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This book is dedicated to the two women I love most in this world: My dear, sweet wife, Melissa, and my sainted mother, Claudia. If I did not have one of them I would not be alive; if I did not have the other I would not be alive. I always told Mom that I would dedicate my first book to her – I think that was when I was about seven years old. I got married since then, and I appreciate Melissa more and more every day. Without the support of both of these strong women, I would be much, much less than I am.
Melissa, I love you.
Mom, I love you.
I am one of twelve. I am a vampire. I am an outcast from my clan. This is my story.
Chapter 1: The Beginning of Time
I am ancient. My brothers and I very nearly predate humans. Our fathers predate the creation of the universe. We are very nearly gods. Our fathers were even closer to God. We have been written about in the Bible. Our original name is Nephilim, the offspring of fallen angels and humans. What many think is just a legend in a book is, in fact, absolutely true.
Lucifer, the angel of light and one of God’s highest-ranking seraphim, wanted to replace God as the ruler of all. He gathered an army of angels loyal to his cause and stormed the heavenly temple of God. The battle raged for what would have been centuries here on earth. Finally, the archangel Michael wrestled the powerful Lucifer to the ground and bound him. God sentenced Lucifer and his acolytes to eternal damnation, but before that sentence was carried out they were cast down to earth.
As they fell, four of the six wings on their backs burned off from the friction of entering Earth’s atmosphere; the long white feathers that reflected the light like sun-drenched crystals tore out or singed off, leaving only the bony, veinous membranes of the middle set of wings, cracked, burned, and bleeding. Over time Lucifer, now called Satan, and his minions healed, their powers returning to some extent. They could now hide their charred, twisted visages with deception. Satan is the father of lies—he and his demons are still deceiving humankind.
Back at the dawn of human history, our fathers smooth-talked their way into our mother’s tribes, looking like the most handsome, virile male specimens on the planet. They were trying to raise an army of superhumans to rise against God and sow seeds of dissent among their fellow man. We were the first, all born at the same time on the same day among the twelve tribes of Jerusalem. Hundreds were born after us throughout the world; bigger, stronger, and smarter than their human brethren. Their lust for war and killing coupled with their increased strength and skill brought fear to all who ventured through their lands. But they were nothing compared to the twelve of us.
We were not brutal killing machines like the others. No, we were much more. We were the elite; princes of our tribes. We were killers, no doubt, but we were precise instruments, laser beams among sledgehammers. We did our work behind the tapestry of the world. We were assassins, spies, and the quiet voice of rebellion. We did our jobs very well. And while the lesser Nephilim died out, we lived on. Throughout the millennia, we adapted and thrived.
We did not necessarily hide, either. Sure, we would start over every twenty years or so as we did not age past our late twenties and could not explain why we never looked any older. Or we would kill those closest to us when they began asking too many questions. This course of action would buy us a few more years in the life we were currently living. I do not think any of us ever felt remorse or sadness at doing this. I know I never did. To us, humans were cattle to be used as food and pets; they were necessary for us to live, but could also serve as diversions to offset the doldrums of eternal life. Overall, they were disposable: Use them for sustenance or use them for fun, then throw them away. It was quite a life.
Fast forward five thousand years to modern day. The twelve of us control the governments of all the major countries on the planet. We have been dubbed several different names: Illuminati, Freemasons, Prieure de Sion, Merovingians, Elders. We are simply brothers to each other. We are the puppeteers of the world. We pull the strings and the world goes to war. It is a game for us. We are spoiled princes; our wealth cannot be defined, we have lived more than fifty lifetimes, and entire countries dance and die for our amusement. But this is not enough for some of us.
Truth be told, we have all looked for new ways to enjoy our never-ending lives since we first discovered what we were. Women, men for some of us, fighting on the front lines, fast cars, and drugs were all regular vices. Yes, we can use drugs (who do you think created most of the more powerful and addictive ones?) and certain ones have very intense effects on our unique physiologies, and in some cases, our anatomies.
As I said, our fathers were once beautiful angels unlike anything you can imagine. Now they are something less—hideously deformed, burned, and maimed, literally shadows of their former selves. They can change their appearance and they are extremely adept at convincing people that they look much better than they really do. Of course, we see right through the smoke and mirrors. We know when someone is trying to lie to us. We know our fathers and we see other Fallen. There are thousands of them. They are everywhere. They are powerful. They populate the shadows and congregate in places of power. Since they fell, they scattered and set up shop in several places—New Orleans, Las Vegas, Sturgis, Baghdad and several other lesser-known locales. All places of great evil. The Fallen’s existence and mere presence just bleeds darkness and cold. My brothers and I can feel the presence of demons in these barren places. We can find them. We can move among them, but we are so much more than they are.
We are much more than humans, too. Our strength is nearly limitless, as is our speed and agility. We can see in the dark, which was a great gift in the beginning, when we had to hunt humans in the dark of night. Our hearing and sense of smell is much better than any dog’s. We heal nearly immediately, if we even get injured in the first place. Our skin is very thick and exceedingly tough. I’ve had bullets of various calibers bounce off of me. I actually once had one bounce off of my chest and enter the shooter’s skull via his left eye. That doesn’t happen often, though.
Our weaknesses are few. We are not big fans of sunlight, to say the least. When God cast the rebellious angels out of heaven, he followed them with fire of such intense light that our fathers’ souls, their very essences, were scorched by the holy light. This is why they skulk in shadows. This aversion to light was passed on through whatever we have for genetics. We will not burst into flames like in the movies, at least not immediately. But it does no favors for our perfect complexions. I suppose a stake through my heart might kill me—but who would not die with a big bloody stake through his chest? Of course, you would need to find an awfully sharp stake and a way to push it through my bullet-proof skin and through my unbreakable ribs before I ripped your head off. Unlikely. We do not like garlic, but none of us likes onions or really hot peppers, either. None of the twelve of us have ever been killed, so I am not sure if we can actually be killed. But I intend to find out.
The trouble started quite recently, at least in our terms. 1945 was a great year for me and three of my brothers. We had just won the Second World War, beating two of our brothers in what had started out as a game between bored immortals. Six of us had not participated, preferring to watch from the sidelines. I control the United States, and I have since the foundation of the Roanoke colony. I went with them to colonize the New World. I stayed below decks during the voyage. Several would-be colonists succumbed to ‘consumption’ on the way over. Anyway, when we landed, I stayed behind in the shadows and pretended to be sickly until the main contingent left. They were going to return to England for more supplies and more colonists to populate this new country. I was determined to leave some humans alive to actually colonize Roanoke, but the damn ship took so long to come back that I…well, I got hungry. No one ever found remains or clues about what happened to those original colonists. Speculation has suggested Indians killed them or assimilated them into their tribes. Other theories exist—maybe they all just wandered off in search of food. Perhaps other colonists from other countries killed them. Maybe aliens swooped down in shiny spaceships and beamed them up. With all of the outlandish theories I have heard, never have I heard anyone blame a vampire who not only drained the bodies of blood, but ate every last scrap of flesh from them. I had to hide them from the returning colonists; I was not worried about what history would say, but I had to eat and raise as few questions as possible.
The Americans that predated us plucky colonists were quick to label me a force of nature. To them, I was sent by the Great Spirit to cleanse the tribes of the immoral and evil. The shamans feared me and worshipped me at the same time. I was dubbed the Death Raven by the holy men and became a legend. I was what parents told their children waited just beyond the light of the campfire, ready to sweep them away if they wandered off. They were right.
Eventually new colonists arrived and decided they no longer wanted to be British. It wasn’t hard to ignite that powder keg when the time came. Printers were more than happy to let me set the type on my own treatises all night long for a few extra shillings. While I see myself as a great writer, I am nothing compared to the eloquence of wordsmith Benjamin Franklin. He is the man who truly rallied the American colonists to play David to Britain’s Goliath. But the idea to have the colonists secede from the Crown was mine. Franklin and I would sit up all night discussing science and politics. He was unlike anyone I had met before or have met since. I am one of twelve, but he was one of a kind. He could almost keep up with me as far as drinking goes. A rather squatty little man that could keep up with a vampire…I actually miss him sometimes, more than I have ever missed anyone, including past lovers. Speaking of which, Old Ben’s appetite for women also mirrored mine. He was quite the ladies’ man. He wasn’t much to look at but his mind was so fascinating. He was a student of many things, not the least of which was what women want in love. He was a guarded and sedate man at times, but when it came to making a woman happy, he would do all that was in his power to satisfy them. That aside, he was ready to incite war, and the people were ready to fight it—if they had not been, my job would have been so much harder.
My brother Marnok ruled Britain. Oh yes, there was a monarchy that had been in place for hundreds of years, but Marnok had put that in place personally. He bet me that I could not get the colonies to unite and fight their motherland. I accepted his wager and upped the ante. I bet him that my fledgling country would win.
It was a hard-fought battle. My troops were battered and bloody and the tide was turning in favor of the Redcoats. Until, that is, my hand-picked general took my advice and ravaged Trenton the day after Christmas. No one in their right mind would have expected the soldiers of a country founded on Christianity to risk their lives on the night of the celebration of the Lord’s birth to wage war. But we did. I rode over with Washington. The bitter cold didn’t affect me and I knew I could get us across and keep us going if necessary. Washington truly shined that night and the next day and I did not need to come to the forefront. But I was getting desperate by that point and would have slaughtered the British garrison myself if Washington had not stepped up and squashed them. I was able to feed and hide in the woods before the sun got too high. I still remember licking the blood from my lips as I headed deep into the woods thinking, “I got you, Marnok, you son of a bitch!” I also remember thinking about how powerful my newly-risen nation would become.
Years passed, as did two World Wars. The second one was just a continuance of the first. Marnok still smarted from my victory one hundred and fifty years earlier, but I rallied my country, which had become more powerful than any of us could have imagined in such a remarkably short time, to his side. We were fighting against more of our brothers, Variel and Udo.
I have always liked my brother Udo, who is to this day a very quiet man, exuding charisma despite his lack of words. My brother Variel, though, is a total bastard, even among us. Much more charismatic than Udo, he convinced one short, black-haired house painter from Austria that he could lead a country of tall, blonde-haired, blue-eyed supersoldiers.
Variel is as smarmy as a used car salesman, but he can read people’s hopes and dreams better than any of us. We are all telepathic to some degree, but his ability is well beyond that. Variel seems to be able to see a person’s soul. Most of us do not trust him around us. We can all communicate clairvoyantly in the most rudimentary way, but only the thoughts we want to share. We can lock our brothers out of our minds—if we could not, our little war games and intrigues would be no fun at all. But none of us is sure about Variel. He has never disclosed the extent of his telepathy to us (not that I would were I in his five thousand dollar a pair Italian shoes, either) but a few of us are sure that our mental blocks may be more like road bumps than brick walls to him.
It seems he can impose his will on others, as well. The holocaust of the Jews was purely Variel’s idea. He hated the chosen people of God when we lived among them and witnessed the miracles; that hatred has since had five thousand years to grow and fester. They were not a threat in Biblical times, too involved in their own sin and iniquity to be more than slaves or cattle, but their God was. We watched in awe and revulsion as he struck down Babylon and razed Sodom and Gomorrah to the ground. But I think Variel took it personally—he was revered as a god in those cities. He swore to eradicate everyone of Hebrew descent, but they were a blessed people, not the least of which was their ability to multiply on the earth.
In the late 1930s Variel saw his chance to exact revenge on the Beloved. The atrocities he had carried out were not that far removed from what any of us have done throughout history, but the motivation was pure unadulterated hatred. While we eleven brothers had gotten past what created us and waged war as a release - as no more than a game - Variel fought for revenge. Udo joined him on a lark, his control of the historically honorable Japanese nation an asset to be sure, but a rather disjointed one. For a nation who had been ruled for thousands of years by the Samurai class, joining a battle was a welcome and technologically updated embracing of its heritage. But Udo harbored no ill will toward any nation—they were all pastures full of cattle to him. He was just having a bit of fun, as were we. That was why we dropped the A-bombs.
Atomic power was a new technology for the world, and for us. The fact that a scruffy little man could hold so much power in his own disjointed mind fascinated us. It was also a bit terrifying that our meals had devised such effective weapons with which to vaporize each other. That just would not do, having humans wipe themselves off the face of the earth. What would we eat when everyone was not just dead or poisoned to the point of lethality to even us, but actually erased from the planet, broken down to just atoms? We cannot feed on atoms. However, we did want to see just how advanced Homo sapiens had become as a species. Plus, none of us ever really liked Variel, so we dropped the bombs.
Why did we drop them on Japan, Udo’s land, instead of Germany if we hated Variel so much? Fewer casualties. Again, we did not wish to poison the well, so to speak. We were not sure how widespread the fallout would be. We could not drop atomic bombs on Europe—that could very well have been suicide. So we hit Japan and targeted relatively sparsely-populated areas—we could have vaporized Tokyo, but we did not for the same reason that we did not irradiate Europe. In the end, we saw what the technology could do without killing or mutating too many people, and Marnok, Warren, Jahain, and I had won the war. Udo congratulated us heartily and it was Variel’s turn to be the silent one of the pair. He killed Hitler himself, although by all reports it was portrayed as a suicide. Variel withdrew farther into the shadows, fraternizing more with the demonic Fallen than his own brothers. He began to believe their lies, I think. They may have even begun possessing his body—it is hard to say. Just a handful of my brothers ever saw him the first few years after the war—after that none of us saw him for decades.
I have gone into semi-hermitage several times in my life and so have my brothers. But Variel went more than fifty years unseen by us. The shadows saw him and may have had some inkling of what he was up to, but nothing reached our ears. We did not think much of it as we had all needed time away before, and while fifty years was a long time to be underground, it was not that long to us. Life went on, getting better in my country and Udo’s as well as several others we controlled. Times of relative peace were the norm as my brothers and I were bored after the Great War. We needed to find something else to amuse ourselves and so we let our livestock breed and get fat. Life went on day to day, and it was fine with me. After five thousand years, even the most avid thrill-seeker can find time to rest and appreciate the finer things in life.
We all settled down for the most part for several years. Time went by, and I even got married. She was a blonde stripper by the name of Starlight, at least on stage. Her real name was the more mundane Stephanie. I met her in Vegas; we hit it off and got married by Elvis a week later. I had never really been married before. I had always had mistresses, some developing into more than that, but I had never officially been married. I figured “Why not?” when Steph (as I called her) asked one night after she had gotten off work. Even though I was lying relatively low, I still looked for uncharted territory every now and then. So, we got married, me under a fake name and birthdate, and lived pretty happily for five years. Starlight continued to strip, but Steph always came home to me. It was the perfect life, as we could sleep during the day and she never questioned what I did while she was at work. I had told her I was a casino manager who worked third shift, and she was fine with that. As long as I had a steady and luxurious place for her to stay, she was happy.
We did not need the money she made; I think she just liked the job. She was an absolute freak when it came to sex, and I know she just wanted everyone to see her perfect breasts, flat stomach, and nice ass before she got old. I never asked what she wanted to do when she got older—it really did not matter to me. I could support her until the day she died. She may have had hopes and dreams, aspirations to something better, but she never vocalized them, and I honestly would not have cared. I never knew her greatest dream, but I knew her greatest fear. She feared growing old and unattractive. That is why she continued to go to the club every night and show strangers what she was blessed with. Because in a few more years, she knew she would not be a headliner anymore. When that time came, she might as well be dead; at least in her own mind. I was not sure if I would oblige her and let her die young and in her prime, but I did not get the chance to decide. Because one night, Starlight bumped and grinded on the stage, but Steph never came home.
I realized she had not come home as I dozed in the darkened bedroom, but it was no big thing. She was a sweet girl but she could be a bit of a drama queen at times. One time we had had a fight and she did not come home for a week. She had stayed with a stripper friend of hers. But we had not so much as argued for a long while, and still she did not come home. I was not concerned. I figured she would be home sometime during the day.
As it got dark late that night, I awoke to an empty house. I called her cell and immediately got her voicemail. I did not leave a message. It was not like her to have her phone turned off, even when she was working. She typically left it turned on in her purse so she could check it occasionally to see if I had called while she was dancing. I decided to get dressed and head to the Pink Cheetah to see what was up with her. As I pulled my black Ferrari 360 Modena out of the garage, I had a feeling wash over me. It was not a feeling of dread, because I do not get those. It was not a feeling of sorrow either, really. But I knew without a doubt that Stephanie was dead. I was sorry about it, but not sad. She had made me happy, and I knew that I had done the same for her. But I was not broken up by the feeling. I decided to go to the club anyway and see if anyone knew anything.
When I pulled into the parking lot of the Cheetah, I could see five police cruisers at the far end, around the back of the building. They had a section of the parking lot cordoned off and I knew they were working the crime scene of Steph’s murder. I shifted the car back into first gear and pulled out of the lot. I did not want the police to see me. They would ask too many questions that I would only be able to answer with their deaths. The advent of the internet made it a bit more difficult to blend in and lose ourselves. A nation-wide manhunt for a mass-murderer of cops would not be an easy thing to evade. I headed to the Bellagio and stayed the night and the next day. My house and my Corvette were a loss—I could not go back there. I would need to ditch the Ferrari—I was more upset about that than the death of my wife—and get out of Vegas. But I was curious about whom or what had killed Steph. I knew it would be easier to just skip town and move on, but when have I ever done things the easy way?
As darkness fell the night after Steph’s death, I arose and dressed. I had stowed a satchel in the Ferrari’s boot, something I have always done. I squirrel clothing, money, and a new identification everywhere as a precaution. You just never know when you will need them. And you never know how little the humans you can kill will be carrying.
I checked out of the Bellagio and claimed the car from the valet. I pulled out of the underground parking garage, cruised down the strip to the edge of town, headed out into the desert, and opened it up. I put the hammer down and popped the convertible top. At one hundred and fifty miles per hour, the canvas didn’t even resist - it tore free like a cheesecloth rag. I saw it crumple on the edge of the road like a homeless man under a bus. I shifted into sixth and got the Italian missile to one-seventy-five. I saw a narrow ravine about a mile ahead, something most humans could never see, and none could react to. I twisted the wheel to the right and sprang from the car. It flipped three times before hitting the far side of the ravine. I would have been pulverized had I remained in the Ferrari when it crashed. It tore in half, the gas tank exploding and the front of the car flying over the ravine to the desert floor. It rolled and bounced, splintering off pieces as it went. The trail of debris was nearly a mile long when the dust settled. I watched everything from the air. As I began to fall, I unfolded my wings and glided across the sand.
Yes, we twelve inherited our fathers’ wings. We each only received two, as that is all our fathers still possessed when we were conceived. Again, Fallen genetics are different than that of humans. It seems to be more soul-based than physical—it is hard to explain. Our fathers’ souls had been reduced by God’s fire. So we inherited two wings. We can absorb them into our backs when not in use. We have extra bones that extend and retract at will. When retracted, the bones are folded underneath the muscles and the skin is smooth. When fully extended, my wingspan is nearly eight feet. My wings are strong and can easily lift me and a large human. Every time I have tested this, my “passenger” has been purely dead weight. I can rise, glide, and dive silently. I deeply enjoy flying, but I never do it often enough. But that night I flew high enough to be mistaken for a bird, or, dare I say, a bat. I landed just outside of town and folded my wings. They slipped inside the special gussets in my shirt without a sound. I walked into town, enjoying the last of the day’s heat as it slowly died in the cool of the night.
The Pink Cheetah was about a twenty minute walk from the city limits. I walked at a leisurely pace, enjoying the nightlife. As a card-carrying member of it, I get a kick out of the vast array of humans that claim the night as their territory. I especially love the Goth kids, pretending to be sensual and ancient, sometimes even drinking blood to be more like their mythical idols. None of the twelve of us ever dressed like that and drew attention to ourselves. If they only knew how far off the mark they are… I do wear a lot of black, and I very much enjoy leather. But the purple hair, eye make-up, straps, and spikes? What are they thinking?
I was actually pondering this question as I reached the chalk outline of my wife near the backdoor of the Pink Cheetah. It was nearly 3am by this point and the last of the patrons and dancing girls were on their way out through the front doors to party elsewhere until dawn. I knelt down and scraped at the bloodstain that the medical examiners had not been able to remove. I tasted the powder—it was definitely Steph’s blood. But there was something else - vampire saliva. Just a little bit, not more than a molecule or two, but I picked it up. So she was murdered and fed upon by one of my brothers. This was out of line. It may have been just a mistake, though, but what was the likelihood of one of my brothers being in the same city I was in at the same time? Of course, Las Vegas is a den of depravity and evil, so it wasn’t that unbelievable. But who? And where was he? I needed to find out.
I walked back to the edge of town and checked into a crappy little no-tell motel just before dawn. I slept some and watched television for a while at noon. Steph’s face greeted me on the thirteen inch television that was chained to the dresser. It didn’t really bother me to see her picture. She was my wife, but in reality she was just another human, no different than all of the ones I had lost or killed myself over the long years of my existence. Hers wasn’t the only murder in Vegas, but it was the most sensational at the time. Her throat had been ripped out and her blood had been completely drained. The police had no idea what kind of animal could do that kind of damage. They theorized it may have been a mountain lion or a bobcat that had wandered into town from the desert or that had escaped from a private collection. They had also tossed my house and were trying to track me down for questioning. My picture was put up next to Steph’s as was my old name. The police had also found what was left of my Ferrari and seemed stumped as to my whereabouts. That was fine with me. I didn’t need to mess with questions or temporary incarceration right then.
I slept a bit more and headed out at dusk. I needed to find my brother and I figured I may as well look at the first place I would go if I was visiting Vegas. I skipped the cab and walked to the Hard Rock Casino. All twelve of us are eccentric in our own ways, but we have a few things in common. Any one of us who would come to Vegas would be looking to party, and the Hard Rock was the place to see and be seen. I could see the marquee from a block away—Rebellion was headlining that night. Rebellion is a heavy metal band made up of a Norwegian bassist, a Scottish drummer, a British guitarist, and a vampire lead singer…my brother Blauge.
Blauge was a bit more of an exhibitionist than the rest of us. He had been a traveling minstrel and bard in the dark ages, and a poet and artist during the Renaissance. He loved being in the public eye and performing for humans. Oh, he was a cold-blooded killer like the rest of us, but he was more likely to write a sonnet about it or paint an abstract based on his feelings during feeding. And he was a good candidate for a late-night visitor to a strip club. A visitor who would tear a woman’s throat out.
The hunt for Blauge was a short one; as I said, he is larger than life. He was backstage in his private quarters having sex with three women at the same time. I let myself in quietly, but as occupied as my brother was, he still became aware of my presence almost instantly. “Brother! How the hell are you?” he asked as he stood up, knocking all three whores to the ground. I could see one was dead. Blauge had drained her in the throes of passion. She had likely not felt it, and the other two women were unaware of her demise. Of course, they were so doped that the fact they had just been dropped on their bare asses hardly registered in their glazed eyes. This was good, for those fine ladies were about to bear witness to something their tiny minds would not be able to process had they been sober.
I shot across the room and grabbed Blauge by the throat, lifting him above my head with one hand. “Why did you kill her, Blauge?!”
“Oh come on, Bro, she was just a groupie!” he squeaked out through his choked windpipe.
“Not her, my…the girl from the Pink Cheetah!”
“What? I didn’t kill any strippers. Lately, anyway. Why do you ask?” This last came out like a fart through crushed glass as I squeezed his throat nearly completely shut.
“No reason,” I spat as I threw him across the room like a used Kleenex. I believed him, but I didn’t want to let him know that. I figured I could still pump him for information. “Put some clothes on.” My assault didn’t seem to have made his arousal flag at all. Just my luck—my brother liked it rough.
“Alright, alright. But I should kick your ass for breaking up my party, dear Brother.”
“Don’t flatter yourself, Blauge.”
He pulled a black t-shirt over his head, and slid into a pair of black leather pants. No underwear. How nice.
“So who was this dead girl, and why do you think I killed her?”
“You are homicidal. Do I really need a reason?”
“You better have a better one than that. Fag?”
He stuck a cigarette between his lips and offered me the pack. I declined. He had been hanging out with his European band mates too long. I was waiting for him to offer me tea and crumpets next, and I told him so.
“Nice, Bro. Anyway, I’m getting tired of asking questions. Who was this tramp?”
“She was my wife for the past couple of years.” Saying it like that made me realize Steph was dead and just how much I missed her. I just hoped she would be as easy to forget as all of the other people I had known and lost over the years. Somehow I doubted she would.
“No way! You got married? To a woman?”
“Don’t push your luck, Blauge. I am not in the mood for your pathetic sense of humor.”
There must have been a certain timbre to my voice because Blauge’s always jovial mood became more serious in the span of a heartbeat. “Sorry, Bro. I’ve never been married, you know, but I’ve been pretty serious a few times over the years. Sorry for your loss.”
“Thanks.” Blauge was typically a loudmouth asshole, but he could also be the most empathetic of us all. I had never been particularly close to any of my brothers, but I would have liked to have been closer to Blauge. I would have had a lot more fun, I think.
“So, I take it one of us killed her. You wouldn’t be here without a reason. But I swear to you, I didn’t kill her. We just got into town early this afternoon.”
“You have not heard from our brothers lately, Blauge? Anyone else in Vegas right now?”
“Man, I don’t know. I didn’t know you were here until two minutes ago. You know how we are. I wouldn’t be surprised if half of us were in Sin City at any one time, ya know?”
He had a point. Sin City is a more truthful name than Las Vegas, and it is a haven for our kind as well as the Fallen. I have heard tell of even mere humans being able to feel the evil like a tangible wave of sewage-laced water. Of course, we can feel each other and our approximate locations, but I guess it would be rather disturbing for a human mind and soul to deal with. Perhaps those gifted humans were descendants of other Fallen, but I believe the presence of evil can simply be felt when it is powerful enough.
“Anyone you can reach out to for me?” I asked.
“Look Bro, I will try, but we are only here for tonight. We’ll be playing in San Diego tomorrow night, then we head to Japan for a month. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t guarantee anything. I am sorry, though.”
“Alright. Here is my cell number. Call me if you hear anything.”
“I will. You wanna stay for the show? You can sing backup if you want.”
“No thanks,” I said with a smile. It was the first one my face had allowed since I found out about Steph’s murder. “Just rock the house down.”
“Always.”
With that, Blauge grabbed my hand, pulled me to him, and hugged me quickly. It was an odd act as far as I was concerned, but he always was the most ‘feeling’ of us.
“Watch your back, Brother,” he whispered in my ear in the split-second we were embraced. He let me go, his right eyebrow raised and a gleam in his eye as if he was asking if I understood. I nodded my head imperceptibly to anyone but one of us, turned, and strode out of the dressing room.
Blauge had opened his mind to me in that hurried embrace—no, more than that. He shouted at me with his thoughts even as he whispered with his mouth. What he was feeling was fear. True, it was vampiric fear, which is much more jumbled and confused than human fear. For a being that has never felt true fear, the articulation of such a feeling is difficult. It was a black swirling smog in the pit of his stomach and the back of his mind. Blauge knew something big was going down in our realm, but he did not know what. He had some suspicions but nothing concrete, at least nothing he could form into a coherent thought. He was apologetic for that. The one name that came swimming to the forefront was Variel, though. This name came spiraling out of Blauge’s subconscious—he had not knowingly thought it. When he spilled his mind’s contents into my mind, everything came with it. I plucked the Variel tidbit out on my own. Blauge had sent everything, I think in an attempt to let me sift through the thoughts he could not form. He’s a good brother; as good as a bloodsucking cold-blooded killer can be, anyway.
Chapter 2: When in Rome
The next night I woke up in another no-tell motel just after dusk. This place was a true dump with roaches the size of puppies, but it had wi-fi internet access. I guess wireless internet is considered the way to go for downloading fetish porn by the frequenters of such classy establishments. I had bought a new laptop with cash the night before and logged onto the World Wide Web, the information superhighway, good ol’ cyberspace. I wasn’t sure exactly what to look for, but I knew I would know it when I saw it. The night went by fast, with me hitting dead ends with every Google search. Finally, about 6am with the sunlight filtering through the stained sheers, I caught a lead. I saved it to my favorites and decided to get some sleep. I knew I would need all the energy I could muster over the next few days. I was going to be traveling, and I was going to be in more danger than I had ever been in during all my years on this earth.
The following night I was on an evening flight to Rome. I lost an entire day in the air considering the seventeen hour flight and several time zones we passed through. I had plenty of time to rest and think, though. The one final link I had followed on the internet had taken me to an apocalyptic cult’s website. They were touting the coming of the lord of the world. They seemed giddy as a schoolgirl getting her skirt blown up for the first time. The most recent blog entry was cryptic but it dealt with “the infernal machine” being “set into motion.” It hyped the upcoming Armageddon and the arrival of the Antichrist. “Soon will follow the prophet and the reign of our Lord Satan!” was splashed across the top of the News page. I don’t know if these guys had a sense of humor, but that was kinda funny. The website was in Latin, and judging by the written dialect and what few grainy pictures were posted, the cult was headquartered in Rome. Quite possibly the Vatican. The cradle of the greatest amount of evil energy on the planet. The very spot Satan and his minions landed when they fell to earth.
The Catholic Church was founded by my brother Cathos immediately after the crucifixion and ascension of Jesus. He started it quietly to see if it would catch on, and it did in a big way. He is also responsible for the crusades, the relic worship, and the monetary basis of the Catholic religion. Cathos is not as much a hater of Jews as Variel; rather he hates all people who would believe in Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and Savior. Cathos perverted His teachings over the centuries little by little until the Church we are familiar with today holds true to very few of the tenets of Jesus. He is good at what he does, I will give him that. The Templar treasure does exist, and he controls it. One of the nails used to crucify Jesus serves as a paperweight on his desk. The Ark of the Covenant is the true casualty, though. It is now a stand for his large saltwater aquarium. It is beautiful, and I would bet even a human could feel the power it contains. It almost hums with the power of God’s word. It actually shot the first three full fish tanks across the room, but that was over fifty years ago. It seems to have quieted down for now, or perhaps it is just waiting like a giant golden saber-toothed cat to leap upon its prey and tear him limb from limb.
Cathos placed the Vatican on the spot where our fathers landed, broken, bloody, and writhing. Cursing God. Their blood and curses seeped into the ground, poisoning it. Their still burning bodies created a cloud of smoke and angelic ash that eventually settled upon everything. There they lay for nearly one hundred years, their pure, unadulterated evil leaching into every part of the environment. The seat of Catholicism is the most evil place in the entire universe. Only the word of God Himself can cleanse the area, and He has not yet arrived. And that was where I was heading.
When our plane landed I hailed a taxi and went to a nicer hotel. I checked in as Antonio Campisi, the Italian equivalent of John Smith. I needed to feed so I walked a few blocks to the loudest discotheque I could find. It would have been a smorgasbord had I felt like it—I could have slaughtered all of the gyrating cattle and turned red from the blood I had ingested, but I didn’t feel like it, lucky for them. I only needed one meal to go, but I needed information as well. The young people of Rome would have most of the info I needed and since most of them were entranced by the deep house music, drugs, or drink, they would be easy enough to pump for answers.
I found one petite girl that reminded me a little of Steph, but much less endowed. She was still cute though, and healthy. She was wearing a tight black t-shirt, cropped so it showed all of her midriff. Her abs and the tops of her curvy hips were visible, and perspiration was running over them in glistening rivulets. I thought to myself that I might need to have a little fun with her before I fed on her. I could smell her scent even amongst all of the other people’s sweat and the smoke. My vision was focusing only on her, darkening around the edges, becoming a tunnel linking her and me. I was hungry, hungrier than I had thought, and my hunting instinct was kicking into high gear. I could hear her heartbeat over the thumping rhythm and I was gliding toward her through the smoke-filled light beams and the sea of dancing humans. I would need to relax my senses and my reflexes, or I would likely drain her as soon as I reached her. Something about the way she moved made it hard to ramp my mental and physical processes down, but I was able to keep them in check as I slid up behind her. She never even realized I was there until I was whispering in her ear. She looked at me with a start, her dark brown eyes large and uncomprehending. She was definitely high—I could tell by her trip-hammering heartbeat and her dilated pupils.
“Hey baby,” she cooed in Italian, “would you like a hit?” She reached for a small vial of black powder that was tied with a thin leather cord around her neck. “It’s called diabolus.” She whispered the word, letting it slide past her pearly teeth and her moist tongue. It was the sexiest word ever uttered by a human. She offered me the vial and I took it, puzzled at the black powder inside. I didn’t think she was tripping off of gunpowder, but humans do some crazy stuff at times. Lots of GIs returned home after the war I had waged on Variel and Udo drinking anything they could get their hands on. Many drank gasoline and were struck blind instantly. Some hot little Italian girl snorting gunpowder was far from the strangest thing I had ever seen.
I could smell it through the glass, though, and the smell was oozing ever so slightly out of the girl’s pores. I could tell that it definitely was not gunpowder, but it did have an acrid tang to it. I was getting hornier than I had ever been watching her and smelling her - and the drug. I pulled the cap off to take a good whiff of the powder. That was when the girl’s knuckle-dragger boyfriend showed up and shoved me hard from behind. The vial, slick with the girl’s sweat, slipped out of my hand, the powder landing on her perspiration-soaked neck and chest.
I had been so focused on her pulse and the throb of the deep house music that I hadn’t heard the big Italian stallion come up behind me. He shoved me hard, meaning to put me on the floor, but hitting one of us is like hitting a brick wall. We stand our ground and our anatomies are very resistant, as I have said. His full-on shove was enough to jolt me forward and spill the vial, though, so I knew he would be a fighter. That was fine by me, as the scent of the girl and her drug-laced sweat was driving me mad. I spun before the guy could even blink, catching him under his chin with my left hand. He was big, probably 250 or 260, and really tall, but I picked him up as I caught him, leaving a good foot of air under his feet. His eyes went wide as I began to choke him. I was barely squeezing his windpipe with the base of my thumb and forefinger. He was tough, but his eyes began to water as he made coughing sounds from the back of his throat. He grabbed my left hand with both of his, trying to pry my fingers away. He was kicking, trying to get me or get free, but I never as much as rocked on my feet. He was trying to plead with me when I noticed the girlfriend had quit dancing and was staring at me, her rational mind trying to come out of its drug-induced coma and reconcile what was happening in front of her. It wasn’t doing a very good job judging by the glassiness of her big brown eyes.
The needle scratched across one of the records the DJ was spinning, a big, comical WRRROOOP! like you would hear in a movie or sitcom when the stuffing was about to hit the fan, then silence. The entire club quit moving and all eyes were either on me or the big mook I was holding over my head like a fine glass of port, as if I was swirling it and assessing its legs. No one breathed for what seemed like forever, and then the girl I had been targeting looked from me to her giant of a boyfriend and back to me. She sidled closer to me, and stood on her tiptoes to whisper into my ear. “Break his neck,” she said in the same way she had pronounced the drug’s name just seconds before. “He’s a bad man. He treats me bad.”
The boyfriend’s eyes were swimming, trying to look down past his purple cheeks to see the face of his girlfriend, but she was looking at me with stone cold sober eyes. I wanted to tweak my wrist just a little, but I knew it would be hard to escape arrest when four hundred eyes were trained on my every move. So I dropped him flat on his ass. Hard. I grabbed the girl’s wrist and pulled her out through the crowd. I move fast, even through an ocean of stoned teenagers, and we were out the door and into the cool, quiet night before the “bad man” even realized he had been dropped.
“Bad man, eh?” I thought to myself. “If only she knew…” I fought back a snigger as I whisked her through the streets to my hotel.
When we arrived at the hotel, the doorman gave me a little wink, the Italian version of “Thumbs up, Champ!” as he opened the door for me. I’m sure he thought I was some tourist out sampling the local fare. Whatever. I took the girl up to my room via the elevator. We did not talk. She had not said a word since our exchange while I was still holding her now ex-boyfriend up like a prized Christmas goose. She had come along amicably enough; I suppose she just wanted to get away from Prince Charming. We got to my room and I keyed in. I opened the door for her, slipped the “Do Not Disturb” sign (printed in both Italian and English) on the doorknob, and closed the door. I clicked the lock home and entered the living room.
The girl was already sprawled on one of the loveseats in the room. She must have flipped on a few lights when she entered the room, because there was a soft glow from several spots throughout the suite. When I am alone I never turn lights on. I do not need to. But this girl looked like a Roman goddess in the light, her light olive skin now dry but still glowing at the blades of her hipbones and across her clavicles. She was a true beauty, very classic. Our dash through the streets of Rome had curbed my horniness while increasing my appetite, which was not good for this girl’s sake. Looking at her lying across the arm of the loveseat was definitely helping her chances of living at least a little longer, though.
I walked across the room and sat down across from her in an overstuffed leather armchair. Her eyes followed me and stayed on me as I sat. She was not afraid, though. Her heartbeat was slower and more relaxed, almost sleepy. We sat and stared at each other for five minutes, then ten. Finally she spoke. “What’s your name? Or should I just call you Baby?”
I told her my name was Antonio. She seemed to buy it, but not prefer it. “So, Baby, you here on business or pleasure?”
“Both, I suppose. Just business, until I met you.”
Her dark brown eyes twinkled, and she lowered them as she smiled. She blushed slightly, which made her all the sexier. No woman had ever had this much control over the goings-on in my nethers.
“Ah, that is sweet. So, you want to get started, or do you want to keep talking?” She slid off the loveseat and crawled over to me. She was slinky as a black cat, and she knew it. She was an odd mix of sweet and beguiling, erotic and tempting. I saw a lot of Helen in her, the girl who caused the fall of the great walled city of Troy. She had had the same qualities as this doe-eyed beauty, and I could almost see why Paris had taken her from her husband back to his land, damning his line completely. Almost. Regardless, I was going to have a memorable night with this particular Helen.
She reached me, putting her small hands on my inner thighs and her head in my lap. She crawled on up my body, until she was straddling me in the chair. We kissed. Her lips were sweet, and I could taste her hot blood through them. We started out slow, me holding her hips, my fingertips in the small of her back. She arched her back, her carotid arteries thrumming beneath the muscles in her soft neck. I was hungry, but that hunger had taken a backseat at this point. I wanted to make this last. This girl moved like Steph had always tried to, but she was so much smoother than Steph had been. The movements came naturally to this girl. They seemed to be a part of her. Steph was sensual, but it was learned. I leaned forward and massaged the left side of her neck with my lips and the front of my teeth. I did not bite her, but I could feel her blood rushing through her arteries and veins. I struggled with the urge to bite her, but she slipped a hand down my pants and the urge to bite her disappeared.
We made love all night long and both fell asleep just before dawn. As I drifted off I realized I still did not even know her name. Not that it really mattered. At least, that is what I thought as my consciousness spiraled down into the darkness that daybreak brings.
I awoke with a start as the lock on the door clicked open. The sun was shining around the drawn curtains, making a giant glowing rectangle along the wall and carpet. “Room service!” called a voice in Italian. The voice sounded like it was trying too hard to sound like an elderly Italian housekeeper. Nothing about that voice or the scent of the human entering my room was right—she sounded younger and more virile than her voice and shuffling steps indicated. I instinctively rolled out of bed and pulled the girl from the night before off with me. She stirred a little as we landed, and I pushed her under the bed just as gunfire erupted from the doorway. The shots sounded like they were coming from a Tec-9 or an uzi, and goose feathers were being thrown into the air as the bed was shredded by bullets. The girl screamed, fully awake now, and I clamped my hand over her mouth. The gunfire and her screams were playing hell with my sensitive ears. The large brown eyes stared at me hysterically as I raised a finger to my own lips in the classic “Shhh!” gesture. Her eyes, though swimming with liquid fear, registered her understanding and she quit screaming. The gunfire stopped for a second as I heard the well-oiled “Chiiish” of the spent magazine sliding out. I made my move.
I sprang over the bed, clearing the gap between the far side of it and the doorway on the far side of the other room of the suite in one leap. The shooter’s hand was just slapping the fresh magazine home when I grabbed the gun (indeed a Tec-9) and twisted it so the barrel was now facing the original owner. The nylon combat strap got caught on the shooter’s shoulder and broke her arm when I twisted the gun around. She muffled her scream of surprise and pain before it left her lips and that was when I knew I was dealing with a professional. I had acted purely on reflex in subduing the shooter; the realization that she was well-trained piqued my curiosity. Unfortunate for her that the rude wakeup call had also awakened my rage.
“Who sent you?” I roared at her in Italian. With her free hand the shooter pulled a knife so fast I barely caught the glint of the sharpened edge of the black blade as she thrust it upward. I thought she was trying to stab me but she thrust the knife into her own throat. Blood started to pour out of the wound. She had hit her carotid and was dying fast. I started to drink as she began to crumple. I was scouring her mind for what snippets of memories I could grasp as she died. “We know who you are…” was all I could get - and it hadn’t been found by me, it had been thrust at me like some terrible curse. This person was a professional assassin, a modern-day ninja who had undergone intense mental training or brainwashing. She was trained to kill herself rather than be taken alive and questioned. She had not tried to stab me and it was unclear whether she knew the blade would have bent or broken on my skin. The loads she shot and the weapon she shot them with were substantial, but they would not have been more than an annoyance to me. So why had she come and who had sent her? I rifled through her pockets for clues but they were empty except for three more fresh magazines and a key to my room. No identification, not that I expected any. I pulled the shawl back from her face and committed her looks to memory. I removed her gloves and found twisted scars on her fingertips where her fingerprints should have been. A consummate professional, this one.
I dragged the body, now drained, into the front room and locked the door behind me. My companion had crawled out from under the bed at some point and now sat with her knees pulled up to her chest, her arms wrapped around them. She was still naked and rocking slightly. Feathers were woven through her dark hair, giving her a surreal, angelic appearance. Her eyes were still too large for her to be completely sane. I surmised she had seen me draining our attacker. There was only one thing to do. I really was not hungry now, so I cocked the gun I was holding and aimed it at her. A single silvery tear rolled down her cheek as I fingered the trigger.
“Don’t kill me!” she shouted in Italian. “I’ll tell you whatever you want!” She continued to tremble in the corner of the room, but now she wore a defeated and desperate look on her face.
I kept the gun trained on her as I moved quietly across the living room into the bedroom to her. I got closer so she would not feel the urge to yell. We did not have long as I could hear muffled shouts coming from the stairwell. The authorities were still several floors down, but they were coming up the stairs in a hurry. “Our mystery guest must have cut the power to the elevator,” I thought as I crouched down so I was face to face with the girl. My Helen.
“Okay, tell me what you know.” I kept my voice as calm and steady as I possibly could. I wanted to put her at ease and keep her from screaming again.
“I was told you would come,” she whispered.
“By whom?”
“The man who gave me the diabolus. He said you would come.”
“Who gave it to you? What did he look like?”
“I don’t remember. I had been drinking.”
“You will have to do better than that,” I commanded, an edge coming into my voice. The voices in the stairs were only three floors down now. I glanced at the clock on the bed stand. It was a casualty of the bullet rain we had experienced earlier. The light seeping in around the curtains was intense, though. I figured it must be about noon. I was trapped with nowhere to go. Damned assassin had done her homework.
“He was a young dark-skinned black man. I was drinking at the bar and he sat down next to me. He handed me the vial and said I would like it. He also said it would bring a strong man to me.”
It was vague, but I knew she was telling the truth. I was searching her memories and listening to her heartbeat. She was not lying. The black man was not one of my brothers - we are all of varying complexions, but none of us is dark-skinned. Malaan could be seen as a black man, but he would be seen as a bright-skinned one.
“Would you know the man if you saw him again?” I asked.
“Yes,” was her immediate reply. Again she told the truth, but in her own mind she was just buying time. It is amazing how much sway the human psyche has on the perception of truth. People lie all the time but actually believe they are telling the truth. Occasionally they tell the truth but do not even realize it. That was what was happening with this girl.
“Alright,” I said, “let us get moving.”
I told her to get dressed quickly and quietly. I had an idea to get us out of the room, but we did not have long. I dressed with lightning speed and stripped the shooter down to her underwear, jamming the extra Tec-9 magazines into my pockets. I pulled her housekeeper’s uniform over my own clothes. The skirt was too short as I am a tall man, and the bottoms of my jeans were visible below the hem. I rolled them up as far as I could and pulled the skirt down to the point where the elastic waistband was where my legs join my groin. Thankfully the dark shawl was long enough to cover my backside and still afford me plenty of coverage for my face and upper body. I tucked the gun into my armpit, crossing the strap over my torso and readjusted the shawl. The material was thick, but some light still seeped through it. I did not have many choices, though, and this was going to have to work. I pulled the girl to me and instructed her in the escape route we were going to take. I let her know in no uncertain terms that if she blew my cover I would kill her. She believed me and shook her head profusely when I asked if she was going to make any stupid moves.
We ran to the door and I unlocked it and pulled it open. I bent over, trying my best to resemble a hunch-backed old grandmother and camouflage my height and broad shoulders. I could see through the shawl pretty well, which made me uneasy about the second half of my escape plan. Either way, I was getting out of there alive, even if I had to kill the entire Roman police force. But I did not want to draw undue attention when I still had my own detective work to do. So I shuffled through the door, the girl in tow, and shut it. At that moment the door to the stairway burst open and a half-dozen cops burst through. Without missing a beat my companion shouted in Italian “The shots came from down there!” and pointed to the end of the long hall. The police sprinted by with hardly a glance in our direction. We got to the stairway with me shuffling along as fast as I dared without arousing suspicion. As soon as we were through the door I flung the girl over my shoulder and leapt down the stairs a flight at a time. In seconds we were on the ground floor, the girl tense but silent.
I did not know Rome very well but I knew Cathos had made vast underground tunnels that ran throughout the entire city. I was not sure where the entrances were, but I was going to find one. And that meant going outside. In the noonday sun…
Thankfully the hotel was near the Furio Camillo station. We darted across the street and into the coolness of the stairwell. My layers of clothing kept me protected, but I had felt the heat of a thousand suns in the few seconds we were exposed. I noticed a distinct smell of smoke clinging to me as I pulled off the housekeeper’s outfit and stuffed it in a trashcan near the turnstiles. I paid our fare and we went through. We could have jumped them, but that could have drawn attention. We got on the train and headed toward the Anagnina stop. I wanted to put as much space between us and the incident as possible. We could ride the train and stay underground until dark if necessary, but if I needed to find a tunnel entrance I figured the best place to look was underground. Riding the subway would give me time to think. The girl seemed to relax a bit once we sat down, and before long she was leaning against my shoulder, sound asleep. The stress mixed with her lack of sleep the night before and shut her body down. She would need her rest if she was to keep up with me until we found the black man who gave her the black drug. Once we found him, her usefulness would fade to zero. She had seen too much and had to have surmised what I was. I would need to dispose of her, but until we found the dealer she was my responsibility, my partner.
We rode the train to Anagnina and I nudged the girl awake. We stepped off and headed to a bench near the restrooms. She had to go so I let her. I did not trust her, but I knew there was only one way out of an underground public toilet, so I was not worried. I decided to look around for a clue or an access point to Cathos’s hidden tunnels.
I did not have to look long. About fifty yards down the subway tunnel I could see an access door. Whether it was just for subway maintenance I could not tell, but it was as good a start as any. The girl came out of the restroom and looked around, not seeing me immediately. Was she sizing up her chances and planning to run? She finally saw me near the mouth of the tunnel and quickly walked over to join me.
She had not said much to me since our flight from the hotel, and she did not change that upon joining me. She eyed me warily, but she seemed to either trust me or was resigned to her fate for now. I told her we were going to check out the door down the tunnel. She shrugged her thin shoulders and followed me down the access walk. The round knob on the green door was locked, but I twisted it off and put my shoulder into it. The door popped open and I stepped inside. It was dark and dusty, obviously unused for a long while. I was halfway through the room, checking out the racks of paint and tools along the walls when I realized the girl was still standing in the doorway. It was dark enough inside the room that she had not followed me in. The dim light from the subway tunnel did not penetrate more than a few feet into the room. She could not see so I went to her and said quietly, “Do you trust me?”
“No.”
“Smart girl. Will you come with me?”
“Yes.” With that I stretched out my hand to her. She eyed it like it was a snake that could strike without warning, but hurriedly put her small hand in mine. I led her quickly into the room and closed the door.
“Stand right here,” I instructed her. I moved one of the heavy shelves against the door so we would not be followed. The metal screamed a protest as I pulled it away from the wall. The girl flinched at the sound. The shelf gouged furrows into the concrete floor as it moved. Once it was firmly against the door I looked at the wall it had been resting against. A rough-hewn hole was now visible in the wall. It was covered over with cobwebs but it was wide enough for the two of us to walk through comfortably side-by-side. I cleared the spider webs, wiped them off of my hands, and took the girl’s hand again. She startled, but gripped my hand with surprising strength. I led her through the hole in the wall and down the tunnel, being careful not to let her bump into the side of it. The stone had been chiseled in a rough manner, with several spurs and shards sticking out. They were razor-sharp and would easily cut the girl to the bone if she brushed against them. A human without a light source would quickly cut his or her hands off if he or she was foolish enough to attempt to feel the way down the tunnel along the walls.
We walked slowly, me leading the girl no faster than she could walk in the pitch darkness. Within about ten minutes light could be seen gradually creeping into the tunnel. We picked up our pace as the girl was able to see better with every step. The tunnel had become relatively straight, with just few meandering twists, but then it took a sharp right turn.
The light was flickering and one hundred meters ahead the reason was revealed. A huge bonfire was crackling rapidly in a large domed cavern. Black-hooded figures were cavorting around it, chanting in the ancient language. It was an angelic dialect, the original language passed down to humankind by God Himself before the Tower of Babel fiasco. The floor was white marble, and bejeweled frescos covered the walls and the dome itself. These were set within gleaming golden “ribs” that stretched from floor to ceiling. The girl beside me drew in breath at just the details she could see from our vantage point. I could see several tunnel openings around the base of the dome. The tunnel system was more complex than I had imagined it would be. Unfortunately, we needed to get out into the cavern to continue on our way. We would have no idea which tunnel to take, or even where we ultimately needed to go. Perhaps one of the more than two dozen hooded dancers between us and the rest of the tunnels could help to guide us.
I told the girl to stay put with just a look. She nodded her comprehension and crouched down near enough to the wall to not be noticed, but far enough to not risk evisceration on the sharp rocks. I considered my options and decided I really only had one: I had to get close to the revelers and to do that I would assuredly have to be seen. C’est la vie.
I crept out of the mouth of the tunnel and skirted around a little before striding right up to the worshippers or whatever they were. No one noticed me and they kept chanting as they twirled around the fire. I had not spoken Aramaic in a very long time, but it came back to me instantly. They were calling out to the lord of the earth, the lord of the air, the lord of the light. Satan worshippers, every one, and committed ones by the looks of it. The closer I got the better I could smell the undertones of the bonfire – blood and adrenaline. The white marble floor near the fire was red with blood. Drains in the floor kept it from covering the circle where the worshippers danced. Goats were bleating in fear as a few worshippers on the far side threw them into the fire. A pile of charred bones created the pier for the flames. This had been going on for a very long time, apparently. That wass when I saw what appeared to be the high priest, wearing a bleached white ram’s skull, raise the child above his head.
I am not a big fan of children. They are loud, messy, and generally obnoxious, but they are sources of great power. Their souls are pure, not yet tainted by conscious sin. Spiritually, the sacrifice of a child is the most powerful act of evil a person can do. I have fed on more children than I can count, but it was always out of a need for sustenance, never as a meaningless sacrifice.
“PUT IT DOWN!” I roared. My voice echoed in the great dome, drowning the sound of the flames and chanting. The worshippers quit dancing, a few falling to the floor, clutching their heads or chests. The high priest’s ram skull pivoted toward me, but he did not release the child. He was not sure if what he was seeing was real. To the Satanists, I had just appeared in their midst. Confused thoughts of whether I was the answer to their prayers raced through many of the minds. Shadows started seeping out of the tunnel openings. Demons.
“Are you the lord?!” demanded the priest. His confusion was great as I was obviously above and beyond human and demon, but his crowning blood sacrifice, his piece de resistance, was still wiggling above his head.
“He is not your lord!” hissed the shadows. Legion was present. Legion is not just one demon; Legion is a group of them. They draw power from each other by being together, amplifying their evil. The whole is much greater than the sum of its parts. “Kill the child!” Before I could clear the fire the child was engulfed and screaming. I could not reach it. I was blown back by the shockwave as the little one’s soul was released from its body. The soul was assuredly going to Heaven, but its release would serve as a beacon to evil entities the world over, a call to gather. This was going to get very bad, and it was going to happen quickly.
I sprang to my feet and grabbed the closest human, a middle-aged man who was grinning maniacally. “Where is Cathos? Which tunnel takes me to him?” I shouted, but his eyes were glassing over. They turned a milky gray and then fixed on mine with a clarity that was not there before. A small twinkling light of insanity was deep within them.
“Why do you want to know?” was the reply, but it was not the man’s voice that asked it. Legion had claimed another victim.
“Demon, tell me what I want to know,” I demanded.
“Why should I? You cannot hurt us.”
“I can take away your vessel.” It was true; killing the possessed human was all I could really do. Demons are immortal and can turn to vapor, so doing much damage to them is nearly impossible. Killing the human would be no more than an annoyance as the demons would need to find another body to inhabit. And with willing Satanists being so prevalent, it would take them remarkably little time to find another. But switching bodies weakens them, at least for a while.
“Fine, ‘Prince’, be that way. That tunnel will take you.” The body pointed. “Just let us keep this vessel. It has evil thoughts. We like it.”
I dropped the possessed body and sprinted back to the girl. This place was going to be demon central any minute and I needed to find out what the hell was going on. I needed to get to Cathos and get some answers.
The girl looked like she would meet me halfway, her dark eyes locked on mine. She was trying hard not to look around at the entities that were crawling out of the shadows. Her thoughts revealed she had seen the child and had heard the screams. Her cheeks were wet with tears. “Save me from this” was written all over her face. She screamed as one of the worshippers grabbed her lower leg as she trotted toward me. He gripped her hard and she stumbled. I tore his arm off at the shoulder and picked her up, pushed off the ground hard, and spread my wings. The girl gasped, but didn’t seem fazed. She had seen enough odd things in the past few hours that her threshold for surprises must have risen. I was not worried about her seeing my wings as I was going to kill her later anyway, but I still needed her to identify our mystery drug dealer.
I flapped twice and was near the ceiling of the dome, then folded my wings and dove for the tunnel that led to Cathos. I clutched the girl tight against my body and swooped through the tunnel entrance. Some of the humans began to scream as the demons possessed their bodies. Apparently they were not as willing to be hosts as they had implied just moments before. I flew through the darkness and the screams faded, but my sensitive ears still heard them. The girl had put her arms around my neck when I picked her up and her grip loosened as we flew. Fifteen minutes later we came out of the tunnel into a smaller but even more ornate chamber. The far end held a massive set of polished oak double doors, inlaid with gleaming cherry wood. A tremendous gold crucifix hung above the doors, the top projecting into the room, the Savior looming above anyone waiting to enter whatever the doors held secret. Rubies served as His holy blood, covering His copper skin. The cross He was mounted on was adorned with fleur de lis at the ends of each bar. Embedded in each was a diamond the size of a cantaloupe. This was definitely Cathos’s place. Now I just needed to get in.
I considered using one of the cross-shaped knockers, each of which had to weigh fifty pounds, but I decided against it. I was tired of getting shot at, dealing with demons, trying to keep this girl alive, and looking for my wife’s killer. I wanted answers and I wanted them now. I pulled one of the knockers back, but instead of letting it drop I used it to pull the door off its hinges. It groaned for a split-second before screaming as the thick oak splintered, spraying chunks at us as the girl ducked and covered her head with her arms.
“Cathos!” I roared. The door hitting the far end of the chamber amplified the exclamation in a way that I had not planned, but still made me snicker. I stepped through the space where the door had just been and machinery came to life. Green dots danced across my skin, at least a dozen of them, and then the bullets started flying. High-powered 7.62mm rounds bounced off of my face, chest, and stomach, each flattened by the impact.
I heard the skull-shattering Whump! of a Barrett .50 caliber sniper rifle and dodged the big projectile. It tore through the remaining door and I heard the girl scream. The bullet had vaporized the middle part of her body. That tight tummy was quite literally gone. She had been reduced to lower legs and feet and everything from the lower ribcage up. She would bleed out before it even dawned on her what had happened, but I had to get all the info in her head before that. I spun back through the door, grabbed what was left of her upper body, and pulled her away from the door along the wall. Her eyes were large and shocked, and her heartbeat was nearly nonexistent. There was no more blood to pump. I bit her hard in the carotid artery and drained what was left in an instant. She might have known what I was doing, for a picture of the black drug dealer flashed into my mind as her soul slipped away. There was little adrenaline in her blood as her adrenal glands had been turned into mist along with fifty percent of her body, but I felt flushed and my metabolism kicked into a higher gear. Now I was pissed.
I sprang back through the door and felt the lasers again. The small arms fire was as gnats to me; the bark of the Barrett deafening my sensitive ears for a millisecond as I closed the gap to the sniper at the end of a one hundred meter long hallway. I wrenched the gun from its hands, twisting the barrel as I pulled it free. I pulled the sniper’s head off in one movement, only noticing the fact that it was a robot based on the feel of the head. A few more magnum-powered bullets drizzled on me and then they stopped. The green tracking lasers turned off as a hatch behind the sniper robot slid open. It was dark beyond but I saw who was on the other side: my brother, Cathos.
Chapter 3: Cathos and the First Dream
“Welcome, my dear Brother.” Cathos’s voice has always been like nails on a chalkboard to me. It is nasal and has a weasel-y quality. He sounds like a used car salesman. Most of those are just bloodsuckers figuratively.
“Quite a welcome, Cathos.”
“Well, a religious leader must have security. Besides, you got by without a scratch. Looks like I will have to revamp my design a bit…”
“I want answers, Cathos, and I am sure you have them.”
“What questions do you have? I would be happy to answer them.”
“Who killed the girl in Vegas? Where did the devil drug come from? Who tried to kill me at the hotel? What is going on at the bonfire down the tunnel?”
“Hmm,” Cathos appeared to be seriously pondering the significance of all of my questions, then he smiled knowingly. “I can answer all of those questions…in time.”
“I do not have time for this!”
“Oh Brother, you have plenty of time. If there is one thing you have, it is time.”
He had a point, I will give him that. In the grand scheme of things, all of the tribulations I had gone through in the past few days, all of the questions they led to, meant nothing, really. My brothers and I came from the very dawn of time and having humans die, new designer drugs created, and cheating death every moment of every day was the norm. But this felt different. These tribulations were brought on by one of us, I was very sure of that. We had often fought, albeit with our vast human armies as our proxies. Fights between us personally were nonexistent. We wagered and raked in the spoils of war, but had always done it more from the sidelines. True, many of us had been on the front lines countless times, but it was never a personal thing. For a predator that hunts humankind, being camouflaged amongst them, fighting alongside them and against them at the same time, affirmed our place at the top of the food chain. We are perfect predators. But an actual vendetta against one or the other of our kind was an impossibility. In the millennia we had existed, we had never had a reason to take anything personally. True, we did not love each other by any stretch of the imagination, and several of us harbored a hatred of some sort for one or two of our brothers, but we had never lashed out against one of our own. I could not even imagine an actual physical skirmish between two of us. That would be something even a blind human could not ignore.
“Cathos,” I began, “You speak the truth. I have all the time in the world.”
“Then join me, dear Brother, for refreshments.”
I stepped through the hatch and followed my brother down a dark hallway. The ceiling was carpeted with sapphires and diamonds, looking very much like the glittering night sky. It was beautiful, but so very opulent. Cathos was robed in a red and black mantle over his flowing purple under robe. Rings adorned all of his fingers, and his skin had a reddish tinge as if badly sunburned (well, as a human sunburns, anyway). He was fat, at least for one of us, which is quite an accomplishment. Our metabolisms are quite high, but will down-regulate if we do not feed for several days, maintaining our musculature very effectively. But for one of us to ingest enough to actually gain fat instead of just excess muscle would take a staggering amount of blood in a limitless stream. None of us had ever been anything less than a seemingly perfect specimen of human male development. This struck me as very peculiar and I said so.
“Times are good for me, Brother. You can have it this good. I will show you. In time.”
We walked the rest of the way in silence. It was not very far as it turned out and I had resigned myself to the fact that it would be better, though less direct and gratifying, to let Cathos talk in his own time. For now, anyway.
We stepped into Cathos’s office and I spied the Ark, with its humiliating saltwater aquarium on top. Cathos stepped behind his desk and tapped a button beneath it. A bookshelf slid back and then sideways, revealing a secret passage into another room.
“Come, Brother. Enter my Sanctum Sanctorum.”
I had smelled blood when I entered the hatch, but I had misplaced it as coming from Cathos. The smell intensified as we walked, but I still thought it was just emanating from Cathos’s skin. I let out an audible gasp as we entered Cathos’s true realm. The walls were decorated with painted human skins of all colors and ethnicities. They had been stretched and tacked to the walls as a big game hunter will decorate his trophy room. The room was a dome, like the others I had come through in this maze of tunnels. Instead of a bonfire, like in the first chamber, the center of the room housed an ornate black marble and gold fountain. The fountain itself was nearly two stories tall, and the flume spewing from the top was easily thirty feet high. A flume of blood.
The blood burbled over the three stepped bowls, red and hot. The smell drowned most of my thoughts and brought out a deeper thirst than I had ever known. Even with just having wetted my lips on my Italian tour guide, my mouth was dry. I began to salivate, my senses assaulted by the salty tang, the burbling, the deep ruby color. I licked my lips like a stray cur being teased with a thick New York Strip.
“…Dear Brother?” I had not realized Cathos was speaking to me at first. For the first time in my long life I asked someone to repeat himself.
“I asked if you would fancy a drink, dear Brother.”
I am guessing he surmised from the look on my face that I very much fancied a drink. He offered me a large chalice, much less ornate than everything else in the room. It was simple but still interesting in a way I could not immediately identify.
“Go ahead, drink from the fountain of life!”
I reached for the chalice. As soon as my fingers touched it I felt like a lightning bolt shot into my arm and into my brain. I jerked my hand back and hissed. The tips of my fingers were blackened and smoking a little. Cathos dipped it into the fountain, filling it to the brim. “Here, Brother, let me. I reacted the same way when I first touched it. Just open up.”
I had played along with Cathos’s plan long enough.
“No, Cathos.”
He advanced. I have never backed down from anyone, and I was not about to start now. I snapped my arm out to slap the chalice from Cathos’s hand, but my arm whipped back as soon as my fingertips hit the cup in his hands. I hit it hard enough to crush it, but it didn’t so much as dent, and the blood in it did not slosh—it was as smooth as the surface of a massive ruby. I stared in utter disbelief at the cup and at Cathos. He wore a vulpine smile that was better suited to a carrion bird. He advanced again and I grabbed his wrists, jerking his immense weight overhead. We are the same height so he only came off the ground by about an inch. He was still smiling. It reminded me of the face of one of the men handing out garbage can Kool-Aid at Jim Jones’s last bash. It was serene but predatory, spacey yet secretly intelligent. Cathos had a secret and he wanted to let me in on it.
“Repent, Brother. Cleanse your soul,” he whispered. I felt his wrists twitch as he dumped the contents of the chalice on my head.
My skin burned as the blood flowed over my scalp and face. At that moment I felt actual physical pain. It was…intense. Having no frame of reference made it even worse. It was new and terrible. I released Cathos, kicking him hard. It was a sharp front kick that was, in truth, more of a push than a kick. I snarled with rage. Blood flowed past my parted lips, over my tongue, and down my throat, gagging me, constricting my airway as it went. I could not breathe, my eyes were blinded, my skin blistered and fell off in thick sheets.
The agony built to a wailing crescendo and then it was gone.
I was in a different place, a different time. I was walking through a meadow, in the bright sun. I squinted my eyes, never having been in such intense light in my entire life. The trees that ringed the mammoth clearing were impossibly tall. They were neither conifers nor deciduous, but resembled both. It began to dawn on me that this particular species of tree had never been present on Earth. I realized the meadow itself had to be miles wide; the edge of the ring of trees was farther away than it seemed. I decided to take a closer look at the alien trees and sprinted from the center of the meadow toward the wall of trees. I rocketed through the flowers; flowers of shapes and colors the likes of which I had never witnessed in all my travels. I streaked along, crouched as I went, and sprang into the air. I spread my wings and they felt different—not wrong, but not normal, either. I could feel the brisk breeze ruffling them. I glanced sideways and saw feathers, long white feathers, growing out of my wings. I soared ever higher and faster, up toward the sun. I felt its warmth on my skin. I flew for what must have been several human days, getting nearer and nearer the sun, but no closer to the edge of the meadow. I felt the great glowing heat of the yellow-white orb intensifying. Suddenly my great white wings burst into flames. I heard a booming voice as I fell to earth…
“YOU HAVE FLOWN TOO HIGH, MY SON.”
I awoke days later in Cathos’s office. At first I was disoriented, my surroundings were unfamiliar. I could still smell the blood in the next room, although the secret passage was now shut. I saw the Emperor angelfish in the aquarium on top of the Ark of the Covenant. Such a beautiful creature so solidly trapped. Even if it could escape its confines it would die in the blink of an eye, gasping its last.
I looked around. I was not restrained, not that anything manufactured by humans can hold me anyway. I stood. I was naked and completely healed. Perhaps it had all been a vision, a hallucination. I could have sworn my skin had blistered and peeled off, my eyes destroyed by the blood. I noticed something swirling to the floor. A single white feather, the tips singed and ragged, drifted from where I lay.
“What the hell is going on?” I wondered, and apparently said it aloud as Cathos answered from the doorway.
“I reacted in much the same way when I first drank from the Grail.”
“I doubt that, Cathos.” Had he said “Grail”?
“Well, I wasn’t knocked out for a week, that much is true. The subsequent draughts from the Grail have never been anything but sweet.”
“Are you telling me I drank from the Holy Grail?”
“Of course.”
“You are surely joking.”
“No, dear Brother. I was there when they crucified Him. I grabbed the cup and it nearly burned my hand off. I drank of His blood and my head nearly exploded. I crawled off to an empty tomb while it was dark and awoke with a “divine vision”. He laughed at this.
“You had a vision, too?”
“Yes. I saw that I could corrupt the earth in the form of religion.” Cathos laughed once more, the sound high and mocking.
So he had not had as intimate, or as vivid a vision as I had. I could tell by the way he spoke. He had not had a personal experience, just a headache and a warped idea.
“But the cup holds no power, only the blood of Jesus holds the power.”
“Ah yes, dear Brother,” he answered. “What do you think it was you drank?”
“What? How?!”
“There were flakes of dried blood on the Grail when I emerged from the empty tomb. I later founded the Vatican here, built the fount of life, drained one thousand virgins, and scraped the blood flakes into the fountain. I continue to replenish the supply, but I am sure the blood of Christ still flows through it.”
So why had I had my vision? What did it signify? Was it real? I had more questions, but that reminded me why I had come here in the first place. I was ready for answers.
“Why would you have me drink this? Why did it not kill us?”
“I have no idea. I doubt there is any true power in it anyway, Brother.”
“But our fathers swear to the power of Jesus, Cathos.”
“Some of them do. They are weak and cowardly. We are the true powers on the earth and you know it. We will rise as the leaders. We will bring about the end of this world. You and I are the only two who have drank of this, but no harm has befallen us. What say you to this?”
“I am asking the questions now, Cathos. Who killed the girl in Vegas?”
“Why? What does it matter to you?” His mouth asked the question, but his eyes showed the truth. He knew why it mattered to me.
I crossed the room faster than a human’s synapses can fire and picked his fat ass up by the over robe. “Answer me now! Who killed her?”
“Why do you ask me questions to which you already know the answers?”
Variel’s face flashed into my mind with a force like it had been shoved at me. Cathos was telling me, but seemed too afraid to tell me verbally. I felt his fear and what felt like sadness.
“Fine, if you will not answer,” I played along. “Where does the black drug come from?”
“I don’t know what you are talking about!” Again Variel’s face, but not as forcefully. Cathos knew Variel was producing it, but he was not sure how, why, or where.
I did not even bother to ask him who had sent the assassin to the hotel. I had all the answers I needed, or was going to get.
“Fine! Where are my clothes?” I demanded as I dropped Cathos, who landed deftly on his feet despite his added bulk.
“I had them cleaned for you.” He gestured to a corner of his desk where my clothes were neatly folded. I dressed quickly and strode to the doorway. I turned and glared into Cathos’s eyes. I established a mental link with him fast and asked him why the demons were gathering.
“It’s not safe.”
“Tell me.”
“It will become clear soon. All will become clear soon.”
“Why did you make me drink from the fount?”
“May you have the power to do what must be done. Now go.”
“Where is he, Cathos?”
“Close. So very, very close.”
With that he severed our mental link and turned to the fish tank. He began to feed his beautiful, trapped trophy as I entered the tunnel.
I reached the bonfire chamber scant minutes later. I was no longer being slowed down by the girl, whose earthly remains had been removed and the door had been fixed. All traces of gunfire had been repaired. All of this I had noticed as I passed through, but in a cursory way. None of it mattered now, not the dead Italian girl or even my murdered wife. All that mattered was the fact that demons were gathering and Variel had Cathos scared.
Cathos had said Variel was near, but how near? I had not sensed him on my little tour of Italy, and Cathos would not or could not reveal his location to me. I would need to trace him, and the best way to do that was to find his drug dealer. I knew his face and what he was peddling, but I would need more than that to find him.
I pondered all of this as I flew. When I reached the bonfire chamber, it was empty. Well, not empty, but devoid of life, supernatural or otherwise. The floor was littered with human corpses, many of which appeared to have been torn apart from the inside. The demons had either had their fun in the bodies, mutilated them, and moved on, or they had fled in such a hurry that they tore themselves free of the meat sacks. Either way, they had left the vessels behind which was highly abnormal. Demons can and do live inside human shells for years, often causing the human’s mind to make the decision to do evil with their whispering, thereby corrupting his or her soul. Eventually they will rise to the surface, the evil thoughts and deeds pushing the human’s psyche further down, burying it until the demon is in total control of the body. The human is then unable to choose and voice its choice or plea to Jesus and is utterly lost. The human mind can die but the demon can animate the body indefinitely afterward. Other times the humans knowingly call the demons in, instantly damning their souls and losing control of their thoughts and actions. That is what these devil worshippers had done and they had paid the price.
The fire had burned out; the great timbers that had stoked it were nothing but tree trunk-sized chunks of ash. The rivers of blood created from the human sacrifice were dry and almost brown now, all leading to the drain in the floor. The stench of decay was heavy about the place and I moved on.
Before long I was back in the subway tunnel. The storage room that led to the tunnel system was undisturbed from the way I left it. The shelving unit was still slid aside; the door knob was still broken. No wonder the clandestine tunnels had not been found, at least not from this entrance.
I skipped the subway and went up the stairs to the surface. It was a beautiful starry night, warm and clear. I can see in the pitch black; the stars cast a preternatural glow on everything. The lovers strolling past the fountains glowed with the light cast from the heavens, the burbling water sparkling with the shine of liquid diamonds. It was magnificent.
I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I could smell life all around me. It was refreshing after being underground in Cathos’s lair for so long. I could smell roses in the distance, and lasagna from the little café across the street. A young lady, no more than sixteen years old was gently chiding her young beau. I could smell her perfume across the plaza. She was not wearing too much by human standards, but I could definitely smell it. It was light, floral, pleasant. It worked very well with her particular chemistry. So many people do not understand how to choose scents that complement their unique pheromone signature. Of course, none of them can smell their chemicals like I can.
Her scent changed as I stood, eyes closed, letting my senses free, letting my mind wander. It picked up a new tang, more acrid than before. I could feel her thoughts as her boyfriend leaned in for their first kiss. Her adrenal glands had begun pumping adrenaline into her bloodstream; that was the new tang in her scent. Her thoughts became clearer as the adrenaline reached her nervous system. He was not a good kisser. He was awkward and it was wetter than it should have been, but she loved it. Her mind made it out to be the best thing that had ever happened to her and that ever would. I grinned in spite of myself, pondering the vicissitudes of young love.
Had I ever really known love? I did not think so at the time, and I am unsure now. Perhaps I have been loved, but I cannot say I have ever felt love in my heart. Had I ever even been as young as these two lovers? Of course I was at one time, but it was nearly five thousand years ago. I had surely never loved anyone back then. I was just a predator. I was already quite adept at my profession, and love was not a concept I needed. I was still grinning, but it was wistful now. And then my smile was gone and my lips were curled back, exposing my sharp white teeth. I had caught a new smell. The smell of the devil drug.
“I have a visual on the target, Sir. I also have a read on vitals: Heart rate: One-hundred-fifty b.p.m. Core temperature: One-hundred-ten degrees Fahrenheit. It is him, Sir. Permission to execute?”
“Denied, Strike Bravo. Continue to monitor.”
“Affirmative.”
Chapter 4: Tracking the Devil
The smell of diabolus wafted to me from an alley to my left. It was barely there, no more than a molecule per million, but the acridity of it made it easy to follow. I moved left, crossing the plaza and then sticking to the shadows of the narrow alley. I passed dumpsters that reeked of garlic and days-old Italian food, but I kept going. The breadcrumb trail was getting stronger, but not by much. The source was either very far away or moving. Moving away from me. Whether by chance or conscious choice, I was not sure, but I was determined to find out. I picked up the pace.
Two minutes later I had covered nearly three-quarters of a mile and was nearing the edge of the city proper. The buildings were now just houses, packed tightly, but no more than a couple of stories tall. I had left the original alley a long way back and was now picking my way through a maze of alleys and a series of small backyard gardens. The scent was much stronger now, but not as strong as it should have been. The source of the smell was definitely moving, and apparently winding through every little niche it could. I also smelled sweat now, and it was getting exponentially stronger than the gunpowder type drug smell. I was closing in on my prey. And I was going to make him suffer a great deal before I even asked the first question.
I could tell my target was a male from the smell of testosterone in his sweat. He also had some sort of malignant cancer – it was deep in him, probably pancreatic or liver. Rancid and rotting. It would kill him in a matter of months, but I was not going to let his own body kill itself. I was more than willing to do that myself.
The smell of the man led me to the steps of an old house on the very edge of town. It was tall and narrow, looking much like the haunted houses that are often portrayed in children’s stories and Halloween decorations. A rickety front porch ran the width of the house, several of the pickets holding the worn railing missing or broken, giving it the illusion of a vampiric grin. I could hear my quarry’s heartbeat now, beating way too fast to not know it was being hunted. He was sitting in the fetal position in a closet on the third floor, quivering, but not just from fear. He had swallowed three full vials of the drug. His sweat stung my nose now; the drug was reacting with his chemistry. I cleared the front steps and splintered the wooden door in one leap, and in the span of two more hops I was standing in front of the louvered door to the closet. I shot my hand through the thin wood and jerked the man out by the throat, widening the hole in the louvers. It was quite comical, showing his outline perfectly, much like an old Warner Bros. cartoon. I punched him in the stomach, hard enough to make him puke, but soft enough to keep his spine intact. For now.
He retched sharply, disgorging his meager supper and the volume of diabolus that had not yet been absorbed into his blood stream. I raised his head with his chin in my hand, choosing my grip in a way that would keep his vomit away from me. His pupils took up the entire surface of his eyes save for a thin circle of claret. His irises, too, had turned red and split as they opened faster than they could handle when the drug hit his bloodstream. He was babbling incoherently. My “pumping” of his stomach had given him perhaps an extra five minutes to live, but he was dying, without my help or that of the cancer within him. I had to act fast.
This must be the black-skinned drug dealer that had introduced the Italian girl to the devil drug. He had told her she would like the drug and that it would bring a strong man to her. I had to ascertain how he knew that.
“Who sent you? Where does the diabolus come from?” I demanded, shaking him and attempting to pull thoughts out of his head at the same time. He mumbled and trembled. I broke his little finger to help him concentrate. He did not even scream. So I worked my way up his hand, asking the same questions every time. He looked me right in the face, a disquieting act due to his destroyed eyes. That is saying something when I am one accustomed to seeing demons up close. He simply said, “You are not him, but you are like him.” He said it calmly and matter-of-factly in a dreamy voice. He was slipping away. I crushed both of his wrists but he never once screamed, and he said no more.
His thoughts were a scrambled mess, obscured and obliterated by the drug. I could not pull anything intelligible from him. I had to bite him, but something about his smell put me off. He was too full of the drug, adrenaline, and cancer. Adrenaline often makes my prey taste that much sweeter, and cancer cannot kill our kind. But I was unsure what the drug would do to me, and the cocktail it made when mixed with the adrenaline and cancer could be dangerous.
Our kind concocted most of the more potent drugs, and a few of them actually have the power to affect us. We go crazy and sometimes actually physically change. Crack makes humans crave more crack; it makes our kind crave food. And that is not all.
I tried it once when Lucien made his first batch. I slaughtered twenty humans before dawn, draining them all. The crack upped my metabolism to the point that I stayed very pale the entire time, never taking on the reddish tinge such a feast usually brings. It was easier to kill and drain my victims that night, too, due to the changes I underwent.
My teeth got longer than normal, and thickened considerably. My mouth widened, stretching quite literally from ear to ear. Apparently I resembled a humanoid skeleton with a saber-toothed tiger skull. This is how Lucien described it the next night when I came to. He had to talk me down and get me underground as the sun’s first rays peeked over the horizon. I returned the favor for him the next morning. Even after seeing what had happened to me the night before, he decided it looked like I had had fun and was something he needed to experience for himself.
He looked a lot like how he described me, but he kept his wings spread much of the evening. He kept flying into things head first. Trees and a few houses suffered from his impairment, but he never even felt it. The next evening he asked if he had beaten my number. He meant the number of humans I had fed on two nights earlier and I told him he had. He had missed my record by five lives, but he is remarkably stubborn and I knew he would get high and try to beat me that night if I did not concede this meaningless victory. And he had been a pain in the ass to babysit the previous night…
Just smelling the drug oozing out of the dealer’s skin reminded me of the loss of control of that night so many years ago. I could not remember anything I had done while high and I had one of my brothers there to keep me in check. I had no idea what this black powder would do to me, and I did not intend to find out. The dealer’s mind was too far gone to pull anything useful from anyway. Why risk it?
So I was back to square one. Again. Damnit. Who had the dealer meant I was like? Variel? He was the most likely answer. Had he expected Variel instead of me? His single statement rang of that. I wished I knew Variel’s whereabouts. Cathos said he was close, but how close was he? I could not feel him. Perhaps it was time for me to reconsider my tactics. Maybe I should just let him find me. But could I afford to sit and wait? For an immortal, waiting is no big deal; for a perfectly-crafted hunter, waiting was akin to death. My hunt had brought me close; now it was time to set a trap. And I would be the bait. Too bad I did not consider what often happens to the bait. Especially when dealing with multiple predators.
I needed a plan. To make a plan, I needed a quiet spot. I was unsure where Variel was, but I figured he must be close. Cathos and the drug dealer had both mentioned him. At this point I was beginning to think it would be him finding me, not the other way around. So my being in Italy was unimportant; he would come to me. I think to that point he was leading me down a path he had planned out. He led me to Italy and to all of the spots and players he wanted me to find. So he had been in control.
It was time for me to shift that.
I was taking control. I was tired of his game; I was taking my ball and going home, as it were. And I was going to make it difficult for him to find me…or at least I was going to make it look that way. Now that I had realized it was just a game I could think more clearly. It was just another intrigue. I had beaten Variel before and I would do it again.
I needed money. As I said, I have caches squirreled away all over the world, but I did not have anything in Italy. I would need to rectify that at a later date. I needed to get to Paris. I have a chateau there with cars, cash, everything I need. But it was several hundred miles away, which would take a while for even one such as myself to cover. I did not want to fly out of Rome, either. I would be too easy to track from there. I knew Variel would find me regardless, but I wanted to make him jump through as many hoops as I had been forced to for the past week and a half. So I decided to fly out of Milan. I would have to travel a couple hundred miles to get there, but I knew it would not take too long to do.
I needed transportation. I found it while walking back toward the heart of Rome. I knew I would have a better chance of finding what I needed where there were more people with more money. I did not have to go far before I found a decent apartment with a Ducati Monster 696 out front. The bike would suit my needs very well – it was extremely fast, tough, and was compact enough to slip through places that I did not want anyone following if necessary. Now I just needed to locate the keys and convince the owner to relinquish them. That would not be a problem; I can be quite persuasive.
A quick sniff of the bike told me who I needed to find. Male, early twenties, weightlifter. As if it would be any other type. At least he had good taste in motorcycles (and from the latent scents on the bike, women as well). Something pulled at the back of my mind, almost like a memory, something familiar, but I could not place it. I pulled a Toucan Sam and went right to the young man’s door on the third floor. He was definitely home – a loud American movie was playing on his apparently oversized home theater. I wondered if this young man was making up for some personal shortcomings, then I knocked on the door. I had no problem with killing everyone in the apartment building if necessary just to eliminate witnesses, but it is sometimes fun to give subtlety a try. I rapped on the door harder, rattling the door on its hinges when my initial knock went unanswered.
Someone moved inside. The light filtering through the peephole was blocked as the resident peered out at me. I heard a curse exclaimed on the other side and light returned through the hole. The deadbolt was thrown, the door flew open, and I realized why the scent was so familiar: It belonged to the Italian girl’s boyfriend. This was going to be more fun that I had thought.
The muscular human swung the baseball bat he evidently had stashed beside the door with enough force to make any major-leaguer jealous. I raised my left arm and let him hit me full-force across the forearm. His bat exploded in a shower of splinters. His eyes opened wide in shock, temporarily replacing the rage, but the rage came thundering back. He tried to stab me with what was left of the handle, but I ripped it out of his hand, nearly taking his fingers with it. In a movement that was ironically reminiscent of our last meeting, I stepped into the apartment while grabbing him by the throat and lifting him overhead. I closed the door behind me and held him aloft for a long moment. His face was purple, though whether it was with rage, fear, or the inability to breathe, I do not know. Just because I could not resist the urge, I dropped him on his ass. Again.
He scuffled backward and muttered “…kill you” under his breath in Italian. I strode forward and put one foot on his chest, pinning him to the ground. He struggled, going so far as to attempt to twist my ankle with both hands. His technique was good, but his strength was not enough to budge me. I pressed down and one of his ribs cracked. He let out a yelp that seemed too small for his large frame and the confusion in his eyes informed me he had no idea what I was. He was not as afraid of me as he was confused by me. Had he known what I am and what I was likely to do to him, the fear would have been much more palpable. He realized subconsciously that I moved too fast, was too strong, too tough to be human, but he was too dumb to imagine that I was anything but.
“Alright, Tough Guy, I am going to ask you some questions, and you are going to give me the answers I want. Understand?”
His reply was a curse. I twitched my toe and another one of his ribs cracked. He groaned, his eyes rolling in a frenzy now.
“Wrong answer. Do you understand?”
He answered in the affirmative.
“Where is the key to your motorcycle?”
“What motorcycle?” he spat, and immediately thought better of it. Unfortunately the words were already out and I had already flexed another toe. He screamed now, loud and hoarse.
“Another wrong answer, Champ. Let me ask again: Where are the keys to your bike?”
“On the television. Just don’t hurt-”
I shot a glance at the television. The key was on a ring with a key to the apartment and a bottle opener. “Good job, Tiger. Let’s try another, shall we?”
He stayed quiet. I considered breaking another rib as he had not actually answered my last question, but his eyes told me he was only being quiet on the outside; inside his mind raced toward the madness physical pain and mental torture can inflict on a human. If I pushed him much further for a reason his spinning mind could not comprehend, he would be useless much faster. I still had questions about his ex-girlfriend. I needed to see if I could get any more leads off the meathead, but I was not expecting much.
“Tell me about your girlfriend. Were you with her when the dealer gave her the black drug?”
“What black drug?...No, no I wasn’t!”
“Did you go to that club often?”
“Yes, but not with her. That was her first time.”
“Did you ever see a black man there? Think hard.”
“No!” he answered too quickly, then, more thoughtfully, “No, no blacks.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’m sure, I’m sure.”
I believed him. I could not really think of anything else to ask him, so I began to consider my options in the disposition of the upstanding young man. That’s when I remembered one of the first things the girl said to me.
“Did you ever beat her? Your girlfriend, I mean.”
His fearful eyes were suddenly hooded. The corner of his lip curled into a sick little grin. “She liked it rough.” He chuckled. I flexed my ankle.
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