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Trigger Warnings




While I had a lot of fun writing this book and hope you will enjoy reading it, be warned there is some difficult content included. With that in mind, here’s a list of some trigger warnings. 




	Alcohol Consumption and Abuse


	Arson


	Death of a Loved One


	Decapitation


	Dismemberment


	Gore


	Knife and Sword Violence


	Matricide


	Murder


	Terminal Illness







I’ve tried to include everything I could think of, so if I’ve missed anything, please feel free to contact me via my social media and let me know. I keep a mirror list on my website for this book, and will update that with additional items, if needed. If there are future editions of this book, I will update those, as well.








  
  
Prologue: Blood




The deadliest weapon of any predator is patience, and Jun Ts’ao was very patient. 

Even in a city as densely populated as Hong Kong, a vampire did not simply vanish. Nomads were expected to present themselves to the local elders if they stayed more than a single night. In the past three weeks, at least four vampires had gone missing. That could only mean one of two things: a power play by one of the local covens… or a hunter.

Jun spent two weeks tracking her prey. She started with the victims. The first to fall belonged to the Kowloon coven. One of the Islanders had vanished next. From there, a nomadic visiting the Sha Tin District had left without paying his respects to the local elder. Then another Islander was lost.

Like a bird of prey, she chose the best perch to find her target. The Narrows was well-known among the vampires of Hong Kong as a place to meet. Any hunter worthy of the title would find this place. The cramped café had earned a reputation as a popular night-time snack stop for travelers filled with an ever-changing assortment of scents that at one time would have made her mouth water but only offended her immortal stomach. Mandarin and English in yellow and pink chalk dust covered the blackboard on the left wall. The menu promised soups, dumplings, and various items appropriate for the tourist eager to try authentic late night Siu Yeh, but the true delicacies of the Narrows were standing in the line, foreigners no one would miss.

She watched the customers from the second floor of the restaurant. Her table was set directly above the front door and in front of a window overlooking the street. On her instructions, the staff had placed a burned bulb in the light fixture above her table. In favor of the true clientele, the management kept the restaurant dimly lighted, and the added darkness made it easier for her to see inside and out.

A heater with a fan was placed on the floor in front of the counter and set at a 45 degree angle. The scent of each customer floated up to her for inspection. For four nights, she’d sifted through the mortal filth of more than a hundred different nations, but even before the man in the black pea coat and silk, lavender scarf stepped in front of the fan, he aroused her suspicions. The nail in the coffin was the black, slender tube he carried by a shoulder strap. Little doubt as to what he kept in there, and it wasn’t rolled canvas or blueprints.

She took him for a westerner, because of his white skin. He was alone. His attention was drawn not to the chalkboard menu but to the front and back of the slender restaurant. She pulled deeper into the shadows as he studied each customer and assessed his possible escape routes. A man with a gaze that hard did not seek companionship, only blood.

He stepped up to the counter. Jun’s lips twisted in disgust as she caught his scent. Cologne like brandy and the tang of body odor were bad enough, but they could not mask the stale scent of dead blood on his coat. Only the red ichor of a vampire could produce that odor, a foulness that reminded her of rotted citrus fruit, but this man’s stiff movements marked him for a mortal.

The server at the counter asked for his order in English, but the man in the pea coat waved off the mistake. His tongue slaughtered the Mandarin language as he ordered one of the spicier dim sum items. His accent suggested he was French. Yet another sign he was a hunter, trying too hard to fit in, an effort for which most French tourists were not known.

Jun opened her Jin Yong novel and read as the hunter chose a table near the back. Much to her irritation, he devoured his meal in the manner of one who eats to live. She could hardly criticize, having made quick work of a young man earlier this evening. Part of her payment from the local coven was a guaranteed meal when she demanded it. Hunger was a distraction that drove so many of her kind to foolish, impatient and often final mistakes.

Within minutes, the Frenchman had finished his meal. He covered his mouth with a closed fist to muffle a burp. Her lips curled with amusement and a touch of envy. She remembered attending a Rangers football game with her friends when she was mortal. The Rangers had kicked three goals, and for each score, Jun and her friends had chugged their sodas and issued boisterous belches to celebrate. Since becoming a vampire, she’d been unable to make that sound, nor had she observed another vampire do so. She knew that was an odd thing to miss from her mortal life, but that was it.

The Frenchman strode out of the café. He had not even had the decency to wait long enough for her to finish the chapter she was reading. She shut the book and slipped it into her small shoulder bag.

She pulled on her grey coat and darted down the spiral staircase. The hunter had disappeared before she could see which way he went, but it didn’t matter. Even in this urban jungle, choked with the stink of exhaust fumes, uncollected trash and piss, her heightened senses picked up the trail of that bloodied pea coat. No doubt, he’d made every effort to clean it, but vampire blood was just too distinctive.

Jun checked the time on her phone, which was 1:07. Plenty of night to go. She strolled in the direction of her prey. Let him walk and tire himself another hour or two. For that matter, nothing required she should kill him tonight, no matter how eager the local covens were to have this finished. Her pay was no more or less, if she waited another night or another week. Hong Kong’s elders were impatient, and that made them poor negotiators when it came to her contract. She could follow this Frenchman to his lair. Only the shadows knew what treasures of information she might uncover within his home.

She tracked his scent down crowded streets bathed in bright neon and through alleys so dark that even daylight must rarely touch the ground. She didn’t fear being interrupted by any of Hong Kong’s thieves. Most girls of her diminutive height and size would attract an attacker, but she rarely did. Predators recognized their kind and kept a respectful distance. This was not something she gained from becoming a vampire. The one who brought her into the long night against her will swore Jun must have been born with a vampire’s eyes, the kind that said to “Fuck off or die.” She proved him right by cutting off his head a year later. She was made for the hunt, and she didn’t care how long she took to set her traps.

Even without seeing the Frenchman again, she knew she was still close. The fool made it all too easy, only affirming her desire to track him to his home. She could let him go out to hunt tomorrow night and plunder his sanctuary, perhaps kill him at the end of his patrols when he’d be most tired or maybe set a trap inspired by some useful bit of information she might discover in his home. The possibilities made her giddy.

Her mind had traveled so far into the next night that she almost missed the spike in the Frenchman’s scent. She stopped in the middle of an alley with the distant, flashing lights of a sleepless city for her only source of light.

The Frenchman burst from the shadows of a dumpster with his sword drawn. Jun retreated to avoid his swing. If she’d gone any slower, her head would have been rolling along the ground in a puddle of rainwater and her own blood.

He pressed his advantage, forcing her back and keeping her off-balance. The killer in her yearned to launch at him, risk the blade and bury her fangs in his throat. That’s why she’d fed earlier, to better suppress the thirst that drives her kind. Instead, she ran.

The Frenchman cursed after her. He’d not expected this. He was used to hunger-driven fools drunk on their power. There was a reason the vampires of this world would pay her handsomely to rid them of their troubles. She did what they could not.

He chased her up the alley. His longer legs allowed him to keep up, but she had the advantage here. The dark blessing in her blood prevented her from tiring, and he’d already spent half the night on his feet to set this trap. He wouldn’t gain on her, and within a minute, she would be in the stragglers at Hong Kong’s Temple Street Night Market.

Red pennant banners strung from building to building across the street marked her imaginary finish line. Even the most diehard shops had closed up by now, but enough people were here to deter the hunter.

She stopped in the middle of the street and turned to see the hunter standing at the edge of the alley. His chest heaved with the effort to catch his breath. He’d abandoned the black tube he used to conceal his sword and hid its long blade behind his back.

“Oh, poor, Frenchie. What’s wrong?”

She smiled and flashed her fangs. His glare warmed her heart. She strolled back towards him, leaving only twenty feet between them.

“It has been a long time since a hunter surprised me.” She was pleased to see his surprise as she spoke in flawless French. She’d spent a year hiding in the Paris catacombs after slaughtering her original coven. Odds favored none of the pedestrians passing between them would understand a word of what they said, allowing them to speak without innuendo.

“Come back into the alley, and I’ll show you a few more surprises, beast.”

She admonished him with a “tsk tsk” as she shook her head. “I now hold the advantage. Why would I sacrifice that?”

“What advantage? You can no more attack me here than I can you.”

“Neutral ground.” She studied him more intently now that she could. In the Narrows, she’d been limited to brief glances. He was easily twice her size. She couldn’t match him for strength. The way he held himself and assessed his surroundings displayed a well-trained intellect. A direct confrontation could go either way, and he must have sensed it.

“My advantage,” she said, “is time.” She reached into her coat and pulled out her cell phone and opened the app for her camera. To him, it probably looked as if she was making a show of checking the time. “The sun will not rise for another four hours.”

“I can stay awake past sunrise. Feel free to stay up with me, little girl.”

She loved mortal arrogance, especially when he didn’t understand the real game being played. She snapped five shots of him with her phone, then flipped to the clearest one and zoomed in on his face.

“Four hours to sunrise, but I need only one minute to send your picture to every vampire in Hong Kong.” She held up the phone for him to see himself. The only difference in the picture and the man was the sudden blanching of his skin and the intake of breath that exposed his panic.

“Even if you survive this night, you will never again walk these streets in safety.”

He looked up and down the street, likely trying to gauge his chances of daring an attack here and getting away.

“Don’t be foolish.” She wagged a finger at him. “I’m not without mercy, though.”

“A vampire knows nothing of mercy.” The way he barked out the words drew the attention of the human cattle passing between them, even if they couldn’t understand his words, they recognized his barely-restrained anger. A few looked from him to Jun, but none stopped to interfere.

“I make you an offer, Frenchie. Give up the chase tonight, and I will wait until tomorrow night to send this. That will give you until sunset to leave Hong Kong forever.”

She turned her back to him and walked away. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw him still standing within the mouth of the alley. She could read the curse on his lips before he stalked back into the darkness.

Jun sprinted for the next corner and ran as fast as she could to make it around the block. This was not the moment for patience.

She ran back into the alley from the end opposite of the hunter. The shadows concealed her as she stayed close to the wall. The fool was walking, taking time he did not have and allowing her to return to where he’d originally ambushed her. His empty tube rested on the ground, waiting for him.

A dumpster, different from the one he’d used, provided cover for her. The black tube for concealing his sword was on the ground on the other side of the alley. Footsteps let her ears measure his approach as she reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out her dart gun. Frenchie leaned down for the tube. He cursed as he grabbed it by the shoulder strap.

Her eyes saw much more easily in the dark than his could, and that gave her the time she needed to aim her dart gun. She would only get one shot. Even though the weapon wasn’t as loud as firing a bullet, the loud snap made enough noise to expose her. She wouldn’t have time to reload.

The dart buried into the side of his throat. She held in a bark of delight for the lucky shot, because while the weapon was quite effective, its accuracy wasn’t as reliable as a sniper rifle. He ripped the dart out of his neck less than a second after it struck, but it was too late. He tossed the dart aside and screamed as he lunged at her with his sword. She dodged his attack. Once more she ran from him, but this time, she only did so enough to avoid his swings.

In less than a minute, his attack became sloppy and slow. She only needed to step to the side to avoid his weak attempts. Then the swings stopped as his battle turned from killing her to simply breathing. His sword clattered from his hand to the asphalt. Eyes bulged, staring at her as he dropped to one knee and then collapsed until his breaths stopped altogether.

She picked up his weapon, savoring the feel of it. The blade of the katana was a thing of beauty, but the hilt was ugly, wrapped with the same kind of black tape used for the grip of tennis rackets. This sword was custom-made for practical use, not for display on a mantle.

“Curare.” She knelt beside him. “The dose in that dart will paralyze you for several minutes, strong enough to stop your lungs. What I love most about curare is how it leaves you completely alert as I kill you.”

She lifted his sword, preparing for the killing blow.

“For the record, I do know mercy. I just choose to ignore it.”

She slammed the sword down. The blade slit through the flesh and bone, making a sucking sound as the Frenchman’s head popped free of his body. It rolled away, stopped only by his large nose.

The task of killing him complete, she rifled through his pockets. Odds favored she wouldn’t find anything all that useful. This man was trained. All she found was a thin wallet with no pictures or identification—only cash. His lair might have provided a hint to where he’d received that training, assuming his passport wasn’t a fake. She might have auctioned off that information to any coven eager enough to start a war with the hunters.

Even a few short years into immortality, she had learned knowledge was much more than power.

Knowledge meant money, which a vampire without a coven needed to survive.

She used Frenchie’s pea coat to wipe the blood off the sword. She returned the weapon to its carry tube and slung it over her shoulder along with her bag.

Before she left, she snapped a shot of the beheaded Frenchman and sent it to the head elder in a text with a simple message, ‘Contract complete. Make final payment.’

She didn’t worry about the coven failing to send the money. The second contract she’d ever taken was in Madrid. She was shorted on the final payment. She only sent one reminder a month later. During the next six months, she moved onto other contracts, but then she went back to Madrid and killed the coven’s elder. After that, she sent another letter demanding payment from the coven’s new elder. The successor proved wiser than the predecessor.

As Jun walked back to her hotel room, she used her phone to check her email. She had three job offers, but the one that caught her attention was one from an American. Strangest of all, the request was from a man. Almost all coven elders were women, but this wasn’t a request from a coven. This was from a nomadic vampire about an entire city’s coven that had been wiped out. The job offered the least money, but she’d never heard of a hunter wiping out an entire city’s coven. She wanted to look into that hunter’s eyes and take his measure.

By the time Jun had shut the door to her room and drawn the curtain to block the rising sun, she’d already decided she was going to Richmond, Virginia.








  
  
Chapter One




When Gidion hunted, he kept a rabbit’s foot in his front pocket, a gift from his girlfriend. He also wore his black t-shirt with the symbol of a red bat on the front, but several layers of clothing hid it from view. The idea of burying his luck made him nervous, and ever since winter had rolled around, he’d fought the weather more than vampires. 

Winter wasn’t keeping people away from Westhampton this night. Didn’t hurt that this was also a Friday. Gidion had added this stretch of Grove Avenue and several other places in the Richmond area to his patrol route back in early December when the pickings had gotten slim downtown. A vampire would have to be pretty desperate to try his luck in Westhampton, a much nicer and smaller area than downtown. People would be more likely to miss anyone taken from here and dumped in a ditch.

A thick crowd had gathered inside the Blue Goat. Blue decorative lights were strung along the edges of the restaurant’s front porch. When he started patrolling here back in December, he assumed the lights were for Christmas, but now that it was more than halfway through January, he’d decided the lights must be a permanent fixture. Dad had made some less than subtle hints that he wanted Gidion and Grandpa to take him to Blue Goat for his birthday, which was a week away.

Gidion needed to earn some extra cash to buy a birthday gift. His grandpa paid him a hundred dollar bonus for each bloodsucker he killed, but naturally, the vampires weren’t cooperating. The word seemed to be out to stay away from Richmond. He was putting himself out of a job.

He’d circled Westhampton seven times and was on the eighth circuit when he spotted a good candidate. Since he’d started hunting this past summer, he’d killed a total of 18 vampires, six of whom had made up the local coven. The rest had been nomads, and he’d learned to recognize the signs.

Some nomadic vampires made more of an effort than others, but even the best dressed usually couldn’t avoid wrinkled shirts. Living out of a suitcase will do that. A wrinkled shirt gave Gidion his first tip-off when he saw a potential target cross Libbie Avenue and walk down the sidewalk towards him.

Gidion made a quick note of his description: white male, short black hair, red dress shirt beneath a black velvet jacket, black jeans. The velvet jacket screamed “vampire,” and not just because he looked like he’d ordered his wardrobe from a “GQ Dracula” catalog. The jacket might impress the ladies, but it certainly wouldn’t do jack to keep him warm on a night predicted to make it down to 28 for the low. Sure a guy might be dumb enough to tough it out, but he didn’t look bothered at all by the cold.

By comparison, Gidion wore thermals, his t-shirt, a black turtleneck beneath a grey hoodie with the hood up and a black reversible coat. His leather gloves only kept his hands warm enough to avoid turning into meat popsicles. If his gloves got any thicker, they turned his grip to crap.

Given the cold, a guy dressed like GQ Drac should be hugging himself to keep warm. Only one thing remained to put the nail in the coffin, and the weather cooperated for that test. A westerly wind shot up Gidion’s pants legs, so cold as to mock the effort of his thermals. His scent carried towards his prey.

The vampire stopped in his tracks. His head jerked up to look right at Gidion.

Touchdown.

Gidion knew what came next. Things always played out one of two ways. Half of these vampires followed him, waiting until Gidion led them somewhere more private for the inevitable confrontation. Others ran. Hard as he tried, Gidion couldn’t hold in his smile as he waited to see which way this guy went. He walked straight at him.

GQ Drac reached into his jacket. For a split second, Gidion thought he was about to get shot. Most vampires didn’t carry weapons. They risked unwanted attention if someone noticed, but surely even a vampire with a gun wasn’t dumb enough to shoot someone in a place this public.

Gidion went dead still, every muscle tensed and ready to jump left or right as the vampire jerked his hand back out of his jacket. GQ Drac didn’t draw a gun, though. He pulled out a cell phone and snapped a shot with the phone’s camera right as he turned tail to run.

The flash blinded Gidion for a split second. As soon as his eyes cleared, he saw his father’s birthday present sprinting back the way he’d come.

The vampire ran straight across Libbie, not bothering to look for any oncoming cars.

A blue SUV slammed into the vampire. The driver hit the brakes with a horrid screech. The vampire rebounded off the hood of the car and rolled out into the intersection. The vampire didn’t stay down. He jumped up and bolted like a cat dropped into a bath. With all the traffic stopped, he cut diagonally across the intersection, taking him to the far side of Grove Avenue.

Gidion chased him. He gave a token glance in all directions of Libbie and Grove. The SUV wasn’t going anywhere, nor were any of the other stopped cars. He avoided looking at the drivers too long, not wanting to give them a good view of his face. Gidion saw at least two people already on their phones, most likely to dial 911, giving him a fleeting moment to be glad he was in the city and not Henrico County where his dad was working this night.

Something this weird might bring the cops here in a hurry. It’s not every day a well-dressed guy gets hit by a car and then runs from the scene with someone after him. Anyone with at least two brain cells rubbing together could add these facts to know something was going down.

Indecision gnawed at Gidion, even as he continued his pursuit. Before the police could get on scene, they’d probably have a direction of travel and descriptions. How much time did he really have to catch this vampire, cut his head off, run back to his car and roll out of here before the police started searching the area? He wasn’t sure how many minutes it would take, but he was pretty sure he didn’t have near enough to get the job done.

GQ Drac led him past the off-white exteriors of the businesses along that block, down past the Café Caturra and across Maple Avenue. Gidion wondered if the vampire was injured and panicked enough that he was running blind. There were plenty of open spaces to park along Grove. Gidion hoped that meant the vampire had run past his car and wouldn’t be able to drive away, but then he saw the outline of the old, dark blue VW van parked in the shadows that separated the street lights. No, GQ Drac had planned to abduct his victim in the dark, if need be—to shove his prey in the van and roll off.

He needed to catch up. Gidion hoped unlocking the car door might slow the vampire’s escape. He spared a thought to what he’d do, if he even caught him in time. There were already too many witnesses, and even in the shadows two blocks from the accident scene, he couldn’t fight this vampire and slice his head off without being seen. Adrenaline had him going, though, and he was determined to get a hand on his target.

GQ Drac reached the driver side door and jerked it open. No, of course he wouldn’t bother locking up a piece of crap like that. Who would?

The van rumbled to life just as Gidion reached the passenger door. He pulled the door open, but the van took off before he could get a grip on the door frame or try to dive inside.

Gidion ran after the van as it disappeared down a side street. He’d hoped the vampire might stop to pull the passenger door shut. No such luck. The stylish coward was too freaked. Halfway down from Grove, Gidion abandoned his pursuit. He stopped with his hands on his knees to keep his body on its feet as he struggled to catch his breath.

The sirens of an ambulance got him moving again. He heard the slowing of the whine that could only mean that they’d reached the scene of the accident. Gidion unzipped his jacket and pulled it off as he jogged down Maple Avenue until he reached the next corner where he also pulled his hood down. He flipped the reversible jacket inside out and put it back on with the lime green color on the outside. He also kept his hood down and let the jacket cover it so no one would recognize he was wearing a hoodie. As fast as everything had happened, no one at the crash scene should recognize him like this. That was important, because he needed to see something where that SUV had hit the vampire.

The entire walk down that dark street, all he could hear was Grandpa’s rough, chain-smoker voice in his head.

‘You aren’t gonna bat a thousand. A few get away, and some hold a grudge enough to come back for another try when you’re older and weaker.

‘They’ve got time on their side.’

He reached into his pants pocket to grip his rabbit’s foot. Even if time wasn’t working for him, he hoped his good luck charm would.








  
  
Chapter Two




Gidion hesitated as he neared the intersection, just half a block away. An ambulance had made it on scene. Several cars idled in the road without their drivers in them. Some of the witnesses might have gone looking for GQ Drac, not that they’d find him. The flashing lights marking the accident were only red, no blue. That meant the police hadn’t gotten here yet, but that could change any second, so he picked up his pace as much as he could without making himself look suspicious. 

Even with the full head of hair that his dad coveted, Gidion longed to pull his hood back up to block the chill digging into his scalp. More than that, he wanted the anonymity the hood provided. At least wearing the jacket turned inside out made it a little safer to go back.

The ambulance was parked in the middle of the intersection. The first responders, already out of the cab, talked with a woman in a dull-colored sweater that screamed “soccer mom.” She pointed down Grove, the direction of Gidion’s pursuit. He wasn’t close enough to hear them, but he could guess what was being discussed. One of the ambulance crew members stepped away to say something over the radio. With any luck, that might send the police in the direction GQ Drac had gone and not straight to the scene.

Nobody had moved since the accident. Gidion passed beneath the glow of an old-timey style street lamp as he came up on the blue SUV. The Toyota Rav4 idled in the middle of the brick path that marked where pedestrians should cross. Two kids in the backseat had unbuckled themselves and were bouncing around. One of them flung himself against the back seat in what Gidion assumed was a reenactment of the vampire getting hit. Even with the windows and doors closed, he heard their giggles. He supposed that was better than the kids being hysterical.

Gidion stopped at the corner. No one appeared to pay attention to him. Even so, he stayed put, pretending to rubberneck as he tried to figure out whether thing he was looking for was here.

The Rav4’s passenger side suffered the most damage, giving it the automotive equivalent of a black eye. GQ had smashed the headlight to bits and dented the top of the hood. The car looked drivable, though.

Gidion stayed on the corner as he studied the intersection, starting with tiny shards of the Rav4’s headlight. The glass glittered, reflecting the street light and the red emergency lights. He found what he was looking for midway between the Rav4 and the ambulance: the red, rectangular shape of GQ Drac’s iPhone.

The tightness in Gidion’s chest relaxed. He thought he’d seen the vampire drop the phone, but he feared he’d imagined it. Now that he’d switched from Chase-the-Bad-Guy mode to What-the-Hell-Just-Happened mode, he realized how bad it would have been if that vampire still had his phone. The vampire seeing his face created enough problems, but the nomadic vampires getting their hands on a picture of him endangered him far more than a first-hand account describing him. By comparison, getting shot at would have been better.

He needed that phone. Not only would it potentially give him plenty of information on other nomadic vampires, but it might help him track down the one who got away and finish the job.

Odds favored GQ Drac was a hotel vampire. Even with the wrinkled shirt, he looked too neat and tidy to be roughing it in the back of that van. When a guy’s diet involves popping open a person’s throat, he’s gonna get messy. That meant he needed a shower or a bath. One creative guy who’d been camping in the trunk of his Buick had kept an army’s worth of flushable moist wipes in the back seat of his car. Gidion wondered how many times that vampire had holed up in a public restroom and flushed his mess into the sewer.

The ambulance crew looked more focused on where GQ Drac had gone versus the scene itself. Could he stroll into the intersection and pick up the phone without being noticed? He’d learned early on there was an art to going places he didn’t belong. It was amazing how often people didn’t give a second thought if he just walked with purpose. He didn’t care for his chances with something this overt, though.

He had to try, though. Dammit, he needed that phone.

Gidion stepped off the sidewalk. He swore he felt the change from concrete to asphalt even through the soles of his sneakers. He made it five steps out, halfway to the phone, when a siren whooped and made him jump.

Coming around the stopped Rav4, the red and blue light bar and headlights of a Richmond Police car blinded him. Nothing to do then but keep walking and hurry out of the cop’s way.

Gidion glanced over his shoulder as the police cruiser rolled through the intersection to pull into the parking lot of a gas station across the street. If the police officer went through that phone and saw the picture the vampire had snapped, there was a chance he might recognize Gidion. Better to get out of there while he still could. He continued down Grove, getting back onto the sidewalk where the chase started. When he reached the Blue Goat, he cut into the alley between the restaurant and the movie theater. He’d parked his car in the back.

At least the vampire didn’t have the phone either. Gidion puzzled over that as he climbed into his grey Kia Soul. Getting out of the cold wind felt much better. He got the car cranked and turned the heat to full blast. His mind went through the places the vampire might go next, which hotels or populated areas. There was also a good chance the guy might be too spooked to risk going hunting again. Even so, he decided to drive to Carytown. The van hadn’t gone that way, not exactly, but it was the next best hunting grounds for a vampire near Westhampton.

As Gidion drove east for Carytown, his mind kept replaying GQ Drac’s reaction. No other vampire had tried snapping a picture of him. Something had changed with the vampires, and it couldn’t mean anything good for him.








  
  
Chapter Three




Gidion searched Carytown for GQ Drac without success. He even rolled the dice on downtown and found nothing. He hadn’t bothered with walking in the cold, though. Given the vampire’s distinctive mode of transportation, Gidion settled for searching the most popular parking lots and side streets. He made it south of the river, back to his side of town. As he was cruising westbound on Midlothian Turnpike, the music cut off in the middle of one of his favorite songs, replacing it with barking. Great. Grandpa was calling. 

“You didn’t check in.” Grandpa’s voice always reminded Gidion of loose gravel.

“Sorry, Grandpa.” He checked the clock display on his dash and saw it was a few minutes past midnight. He was supposed to call Grandpa every hour. He’d tried to talk him into just letting him send a text, but he didn’t think Grandpa knew how to read a text sent to his cell, much less send a reply. That Grandpa could answer a phone call to his cell was nothing short of a miracle, but Gidion wagered he still didn’t know how to make a call from it. This call came from his office at the funeral home. “I lost track of time driving around.”

“Driving?”

Gidion explained what happened in Westhampton.

“You got lucky, boy. Walking around in those hoodies of yours with vampire blood on them is stupid. You’re inviting an attack.”

“That’s the point.” Gidion paused as he saw a vehicle with a boxlike shape coming from the opposite direction on Midlothian. As he got closer, he saw it was an SUV, not a van. Darn it. “Lot easier finding vampires to kill when they’re dumb enough to come after me.”

“Not if they kill you before you see ‘em,” Grandpa said. “If all you’re gonna do is cruise around, call it a night. I’d like to go home and have a beer.”

Gidion clenched the steering wheel. “It’s not even past one yet, and it’s a Friday night. Packing it in now would be stupid.”

“Don’t give me lip, boy.” Grandpa chewed through the words like a bulldog. “You’re like a damn Indian wearing scalps from his kills and waltzing into a saloon. Get your ass home. Wash the damn hoodies. Besides, we’ve got a busy day tomorrow. You’re driving for four funerals. First one’s at ten, so be there by 9:30.

“Don’t be late.”

Gidion jerked the phone away from his ear as a loud crack and rattle thundered over it, no doubt from Grandpa slamming down the handset. He didn’t bother plugging his phone back into the car stereo. Instead, he turned into the parking lot of the Capital Ale House. These places stayed open pretty late and made some great hamburgers, too. One night, he’d come here to pick up a late dinner and ended up chasing down a vampire who’d come here hoping for a late night snack of his own. It was easier to find his prey by thinking less like a vampire and more like the people they hunted, going to the places people frequented at night.

His hopes for finding his target’s VW went unfulfilled. Things were already winding down at this restaurant, not many cars in the parking lot. He went inside and ordered a burger called a Ring of Fire. He knew from experience that one had a good burn to it, perfect for a night as cold as this.

He waited by the bar and pulled out his phone to text his girlfriend.

‘Looks like my hunting is ending early tonight. You want to chat when I get home?’

Shortly after Tamara moved to Phoenix, he’d bought a camera for his laptop so they could see each other when they talked. Up until Christmas, they’d been trading emails, texting and calling each other almost daily. She’d gotten busier this month, and his timing had stunk. They didn’t get to see each other as much, since he stayed out late most nights, even with the time difference.

By the time his food was ready and he’d paid for it, Gidion’s girlfriend still hadn’t answered. The app showed she’d received his text, but she still hadn’t sent a reply by the time he made it home.

His dog Page barked at him through the front door as he unlocked it. He struggled past her. The large German Shepherd mix sniffed at him as he walked to the kitchen. His phone chimed like a small bell, the sound he’d plugged in for when he received a text from Tamara.

“Yes!” He pulled out his phone, hoping his luck had finally turned for the evening.

‘Sorry, can’t talk. Out with some friends.’

“Great.” So much for his luck improving.

He sent a reply back, promising to text her again soon. Page dropped flat on the floor, her tail wagging as she whimpered, her way of saying she was desperate to go outside.

“Oh, all right.” She jumped around like a rabbit as he walked to the front door to put her out on her leash. While she did her business, he sat at the kitchen table to eat and went through his email. He loved this new phone. Dad had finally brought them both into the current century this past Christmas.

The most recent email came from his Dad’s work account. Odd. He usually sent texts, but as soon as Gidion read the email, he understood why he wasn’t texting. Dad couldn’t find his cell, wanted to make sure he’d left it at home and hadn’t dropped it somewhere.

Gidion went upstairs and into Dad’s room. He found the black phone sitting on the bed. He brought it downstairs with him and set it on the kitchen table. As he typed an email to let Dad know he’d found his phone, the display on Dad’s phone lit up. He wondered if it was one of his dad’s co-workers texting him. Their consoles allowed them to communicate with an Instant Messenger program, but Internal Affairs and the 911 supervisors could read that stuff. For their personal conversations, a lot of them preferred to text.

He glanced at the message. It was from someone named Lillian. ‘Looking forward to seeing you tomorrow night and meeting everyone at the Byrd.’

The message showed in the notification since the sender had kept it short. Dad’s phone never would have let him read it otherwise. Dad used two different password commands to access the phone. He believed in double-confirmation with most anything computer-related, and had never let Gidion use his stuff.

“Wow. Go, Dad.” His dad had behaved like a monk ever since Mom died more than a decade ago, which had ended Dad’s vampire hunting career. He glanced at the wedding portrait of his mom on the wall near the kitchen table. When Grandpa showed Gidion vampires were real, he’d never said Mom was the reason Dad stopped hunting, but it didn’t take a genius to connect it. He knew Dad missed her, but Gidion had been pushing him to date again. He even had a deal with his Dad to ask out his world history teacher if he got all A’s in her class this school year, and that’s when it hit him. He looked back at the phone and that name, Lillian.

“Miss Aldgate?” His teacher was texting his dad after midnight on a Friday. Were they planning a date for tomorrow night?

Even if it wasn’t a date, it was a hell of a lot more than Gidion was doing. He sent his email to Dad, not bothering to mention the text from his teacher. While he waited on Dad’s reply, he looked back at his phone and the text from Tamara.

Not even one o’clock, and he was at home instead of hunting vampires. This sucked.

Dad replied about the same time Gidion let Page back in the house. He said not to bother with bringing him the phone. Told him thanks and to get some sleep.

Gidion sent a reply wishing his dad a good night. He knew better than to hope he had a “quiet night.” Mentioning the Q word was a major jinx word for dispatchers. Dad said it was worse than uttering “Macbeth” in a theater.

He tossed his trash in the garbage can, much to his dog’s disappointment. Page yawned as she plopped down in front of the TV to pout. She stared at him as he bundled up again. He wanted another shot at finding GQ Drac, and he had a new idea for how to find him.








  
  
Chapter Four




Clothes might make the man, but the car he drives says a lot more about him. A guy in a Lexus so pristine and shiny that it might have rolled off the dealer’s lot that morning is working with a lot of cash. Someone like GQ Drac, who drives a rust-covered and dented older model VW van that looks less posh than a rat’s nest, isn’t going to spend his sleeping hours at the five-star Jefferson Hotel. 

Using one of those hotel finder websites, Gidion plotted the cheapest hotels in the metro area. After that, he worked his way out from Westhampton where his target had kissed the hood of that Rav4. He started on the nearest major road, West Broad Street. He drove past the dark strip malls and neon-bright 24-hour convenience stores, looking through the lots of the hotels on his list.

When he didn’t find anything on Broad, he moved outward, staying with the hotels closest to the interstates, I-64 and I-95. A little after two o’clock, he pulled into a hotel along Chamberlayne Road, just off of I-95. The hotel was north of Richmond and surrounded by a lot of apartment complexes. If they put this place on a Monopoly board, it certainly wouldn’t be anywhere near Boardwalk and Park Place.

Parked in the corner of the lot, about as far from the building as a car could get, Gidion found the VW van. His prey chose the darkest part of the lot, maybe hoping he might turn another guest into a snack and drain them in the van.

Gidion parked a few spaces away. He’d learned the hard way that his car was permanently stained with vampire blood from his kills. A vampire had figured out he was a hunter just by sniffing the car as he walked past it. That’s how he’d learned vampires could pick up on the distinct scent of their kind’s blood. Given how GQ Drac ran earlier, Gidion decided it best to keep his car far enough away to avoid detection. He just hoped the wind would cooperate.

The parking lot wasn’t crowded. What were the chances he could go door-to-door until he found the guy? Answer: not good. Some irritated guest might call the police. Not that it would end any better for him anywhere else, but he was all too aware he was in Henrico County, the jurisdiction where Dad worked.

A gust shook his car, and Gidion heard what sounded like a distant, muffled scream. He thought it came from the direction of the VW. The second scream confirmed it. He watched the van to see if it moved, but he couldn’t tell. The van was backed into its space with a wooded area just behind it, a great place to dump a body.

He hesitated but then decided he couldn’t wait. If someone was in there, then they didn’t have much longer. As he jumped out of his car, the cold air hit him like a wall and sucked the breath out of him. He pulled out his box cutter and extended the blade as he ran for the van. He couldn’t see if anyone was inside. The windows were covered on the inside with curtains.

The vampire had left the passenger door unlocked earlier. Gidion gambled GQ Drac didn’t lock the other doors either. Deciding he didn’t want to be visible from the hotel, he went for the far side of the van and jerked the door open.

Empty. The back didn’t even have any seats. They’d been removed. Dark blue, vinyl mats, the kind he’d napped on back in kindergarten, covered the floor. If a vampire killed someone back here, wouldn’t be hard to wash out the evidence. A dark red tool box was shoved against the back of the van, just over where the engine would go.

Gidion slammed the door shut. He wondered if the screams had been nothing more than the wind, but then he heard another, a shriek from the woods.

He ran in the direction of the woman’s cry. The idea GQ Drac had decided to take his snack “camping” made perfect sense. Why clean when you can dine and dispose in one shot?

Then he heard the gunshots. He stopped in the middle of the wooded area with the moonlight and parking lot lights hidden by the evergreens. The noise reminded him of whip cracks on steroids. For a split second, he considered they might only be firecrackers, but then he heard more screams. Just lovely. He’d gone hunting for a vampire and stumbled onto some domestic or gang fight.

More shots fired, deeper than the first and closer. He felt the sound of the shots reverberate through the air and into his chest.

He turned and ran back towards the hotel before any bullets ventilated him.

Shouts chased him. Someone or maybe several people had just entered the woods from the opposite side.

Gidion rushed back into the parking lot by the VW. More yelling came from the woods, and he picked out at least three different voices. He’d never reach his car before these guys got out of the woods.

He froze, and in that split second of indecision, he heard another gunshot. That made the choice for him. He gave up on reaching his car and dove into the vampire’s van.

Police sirens followed. They raced past the hotel on Chamberlayne. They must have been close when the calls started coming into the 911 center. He heard several curses from just outside the van. He scrambled to lock all the doors. He needn’t have worried. The guys coming out of the woods ran past the van and towards the hotel.

Once he’d calmed his heart and his breathing, he realized the cops were going the wrong way. He pulled out his cell phone but stopped short of calling 911. They’d see his phone number. Worse, what if Dad got the call and recognized the phone number?

These guys might have just killed someone, and he couldn’t even do anything about it.

Just then, a police car pulled into the parking lot. Apparently, the police had already figured on people possibly running this way. The police car passed right by the van. Gidion ducked, praying he’d been fast enough not to be seen. A white light mounted on the police car’s driver side door flashed towards the van. He stayed down, pressing into the vinyl mats. Whatever antiseptic cleaner GQ Drac used to wipe down these mats overwhelmed his nose. Beneath that, he detected a hint of blood. He looked up and saw the flood light pass through the van’s windows and then slide past to focus on the woods. Gidion waited another moment to make sure the light didn’t come back in his direction. He crouched up towards the driver side window and saw the police cruiser rolling past his car, the light trained on the woods.

If he got out of the van, he could tell the officer what he’d seen. He’d gotten a good look at all three men, could give a detailed description of what they were wearing, but he couldn’t risk it. Climbing out of this van and revealing himself to the officer would also raise too many questions. Chief among them would be why he was hiding in someone else’s van. They’d probably run his name and date-of-birth to see if he was wanted, and it was a sure thing someone up in the 911 center would realize they’d just run Aric Keep’s only son. Dad would lose his shit if he realized what Grandpa had him doing. Come to think of it, even Grandpa would light into him at this point. He was supposed to be in bed and resting for work in the morning.

He readied himself to jump from the van the minute the police car disappeared from the hotel lot, but it didn’t. The cruiser stopped in the middle of the lot and kept its light sweeping over the woods. It even passed through the van windows a few more times.

His heart pounded as if he was running again. He was trapped. No way he could get out of the van and make it to his car without being seen. Add to that, he looked suspicious as hell. He was wearing all black with a hoodie. Never mind the sword strapped to his back and the box cutter in his front pocket.

He’d just have to wait out the officer. Then the flood light on the cruiser went dark. He dared to hope he’d get out of here clean, but the police car didn’t pull away. Instead, the officer got out. He walked up to the Little Hearse and shined a flashlight to look inside the car and see if anyone was hiding there. He didn’t take long to see Gidion’s car was empty.

Then the officer headed towards the van.









