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"Man fears the darkness, and so he scrapes away at the edges of it with fire."

~ Rei Ayanami (Neon Genesis Evangelion)
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Chapter 1


[image: ]




My name is Tobias Halson, and I’m a Vampire Hunter. No, seriously, I am. That’s why I was chasing a dirty redneck down one of Philly’s darker and smellier alleyways with an ax. Don’t laugh, I’m not kidding. A lot of people have preconceived notions about how vampires are supposed to look and act, mainly from bad fiction and even worse movies. They are not the deeply misunderstood brooders of Anne Rice, the black-clothed pale makeup-wearing Goths, and they are especially not the lame glittering poofs from those god-awful movies.

I hate those things. They give people the wrong ideas about vampires and either get themselves killed or turned, make my job harder or, worst case scenario, get me killed or turned. Kids these days are too clueless and far too willing to swallow that crap. What happened to the classics? Damn educational system. That’s what happens when you cut the funding for schools, dumb kids who are easy prey for monsters. Next stop, communism.

Vampires are monsters. Forget everything you’ve seen in movies and on TV. Fuck Twilight, True Blood, and all those other things that portray them as beautiful creatures of darkness and sex. They’re monsters, plain and simple. They exist on the lives and blood of living mortals. Vampires, in general, don’t do a lot of that movie stuff. They’re just obsessed with feeding. Those lucky enough to live for a century or more eventually move on to other things, but the younger vampires get hunted down and killed before their bloodlust becomes a serious threat to a population. 

There is nothing posh or elegant about vampires, especially this one. For one, he reeked to the high hills. I could’ve probably tracked him by smell alone. I almost wished my nose didn’t work. His stink was what you would get if you mixed a meth lab with a slaughterhouse. In addition to his saggy-seated, worn jeans and grubby undershirt, he was covered in dirt and grime as though he hadn’t bathed even when he was human.

He pelted down the alleyway as fast as he thought he could go. Thank God young vampires are generally unaware of and have no clue how to control their new vampiric powers. Otherwise, he would’ve been leaving me in his dust. I’m fairly athletic due to my lifestyle and being of average height. I have long legs, allowing me to run good distances and cover a lot of ground. But I can’t keep up with a supernatural predator that can outrun a car at city speed limits. 

Newly minted vampires are like anyone else who is new to something. It’s like learning a martial art. A student who has been studying for only a few weeks isn’t going to know a lot or be much of a threat to anyone else. However, if they spend their whole lives learning and gaining experience, they can be extremely dangerous. It’s the same with vampires. The longer a vampire is around, the more time they have to learn and grow in power, knowledge, and experience. So, the best time to take them out is when they are young and clueless.

This guy had only been one of the undead for about a week, but in that one week, he had single-handedly massacred everyone in his trailer park on the outskirts of Philadelphia. He had then turned it into his lair until I had been called in and smoked him out by setting the whole thing on fire. Vampires hate fire, especially being on fire. He’d fled in his rusted-out old truck, which turned into a spectacular chase with me hot on his tail. 

He’d wrapped the pickup around two streetlights and a parked car. I pursued him as he fled down the alley, abandoning his truck. I kept my ax held low against my leg so no one would call the cops to report an ax-wielding maniac chasing people. I did not need the police to complicate my job even further. They didn’t really warm to people with weapons, killing things that are hard to prove are not human, even when they are not a pile of ash.

He slipped in a puddle of something slimy in the street and went down to one knee as he tried to turn the corner down a branch of the alley, looking for a way back onto the street. He disappeared around the corner and from my sight as I slipped my hand into my jacket, going for my gun. If it looked like he could get away, I would’ve chanced taking a shot at him. I got lucky, and the alley he’d run into had a fifteen-foot chain link fence cutting off his escape. I drew my Colt 1911 as I came around the corner to find him attempting to climb the fence. 

I aimed the .45 at the back of his skull and shouted. “Oi! Stinky! You might be a redneck if you’re a smelly, undead bloodsucker.” 

Okay, it wasn’t very witty, but give me a break. I had a long day, then spent most of the night burning down a trailer park and chasing a stupid country music reject across Philly. Philadelphia traffic isn’t safe or sane at normal speed, even less so in the middle of a high-speed chase. So, my brain wasn’t really in top form. The pieces of a great joke were in there somewhere. Just cross it out and write your own snarky joke.

It was enough to get his attention, and he turned from climbing the fence to face me. He snarled and bared his fangs. That would be enough to scare most people, but I’m a badass vampire slayer, and I’ve seen far scarier things. They usually wake me up screaming in the middle of the night. 

His hands came up, looking more like bony claws than hands, into a position as if he was going to wave his arms and scream boo. Each finger was tipped with pointed blackening nails. They were sharp and strong enough to shred flesh and bone like paper or butter. I’d seen what he’d done to the woman who’d been his girlfriend and a couple other tenants of the park. 

They weren’t just gutted and torn apart. They’d been shredded so violently, their bodies and blood had been sprayed all over the place like a watermelon at a Gallagher show. It had been horrifying enough that I saw the horrifying mess every time I closed my eyes, and it pissed me off. That’s the thing about vampires that gets to you: the level of violence they use on their victims. It’s not the slow, sensual kiss-like bite on the neck that Bela Lugosi trademarked. It’s bloody and violent when they feed. I’ve seen corpses nearly decapitated from deep bites and bones with marks where the fangs sheared through them.

“You asshole,” it hissed. “Go fuck yourself!”

Blam!

I shot him in the face with the .45. The bullet hit him right above his right eye, leaving a dark hole and snapping his head back. Shooting a vampire doesn’t kill them, nor does it really hurt them, but supernatural or not, they still have to deal with physics. A small projectile hitting you at about a thousand feet per second is still going to have the same impact, no matter what you are. The laws of physics are about the only thing I really have going for me since I’m just a plain old vanilla mortal. It’s kind of unfair since I regularly go head-to-head with creatures that can bench-press a Buick.

The ACP rounds I use are a special soft-nosed variety designed for maximum impact, but not penetration. They hit like a runaway freight train, which is what you need to smack down something that can take getting hit by a train. The resulting impact knocked the hillbilly on his skinny ass. Like I said, physics makes fools of us all. I kept my pistol leveled at him as I closed the distance.

He recovered from being shot rather quickly, easy to do when you don’t feel pain, and sprang to his feet. I fired again and again, putting round after round into its face, keeping it stunned and off balance while I moved in for the kill. Once the gun clicked empty, I didn’t bother with care and ceremony. I just dropped the heavy gun. 1911 Colts are rugged and tough. They can take abuse and keep kicking. Timex watches could take a lesson from them. It hit the asphalt and bounced once before clattering across the ground. I shifted my grip to the ax in my right hand. With both hands on the heft, I stepped into the swing and aimed for the vamp’s neck. 

It was a beautiful swing. Probably the most perfect swing ever. Professional ballplayers like Barry Bonds would envy this swing. I aimed for the fences and let it fly. It should have taken his head clean off. It would’ve ended the fight right then and there. Yeah, yeah. Shoulda, coulda, woulda. But it didn’t. It didn’t because the bastard chose that exact moment to spontaneously tap into his vampire powers.

I don’t know much about exactly how vampire powers work or how they manifest throughout a vampire’s life. It’s not really something anyone has really investigated. Mainly because they get killed, and there isn’t much you can learn from them once you reduce them to a pile of ash. As they grow stronger, they gain control over their powers, and the powers themselves become stronger, but the exact science isn’t really known.

You know how the human body can do superhuman feats, like a small woman lifting a car off her infant baby in dire situations? Apparently, that works for vampires and their powers, too. He bent at the knees, lowering himself just enough to lunge forward, and caught the blade of the ax between his teeth like some over-the-top action hero. Its fangs sank into the steel ax head like it was biting into butter, stopping my swing cold.

“Well...shit.” I sighed.

I’m not a big guy, but I’m pretty strong, and as I said before, I know how to make the laws of physics work for me. A full power swing with a weighted instrument like that generates massive amounts of force and leverage. To stop it with just your teeth like that shows how super strong a vampire can be. As he stood, his mouth took the ax with it. I wrapped both arms around the handle and tried to pry it from the hick’s nasty yellowed teeth, but I couldn’t so much as budge it. I hung from the handle with all of my body weight, but I still couldn’t dislodge it. 

I saw the pure, malicious glint in its eyes just before it kicked me in the chest. Lucky for me, I had been hanging mid-air when I was kicked, so I absorbed most of the force easily, flinging my body through the air. Not so lucky when the kick sent me sailing backward into a solid brick wall. A human body plus a brick wall at velocity equals an ass load of pain. It's astounding how good I am at math equations when I’m in peril.

I never felt the impact of hitting the wall. There was only mind-numbing, earth-shattering pain. I slumped to the ground in a sitting position with my legs splayed out, propped up against the wall. The pain radiated out from my chest like wildfire. Three of my ribs, maybe four, must’ve been cracked, if not broken, for that level of agony. My chest clenched, causing me to cough up blood. It sprayed onto the ground and my coat. Not good. I hoped it was from biting my tongue on impact and not from something worse. Coughing up blood is usually a sign of internal bleeding.

My vision swam, and high-pitched whistles were sounding in my ears. Great, add a possible concussion to the list of injuries. I touched my ears. Good, no blood. That meant at least I didn’t have a skull fracture. I cast my foggy mind about cataloging my body parts to see if anything else was broken or damaged. I was forgetting something, and it was important, but I couldn’t remember what.

“Wakey, wakey. It’s time for eggs and bakey,” a country accent twanged from somewhere above me. 

Oh yeah, the killer, white trash vampire who was about to tear me apart and make a rebel flag from my skin. Seriously, how whacked is it that the monster gets wittier snarks than the hero? So unfair, but if I live to tell the story later, I’ll make sure to come up with a better line for myself. I will also make the redneck vampire two feet taller and add a few hundred pounds...and there were five of them.

I looked up at him. He was about my height, only a couple of inches short of six feet, but he was slimmer. He was slightly emaciated, not rail thin, but he definitely didn’t get regular meals before he was infected. His ribs were prominent under his dirty wife-beater, and his hip bones stood out where his equally dirty jeans hung. He hadn’t been wearing any shoes when he’d taken off. Had he not been a vampire, his cut-up feet would’ve pained him and been gushing blood. Infection alone would have been scary enough. 

Ugh, tetanus. 

He lowered his face to mine, and I was able to look into his burning eyes. The pupils had dilated until they were the size of half-dollars. Almost all the whites had disappeared. They were deep black voids that made me think of that old saying about looking into the abyss and how it looks back into you. They scared me, those eyes. They were devoid of human life, and whatever cold, evil entity had replaced their humanity was there naked and visible for the world to see, and for it to see the world. If he’d been around a hundred or so years older, I wouldn’t have dared look into his eyes for fear of some form of mental attack or hypnosis. It was best to kill them before they learned those tricks. 

The heady aroma of stale, decaying blood was on his breath. It poured out of his cavernous mouth and past the stalactite fangs. It was a real-life gateway to hell. The small, primal animal part of my brain that resides in the back of all human minds—a leftover from the days when we were further down the food chain—shrank and cowered from that mouth. We humans have not quite forgotten that fear of being eaten alive by a predator. We fool ourselves every day with our technology and civilization that we’re beyond the animal kingdom of predator and prey. But we aren’t, and we’re still afraid of the things that go bump in the night.

“Hey, buddy, ain’t killing a vampire hunter like a big deal for vampires?” he asked. 

The question threw me off. I don’t know if it was the concussion or that I was expecting some cliché bad guy line that new vampires seem to love spouting off, but I wasn’t ready for it.

“Um, no, not really. We’re just run-of-the-mill human beings. No real big to-do about killing us. Sorry.” I leaned back a bit to get away from his killer bad breath, and slipped my hands into my pockets.

“Really? Ain’t that a disappointment.” He sighed, shifting his weight from foot to foot. His superpowers seemed to have dissipated now that he’d disarmed me. He held my ax in his left hand.

“Sorry about that. Hollywood tends to screw us all over. They never get it right,” I answered. “So, are you still going to kill me?”

“Yup.”

“Well, damn.”

“Sorry, fella. But you burned down mah trailer, wrecked mah truck, shot me in the face, and tried to cut mah head off. It just wouldn’t look right to just let ya go without sending a message.” He rocked back on his heels and rubbed his fingers through the scruff on his chin. 

“Well, in my defense, I didn’t wreck your truck. That was you,” I interjected. “And if it bothers you that much, just make it into a country song. Could be a hit.”

“You think so?” he asked as if he was seriously contemplating it, and he probably was.

“No, and you’re about the dumbest fucking undead white trash redneck that has ever whistled Dixie.” I laughed and raised my legs, planting my boots in his chest. 

His puzzled expression just made what came next all the sweeter.

Double ka-blam!

He was hit with a twin blast of fire and thunder that erupted from near the bottom of my boots as the rigs containing hidden shotguns under my pants legs tore into his chest. He was knocked flat on his back with two large burn patterns on the front of what was left of the undershirt. Beneath it was just chunks of red and pink meat shining with blood and mucus. He twitched and shuddered on the ground. Even a vampire can’t shrug off having both lungs blown out with the force of a small truck.

His mistake was in letting me put my hands in my pockets. I have a nifty little setup. I took a pair of old single-shot 12-gauge shotguns, cut the barrels and stocks, then attached them to a set of old shin splints. They can be easily worn under loose-fitting pants, and my boots protect my feet from the resulting blast when fired. From there, all I have to do is unzip the special pockets I added to several pairs of pants, and slip my hands down to the triggers. Sneaky as hell, and uncomfortable at times, but it’s a great ace in the hole when hunting vampires.

The rig is too bulky and illegal to wear all the time, so I regulate its use to planned hunts like tonight when I know it’s going to get dangerous. Like I said, going up against preternatural monsters like vampires, I have to rely on luck and physics. I also think ahead and make sure to stack the deck as much as possible. There is no such thing as a fair fight or a dirty trick. Anything goes in a life-or-death fight.

I used the wall to push myself to my feet, still a little shaky. My chest screamed at me, those injured ribs making their existence known. Funny how you don’t think about bones and other body parts until they’re injured. 

Once on my feet, I retrieved my ax from where the vampire had dropped it. The two holes left by the monster's fangs glared at me. There’s nothing special about the ax. It’s a plain old woodsman, thirty dollars at any Walmart, but I like to take care of my tools. The ax has a five-pound head on it with a hickory handle. It’s sturdy and heavy, making it great for lopping off the heads of monsters in addition to cutting firewood. Another bonus is that the backside of the ax head can be used as a hammer to pound in stakes. 

People have the wrong idea when it comes to killing vampires. Some think all you have to do is stake them through the heart, or you can use silver and garlic or whatever. It’s all bunk. There are three steps for basic vampire killing: stake, sword, and fire. 

Sounds simple, right? If only.

The first is what most people think of when you say vampire: the stake. But those people have the role of the stake wrong. There is nothing special about it. Any good, dense wood will work, but anything strong and sharp will work, too, even if it’s not wood. Unlike the Buffy TV show, just stabbing a vampire in the heart with a stake will not kill it, nor does it reduce it to dust. Vampires leave bodies. It’s messy.

Stakes are merely there to pin the vampire down while you get to the head-cutting and fire part. You’re probably getting sick of hearing it by now, but vampires, even with their supernatural powers, are still privy to the same snares of physics as everyone else. They can run fast and lift a ton, but they can’t alter reality. Don’t let anyone tell you any different because if they do, they probably hate you and are trying to get you killed.

Ideally, when you hunt vampires, you do it during the day when the sun is out. And they’re asleep in their coffins. Though most vampires don’t sleep in coffins. They can sleep anywhere they want, and I do mean anywhere. I’m not kidding. I once found one sleeping in a bathtub. Talk about your blood baths, pun. While the unsuspecting vampire slumbers, you have a chance to pound a stake through his chest. It doesn’t have to be through the heart. Any part of the upper chest will work. The stake holds the vampire while you do the rest. Ever notice how hard it is to sit up when someone presses on the center of your chest or pins your shoulders? It’s a whole center of gravity, symmetric thing. 

Even a vamp can’t do much when over two feet of wood is driven through their chest, forcing them off balance. That’s not to say they can’t get up or pull the stake out. I’ve had a couple of feisty ones. But honestly, staking is, in most cases, unnecessary. Skip step one and go directly to step two. Do not pass go. Do not collect two hundred dollars.

The sword, as it’s called, is the act of cutting off a vampire’s head. This is because the old vampire hunters of the Order used to use swords and large hunting knives to cut off their heads. Severing a vampire's head doesn’t kill them completely, and they can recover, given time to recuperate. It does disrupt their powers and makes it simpler to finish them off. I prefer to use an ax due to its weight and leverage, making it easier to behead the undead. Besides, no one uses swords anymore, and the ax is more practical than a bowie knife. That’s still a step that can be skipped, it’s just safer when they’re powerless and headless. 

Fire is the ultimate weapon against, well, anything. Fire is a purifying element. It burns away all and leaves behind nothing. It consumes good and evil alike, reducing everything back to a blank slate. Fire is man’s greatest tool and weapon. It has allowed us to rise up against the darkness and claim this world as our own despite the dangers and monsters. Prometheus’s gift to mankind can be used to either create or destroy.

Fire burns away at a vampire faster than they can regenerate. Eventually, there is nothing left of them. Vampire skin is also oddly flammable. I don’t mean like if you fire off a spark near them, they go up like a Burmese monk at a protest. But once they’re on fire, they have a hell of a time putting themselves out. If you got set on fire, you would do the old stop, drop, and roll. Ideally, it would smother the flames, and they would go out. On a vampire, the flames don’t go out. Their skin seems to feed the flames and can even burn under water. I once watched a flaming vampire dive headfirst off the Ben Franklin Bridge and into the Delaware. A crowd of about twenty people joined me in watching him burn underwater for about half an hour. Someone even brought doughnuts. Good times.

Fire is the only sure way to kill a vampire. To be safe, you do all three to get the job done right. Stake them down, cut off the head, then set it all on fire and scatter the ashes to the wind. It’s a horrible way to die, but so is being eaten alive.

I hefted the punctured ax to my shoulder and stood over the stunned vampire. His eyes grew wide in fear and understanding as he lay prostrate on the ground, his chest heaving as his obliterated lungs tried to perform their function. I guess his brain hadn’t caught on yet that his body didn’t need to breathe, so he could only struggle feebly. I raised the ax high and brought it down on his upturned throat. It cut through the undead monster's neck easily, severing its head and sending it rolling across the ally a few feet. The feet kicked violently once on impact, and the body lay still, but it wasn’t dead. The eyes had gone dark, blank as though the evil inside them had gone. I knew better. It was still in there hiding, waiting, and biding its time. It would return if given that time. 

I chopped off the arms and legs, and piled them on top of the body. Not really something you have to do, but I like to take extra precautions. I do not take chances with these things. Tossing the severed head on top of the pile, I fetched a can of gasoline from the trunk of my car. I doused the whole mess with the contents, and then touched a match to it. The fumes instantly exploded into flame, giving off blazing heat, light, and the god-awful smell of burning flesh. 

I turned up my nose at the ghastly odor while I looked around for my dropped weapon. I found the Colt .45 lying half under a dumpster in a puddle of some unrecognizable goo. Wiping it off, I inspected it by the firelight for new nicks and scratches. It was old and beat up, but the rugged old 1911 still worked as if it had come off the factory line yesterday. It had belonged to my father, and his father before him.

I loaded a fresh mag into it and flicked the slide lock lever, chambering a new round. I clicked the safety on and holstered it under my jacket. I felt naked without the comforting weight of the weapon hanging in its shoulder holster. The pain in my ribs flared up again, and I lowered my hand from the holster to my side.  

Ribs are some of the worst bones to break. They never really heal properly, and even when they do heal, they still hurt a little. I sat near the fire, trying to ignore the rank stench of barbecued vampire. I pulled up my shirt and inspected my ribs while the limbs made popping and crackling noises. I poked tenderly at them. Woo, good thing nothing was broken, just really tender and possibly cracked. I followed up the inspection by downing some aspirin to try to combat the epic league headache.  

Human bodies take time to burn, and even then, it has to be particularly hot to reduce everything to fine ash. Crematoriums use blast furnaces. Thankfully, vampire bodies burn more intensely and hotter than human ones. So, it saves hunters from having to cart them off to places equipped for such things. Even then, I had to hang around for a while, and the wee hours of the morning turned into the late hours of the morning. I got to sit back and watch the sun come up over the city skyline as the corpse turned to ash and the flames died.  

In the end, all that was left was a pile of powdery white ashes. I scooped as much of it as I could into a large Ziploc bag. It’s amazing how small the remains of a body can be once you burn away all the excess. You can be as big and strong as you want, but if, at the end of the day, you end up in a plastic sandwich bag, you know you’ve been thoroughly trounced. 

I took some slightly childish pleasure in being the winner. Hey, the asshole had nearly managed to beat my ass with one kick. I take my victories where I can.
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Chapter 2
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I drove my old 1975 Plymouth Road Runner to my office. Okay, that’s a bit of a lie. I tried to drive to the office. In reality, I spent nearly an hour sitting in morning rush hour with a bag of vamp ashes on the passenger seat. I hate doing that because it kind of looks like I’m driving around with a kilo of drugs sitting next to me. It’s not an exaggeration, either. I was pulled over once, and the cop got the wildest idea I really was driving around with a bag of cocaine. I don’t know why. It’s not like I’m an insufferable smartass who makes wiseacre comments that annoy people. Okay, maybe I am, but I blame the cop for not having a sense of humor and taking sarcasm too seriously.   

Driving a classic muscle car would make most people happy with having to sit in traffic where other people can see their cool car and be envious. Not for me. I live on a budget. While the Road Runner can haul ass with the best of them, it’s not the prettiest girl at the dance. It looks like a rusty piece of crap, and I’m constantly getting pulled over because the car doesn’t look street legal. I’m not talking about the hot-rodder kind of street legal. I’m talking safety-hazard kind of street legal. The car’s body is mostly a nasty primer gray with large areas of rust and some holes in the fenders near the wheel wells. There are dents everywhere, and a couple of serious ones in the hood, grill, and bumper on the passenger’s side with a matching spiderweb pattern of cracked glass in the windshield.   
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