, who up until now was thought to
be Lieutenant Liard as he suddenly changed appearance right before
his eyes.

 


“I believe you are the one who is
mistaken Sir, for I am Matthias of Hapsburg and all of you have
made a terrible tactical error. The sun will be rising soon, to
your back are the walls of this fort and the only way out is
through me,” replied Matthias.

 


“And exactly who is Matthias of
Hapsburg that threatens us with such arrogance?” Exclaimed
Marcus.

 


At that moment as if on cue,
Matthias’s face became contorted, claws grew out of his fingers and
fangs grew out of his mouth.

 


“I am known as Matthias the
Vindicator and I am Canis!” Shouted Matthias and with that, he
charged the creatures before him, lopping off their heads with
every strike and pulling out their hearts with every
slash.

 


The blood flowed like a river of
crimson death. His transformation into the hulking figure that
makes him a member of the most feared enemy of the Legion was
finally complete. He is now what most have come to know as
werewolf. There is nothing more fearful to a Vampire than a
werewolf, for they are very powerful and have very few weaknesses.
The battle rages on through most of the remaining night. Matthias
destroys many of the Vampires. Some slip away into the woods
getting through the perimeter set up by the few remaining brave
soldiers until finally, it is just Marcus and Matthias facing each
other. The young Aecian did not know what he was about to get into.
Matthias and Marcus raged towards each other, fangs and claws
clashing in a maelstrom of blood and gore. Then Matthias with a
mighty slash of his claw filled hand drives Marcus to the ground
burying his paw deep into his chest. Marcus thought this would be
his last night, he almost welcomed the death that seemed
inevitable. Then without explanation, Matthias stood up, looked
down at Marcus and walked out of the fort. Marcus pulled himself
together as much as possible and dragged himself out of the fort
through a breach in the farthest part of the fort wall. Matthias
surprised the men outside the fort but he quickly quelled their
fears by transforming back into the man they had grown to admire.
This may have only served to further stun them. He fell to his
knees before the eighteen men that remained and told them a
story.

 


“I was born to the house of
Hapsburgh in the mid 1300’s. My father was the Duke of Luxembourg,
Ambassador and Chief Foreign Advisor for the Emperor. We lived in
the palatial estate of Charles IV. We were one of the regal
families that made up the Holy Roman Empire. For as far as I can
remember we have been at the service of the Church and in recent
years even that has slipped away from us.”

 


He continues to tell them about the
war behind the veil of politics that has raged for a thousand
years. Matthias’s tale exposes them to the reality that they are
now caught up in the underlying truths within the pages of fairy
tales and legends. This battle served to weed out the weak and test
the strong. Here outside the walls of Ft. Ticonderoga, Matthias
assembles the founding members of The Nachtshutz, the first Vampire
hunting organization in America. The name was coined by a soldier
who had emigrated from Austria.

 


 


****************

 


Herr Hauser

Oberstgruppenfuhrer

 


In a holding cell at Spandau,the
famous prison that once held Rudolph Hess, a prisoner is
interviewed as he awaits transfer. The officer conducting the
interview sits alone with the prisoner in this dimly lit steel
room. There are no windows and the only door is securely locked
from the outside.

 


“Herr Hauser, I am conducting this
interview to assess your eligibility for transfer. You have been
here for a very long time. How is it possible that there is no
personnel records what-so-ever? There are no medical records, no
work detail summaries, no meal card there is absolutely nothing
here to justify your existence. How is that possible?” Inquired the
young officer.

 


Herr Hausser leaned back and looked
up at the ceiling as if searching for images of his past. Then he
began to speak.

 


”It seems a lifetime has passed
since I last tasted freedom. In fact, several have come and gone.
Within these walls, I have survived by the blood of the rodents,
which I breed and herd like cattle. Everyone around here calls me
the rat man, though never in my presence. I must be a strange sight
to the guards and even more frightening to the inmates. The guards
come and go and the inmates watch time go by without it putting as
much as a blemish on my face. They grow old and die, but I never
age a day. In truth, I have been slowly deteriorating because of
the current diet I hold, but I refuse to eat the “cooked meals”
prepared at this institution. I remain here, for the enemy and even
maybe some of my own, might seek to destroy me in the outside
world. I was sentenced to life in prison and so I will remain. One
day it will be safe enough for me to come out. On that day, I shall
rule like a king among my own kind.

Times have taken a drastic change
for my people. I hear we even have a political party. A descendant
of Dracula himself is at the head of this New Minority, and in of
all places, America. Amazing, even Vampires are becoming
politically correct these days. I remember when we had to be
careful to hide our existence by all means possible. Many Vampires
were drained because of their carelessness. The Potentate did not
tolerate mistakes. Any discovery was dealt with in a swift and
severe execution. The offender’s entire existence was eradicated. I
did well for myself; Nazi Germany was a haven for my kind. The
people were ripe for subversion after the injustices of post war
government. With Adolph Hitler, the Potentate found a hope for
complete world domination. His appeal to the masses and his views
were perfect. No one could foresee the insanity that would be
brought about by his turning. He seemed the perfect candidate, a
rising star riding a platform of reform and retribution for the
injustice of the armistice of World War I. A man rising to power
who held contempt for all his aristocratic predecessors, it was so
easy to seduce him to our kind. Dangling the promise of immortality
to rule his third Reich for one thousand years was all the
persuasion the Potentate needed.

 


Looking at my situation, it now
seems hard to believe that at one time I was one of the Fuhrers
highest commanders. I was the third highest officer in the Waffen
SS and held an advisory position in the Gestapo. All this came to a
complete halt the day I was appointed to the Lidice case. At the
time, I was proud and considered it a high form of flattery that
the Fuhrer would select me to head such an important case. When I
was assigned, everyone concerned, including me, thought it to be a
simple case of weeding out a treacherous band of assassins and
terrorists. There was no way of knowing what actually awaited us in
Lidice. Nor, could anyone predict the tragic consequences of our
actions in this tiny little town in Eastern Europe.

 


Hitler had a favorite in all his
Reich. This perfect Aryan specimen was the Reich’s Security
Officer, Reinhard Heydrich. Heydrich was tall, blue eyed and blond.
He was of a good German family. He rose quickly through the ranks
of the SS and soon acquired a reputation as an extreme
disciplinarian. Due to the state of the Slovak region at this time,
he could think of no one else to take control of the area. After
the occupation of Czechoslovakia, Reinhard Heydrich was named
“Protector” of the region. Karl Herman Frank, Secretary to the
Protectorate, thought he would be selected, but he was old, graying
and not as tall. Frank did not fit the profile Hitler had
established for intimidating his occupied regions. Hitler wanted a
man with presence; Heydrich had an overabundance of that. Heydrich
had one more thing Frank did not; he was a Vampire. The persuasive
powers of the potentate could at times be very interesting.
Heydrich could be very persuasive too. His influence was felt
greatly the moment he stepped foot in Czechoslovakia. The Potentate
was pleased with the Fuhrers decision. Immediately he demonstrated
what he meant by protection in a decree sent out to all of
Czechoslovakia:

 


‘For the protection of German
interest I hereby proclaim martial law in the territories of
Bohemia and Moravia which takes effect from 28th September 1941.
All acts against the public order, economic life as well as labor
peace, together with unlawful possession of firearms, explosives or
ammunition, will be judged under this law. All assemblies in
private rooms or public highways are forbidden. There will be no
appeals against the sentence of these court-martials. Sentences
will be carried out immediately by shooting or hanging. Signed
Heydrich.’

 


On the very day of the Protector’s
arrival, 142 Czechs were executed and 584 were sent to
concentration camps. The allies knew he was one of Hitler’s
favorite and most trusted officers. The Czech underground was
extremely active in this region and the opportunity to eliminate
Hitler’s “pretty boy” could not be resisted. A commando team was
formed with specific orders to assassinate Heydrich.

 


May 27, 1942 was a special day for
the Protector. Heydrich was to fly to Berlin and attend to the
security problems of the Reich. His departure was delayed by the
family farewell and he decided not to order his usual armed escort
because it would delay him further. He ordered Klien, his
bodyguard, to drive him to the airstrip to meet his Junkers 52. On
the Rude Armady road, three assassins laid in ambush, waiting for
the Protector to pass. A resistance vehicle passed ahead of the
Protector’s Mercedes, warning the assassins that Heydrich’s car had
no escort today. As the Mercedes approached a bend in the road
Gabcik, one of the commandos, jumped out in front of the vehicle
and attempted to open fire. His Sten jammed. Klien, surprised by
the man in his path, attempted to shoot the man instead of speeding
out of the obvious ambush. Kubis, another member of the
assassination team, pulled the pin out of his hand grenade and
threw it at the Mercedes. The heavily damaged vehicle came to a
stop. Klien, who was unharmed, jumped out of the vehicle with his
gun drawn and chased Gabcik. Gabcik realized his weapon was
useless, threw it away and ran down the street towards the city
with Klien close behind shooting wildly. The chase went on for a
considerable amount of time, until Gabcik pulled out his other
pistol and shot Klien several times slowing him down. He then
jumped on the first tram he could find going towards the center of
the city and disappeared from the scene. Kubis had thrown the bomb
too close and was injured by the blast. His face was cut and
bleeding heavily. He ran to his bicycle, followed by the Protector,
who was too shocked to shoot at him. Kubis jumped on his bicycle
and rode to the city, blinded by the pouring blood. The third man
Valcik, left the scene without ever being seen. Heydrich was able
to reach a policeman who stopped a passing vehicle and managed to
get him to a hospital.
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