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      This collection of sixteen short stories in the Quincy Harker, Demon Hunter Universe spans a decade of my writing, and over a century of time in the world of the stories. From one of the very first Harker shorts I ever wrote, to one of the most recent I’ve crafted, they’re all here. Each story is printed here in storyline chronology, not in order of publication. I’ve added a note at the beginning of each story to let you know where it falls in the Harker timeline, whether it be before Harker was even born, or if it took place right up until the most recent novel. I hope you enjoy this trip down memory lane with my favorite foul-mouthed, fireball-flinging, world-saving asshole of a wizard, because I certainly enjoyed writing them.

      
        
        Thanks,

        JGH

        2/26/26
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        Events in this story take place prior to those depicted in Dracula.

      

      

      Cherijo Starnes thought she’d seen it all in her fifty-four years. She’d watched Sherman burn Atlanta to a smoking rubble, lost a husband to cholera, loaded up everything she owned onto a wagon and driven it out past any place hospitable to set up a new life for herself, met a gentle farmer she thought to share the rest of her life with, and buried him after he met the business end of a rattlesnake. But she’d never seen anything like the mess laying on her front porch staring up at her through a mask of blood.

      “H-help me,” the man said. He was lean, with decent clothes and a fine pistol on his hip. His face, what she could see of it through the crimson coat splattered across it from a jagged cut on his forehead, was covered in salt-and-pepper stubble, but looked like one that was usually clean-shaven. She appreciated that. She didn’t like beards. Honest men should show their faces.

      The man’s horse lay on its side just inside her fence, its sides heaving. The horse and man both looked like twenty miles of rough terrain, but they also weren’t alone. She couldn’t see anyone else, the feeble light from her lantern barely reaching far enough to illuminate the dying horse, but she could hear the hooves pounding as they approached.

      “You running?” she asked the man.

      He nodded. “Help me. I’ll explain inside. Please…” His eyes rolled back, the whites showing, and his head thumped to the rough planks. Cherijo muttered a few choice words, leaned her shotgun just inside the door, and stooped down beside the unconscious man. She got a good handful of his tattered chambray shirt and dragged the man into her small cabin, all the way across the main room, leaning him near the crackling fireplace.

      Stomping back over to close the door, she thought about those hoofbeats and drew a chair over to press against it.

      Cherijo’s life had been a mostly solitary one since her Robert had died three years back. She had Hiram, the man who worked for her running the small farm and tending the twenty cattle she kept on sixty acres out here in the wilds of the Montana Territory. She had her church, not that she saw those people more than once a week. But at night, when Hiram went home to tend to his aging mother and there was no work to keep her mind occupied, well, she had to admit, it did get lonely sometimes.

      All that seemed to be over, at least for tonight, she thought as she bustled around the small cabin looking for bandages, her smallest sewing needles, and something she could use to mop up the worst of the blood.

      When she returned to the main room of the small house several minutes later, the stranger was sitting up, his back pressed up against the hearth and that fancy pistol in his hand. “Is there another door?” he asked.

      “No,” she said, kneeling by his side and laying out her supplies. “Never saw the need for one, since it’s just me here.” Part of her wondered if it was a good idea to tell this stranger that there was no man living there, but if he wasn’t completely deaf, blind, and stupid, he’d probably figure that out without her telling.

      “Good,” he said, then sucked in a sharp breath as Cherijo pressed a cloth to his forehead.

      “Hold that there,” she said. “I need to get the bleeding stopped so I can see what we’re working with.” She walked over to the stove and ladled out a cup of hot water. She knelt by the man’s side again and dipped another rag in the water, then began to dab and wipe at his face and neck, scrubbing away dirt and blood in a thick, ruddy paste.

      “Thank you,” he said. “They would have killed me for sure if I couldn’t get inside.”

      “Still might, if those hoofbeats I hear are any indication,” Cherijo said. “Sounds like four horses out there, maybe more. You think they’ll try to come in?”

      “They can’t,” he said. “Not unless you invite them.” He gave her a thready laugh and a weak grin. “And I sure do hope you won’t do that. For your sake, as well as my own.”

      Cherijo smiled at the man. “Well, contrary to what you might be seeing tonight, it’s not my custom to just invite strange men into my home in the middle of the night. Now, Mr.…what should I call you?”

      The man chuckled, then winced as the effort strained something in his middle. “Morris. Quincy Morris, ma’am, and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, despite the circumstances.”

      Cherijo let out a long laugh at that. “Yes, Mr. Morris, I believe it’s safe to say that I would have rather met you in the noonday sun strolling down the streets of High Rock. But who are the men chasing you, and why are you so sure they won’t come charging in here and drag you off to find a tree tall enough to stretch your neck?”

      Morris reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a small silver flask, uncorked it, and took a long drink before speaking. “Well, ma’am⁠—“

      “Cherijo,” she said. “If I’m going to be scrubbing your blood out of my floorboards, we might as well be on a first name basis.”

      “Well, Cherijo, please call me Quincy,” he said. He took a moment before speaking again, in a more serious tone. “The men out there aren’t men at all. They’re demons in the shape of men. Bloodsucking fiends that will drain the very essence out of you and leave your lifeless corpse behind dry as the dust it lays in.”

      Cherijo’s brow knit in confusion. “I don’t think I understand. What are you trying to say?”

      Morris let out another long breath, took another drink from his flask, then said, “They’re vampires.”

      Cherijo laughed, a harsh, braying sound that filled the small house. “You’re pulling my leg!”

      “Why would I do that?” Morris asked, his simple question cutting off her laughter quick as blowing out a candle. She gaped at him, realization dawning that the man stretched out by her fire was serious. “I show up at your farm bleeding like a stuck pig, riding my horse to death, without even the strength to get myself all the way through your door. For a joke? No, ma’am. I have a sense of humor, but that’s a bit much for me. The things out there aren’t men. They once were. But now they’re parasites, no better than ticks on a dog’s behind. But far more dangerous.”

      Cherijo sat staring at the man for long seconds as she tried to reconcile the calm sentences coming out of Morris’ mouth with the insanity of what he was saying. It sounded so reasonable, like it was the most normal thing in the world, except for the part where he was talking like they lived in a cheap dime novel. “You mean…vampires? Like Varney?”

      He chuckled. “Yes, like Varney. There’s more truth to that penny dreadful than one would imagine. Have you read the stories?”

      Cherijo blushed. “Yes,” she admitted. “My first husband enjoyed them, and I read them after he was done.”

      “Then you know a lot of what we’re up against. It’s not all true, though, and that’s how I know I’m safe in here. A vampire can’t cross the threshold of a home unless invited, and even if you invited the person into your home when they were alive, or if they lived there in life, they must be invited again once they have become a fiend.”

      “Do they really drink blood?” she asked, her hand drifting unconsciously to her neck.

      Morris nodded. “They do. And they are powerful hard to kill. Regular bullets won’t do it, unless you shoot them in the head. You have to use silver, or fire. Or you can decapitate them. I’ve heard a stake through the heart will do it, too, but I’ve never tried it. They are powerful fast, and strong. They move so quick it seems like they just turn into smoke and reappear somewhere else, and they can leap so high it seems almost like they’re flying. But they can’t go about in the daylight; that’s one thing Varney got wrong. Sunlight burns them as sure as a torch, so they hunt at night.”

      “Like now,” Cherijo said, lowering her voice as the sound of boots on her porch echoed through the house.

      “Hello?” came a booming voice from outside. “Anybody in there? This is Sheriff Daltrey from Timmons’ Landing. We’ve been chasing a fugitive that we think might be holed up in there.”

      She looked at Morris, suddenly suspicious. He shook his head. “I promise you, that’s a lie. Those things out there are no more lawmen than I’m a saloon girl in Tombstone.”

      Cherijo walked to the door, her hands shaking as she reached up and pressed one palm against the wood. “I don’t know any Sheriff Daltrey, and Timmons’ Landing is a far piece to come chasing one man. What did he do?”

      “He raped and murdered a woman who lived alone on a farm outside of town. We thought he might come this way and caught sight of him about ten miles from here. That’s his horse in your yard, so he’s either in there with you, or he’s hiding out in one of your buildings.”

      She shook her head at the audacity of the man. She was no silly child to be fooled with the tale of a horrible killer who just happened to slaughter a woman living in the exact same circumstances as her, only three towns over. That was too much to believe, and she was a bit insulted. This man, or vampire, or whatever he was, thought she was stupid?

      “Well, there ain’t nobody in here but me, and I intend to keep it that way, least until sunup. If y’all want to go hunting through the barn and the shed out back, help yourselves, but if you want to come in here, you’ll need to come back in the daytime with either Sheriff Avery from High Rock, or Major Connely from over at Fort Ellis. Either way, I don’t know you, and it’s late, so you should ride on.” Cherijo tensed, hoping Morris was right and the creatures couldn’t come in without an invitation, if they really were what he said they were.

      The man on the other side of the door went silent for a long time, then she heard a new voice, this one familiar. “Miss Cherijo, it’s Hiram. I know these men, and they really are hunting a dangerous outlaw. He’s a stone killer, Miss Cherijo, and you need to let them come in and look for him.”

      She looked back at Morris, who was waving frantically at her and shaking his head. “They can mimic the sound of any voice they’ve ever heard. If they’ve seen this fellow Hiram before, they can sound just like him,” he said in a whisper.

      “How would they have seen Hiram if they just rode in from Timmons’ Landing? That’s a three-day ride from here.”

      “They didn’t come from Timmons’ Landing,” Morris said. “I came upon the pack of them in High Rock just after sunset. They were in the Gold Coast; hunting I reckon, because they weren’t playing faro and they weren’t drinking, and they didn’t show any interest in the girls, neither.”

      Something in the man’s story bothered Cherijo. “High Rock ain’t but a couple miles from here. If they didn’t chase you no further than that, how come your horse keeled over?”

      “I wasn’t running east at first,” Morris replied. “I have friends in Mason City who could help, so I tried to go south, but got cut off. Then I turned back north, but there was a pack of them right outside town, so I headed this way.”

      She ran over the distances in her head and figured he must have covered close to fifteen miles. That much at a gallop would be enough to ride a horse into the ground, and with Morris on its back, it was a miracle the poor beast got him this far.

      “Miss Cherijo, please,” came Hiram’s voice. “You just need to let these men go about their business and we can all get some sleep.”

      Cherijo’s mind raced. She knew somebody was lying to her, but she wasn’t sure who. Suddenly, inspiration struck. “Hiram, what did they do to haul you out of bed at this late hour? Did you leave Annemarie back with all five boys by herself? I know little Terrence has been colicky, and Annemarie’ll have a time getting him back to sleep.”

      “No,” the voice said. “He didn’t wake up. I reckon Annemarie probably went right back to bed after I left to come over here. I just couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you all alone out here.”

      Well, that answered that, Cherijo thought, picking up her shotgun and taking a few steps back from the door. She leveled the weapon right at the center of the door and pulled both hammers back. “Hiram ain’t married. He lives with his mother Elizabeth. And he doesn’t have any children, much less a passel of sons. Now if y’all want to come in, the door ain’t locked. But I’m standing here with two barrels full of lead aimed right where your unmentionables lie, and if you want to leave with all the parts you brought, you better get back on them horses and ride on out of here.”

      The voice didn’t sound anything like Hiram’s anymore. It was a low, angry thing, terrifying and inhuman. “Open this door, you stupid cow! Give us Morris and we’ll kill you quick. Make us work for it, and I swear by all you hold holy that you will beg for death before we grant it.”

      She looked back at Morris. “Mr. Morris, I sincerely hope you are correct about those people, or things, not being able to come in here uninvited. Because I think I might have made them mad.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning dawned bright and crisp, the bright Montana sky stretching all the way to heaven as they rode into town, Cherijo on her old mare Daisy, with Morris sitting uncomfortably astride her plowhorse Herman. When they’d come outside, they were greeted by a horrific scene—Morris’s horse had been cruelly butchered and strewn about the yard in a bloody temper tantrum, its head mounted on one of Cherijo’s gate posts.

      “Sorry I didn’t have another riding horse,” Cherijo said as they neared High Rock. They had ridden mostly in silence, but with the town in sight, she had some questions she wanted…no, needed answered.

      “Don’t worry about it, ma’am,” Morris replied with an easy cowboy’s grin. “I’ve got by with worse.” Now that he wasn’t coughing up blood and rasping like a man dying from consumption, his broad Texas accent was more apparent. This Quincy Morris was a strange man, swinging between deathly serious and rakish humor at the drop of a hat. She wasn’t quite sure how to take him all the time, but she liked the man. She might even, if circumstances were different, or if they both lived through the next few days, be disposed to really like him. But that was a thought for tomorrow, if she was still alive tomorrow to think.

      “Mr. Morris⁠—”

      “Please, call me Quincy.”

      “Quincy, then. How do you know so much about vampires? Don’t most folk think they’re just stories?”

      He sighed. “Yeah, I reckon they do. I did. I…travel a lot. My family has money, and Father expects me to sow my wild oats before I come home and settle down. I don’t think he expected me to sow them for quite as long as I have, or to roam quite as widely as I’ve roamed. But I’ve been all over the world and seen things that before I left Texas I would have chalked up to myth or legend. Vampires are one of those. I first met up with bloodsuckers when a flock of vampire bats killed my horse down in South America. Drained every drop of blood from the poor animal, and probably would have come after me next, if I hadn’t blown half a dozen of them to pieces with my shotgun.

      “Since then, I’ve been hunting these creatures all over the world, following every rumor of strange deaths, odd puncture wounds on the corpse’s necks, or just pale, drained bodies being found under strange circumstances. I met a master vampire in Texas a year or two ago, but he got away from me. Then I was in Colorado a few weeks back and heard about a pack that was moving north, heading to Canada where the winter pickings are easy, and the description of their leader matched the one I’d been hunting in Texas, so I started tracking them. I found him last night and killed three of his pack before the numbers got too much for me. I ran, they gave chase, and that’s where we met.”

      “And now we’re riding into High Rock so we can…what, exactly? Do you think the vampires are holed up in town?”

      “Most likely. They couldn’t have chased me half the night, made such a mess in your yard, and covered much ground before sunrise. So they’re either here, or close by. If I’m lucky we catch them unawares and kill them all before anyone in High Rock has to know that vampires are more than some storybook monster.”

      “And if you’re not lucky?” She asked.

      “Pardon?”

      “You said that’s what happens if you’re lucky. What if you’re not?”

      “Well, judging by the state of your town’s main street, looks like we’re going to find out sooner rather than later.”

      Cherijo turned her attention away from the man beside her and back toward town as they rode past the shiny new train depot, with its bright white paint and gleaming steel rails. The station, completed just a few months ago when the railroad came through town, usually bustled with activity even when a train wasn’t due, what with people waiting for stagecoaches, mail riders, or even telegraphs. But there was no one visible around the big building, not even Benjamin, the ticket seller, telegraph operator, porter, and maintenance man.

      As she looked past the depot, Cherijo saw that the streets were deserted. No one was shopping at the dry goods store, no one sat in Reggie’s chair on the porch of the barber shop getting a shave or a tooth pulled. Even Mr. Jones the hostler was nowhere to be seen, despite the restless sounds of hungry horses coming from the stables.

      “It seems deserted,” she said. “Do you think…?” She let her question trail off, not wanting to put her fear into words.

      “Yes, ma’am,” said Quincy. “I do think indeed. Let’s see if we can find anyone who can tell us why it’s so quiet. Hopefully I’m wrong.” His tone said he was certain he wasn’t going to be proven wrong.

      It took less than an hour to confirm Morris’s fears. There was no one alive in High Rock. Not even the children were spared, which seemed somehow more horrific. What was even more terrifying was the lack of bodies, or even graves. There was nothing but the odd drop of blood here and there to indicate that anyone had ever walked the streets. Otherwise, the whole town looked like it had been built empty and never occupied. There were no signs of struggle, no broken doors or windows, and nothing damaged in any of the homes. It was as if someone had just snapped their fingers and made all the people of High Rock vanish in the middle of the night.

      “But where are they?” Cherijo asked as they left the small teacher’s apartment built onto the back of the schoolhouse.

      “They must be close by,” Morris said. “Even with their speed and strength, it would have taken some time to clear out a whole town, and it was well past midnight when I made it to your homestead.”

      “Are the townsfolk likely to be with them?”

      “Mrs. Starnes, let me be very clear. The townsfolk are dead. Everyone who they have touched is dead. All the people we didn’t find just now, they’re dead. There might be something walking around wearing their skin, looking like that person, sounding like them, perhaps even still in possession of their memories. But it is not the person it seems to be. All that is left is a demon wearing a person suit, and it has but one driving force—hunger. These things exist only to feed, and if given half a chance, they will destroy you as completely as they tore my horse to bits.”

      Cherijo didn’t speak for a long moment as she tried to make sense out of all this. Everyone in High Rock, dead? It made no sense, and yet the evidence was right there in front of her face. The town was deserted, as dry as the winter air.

      “So what do we do now?” she finally asked, squaring her shoulders. Nothing for it but to do it, as she always said.

      “Now we find them. And we kill them. Every last bloodsucking one of them. They’ll be weaker in the daytime, and like I said, even the touch of sunlight is enough to cause great pain, and with enough exposure, to destroy them. But first we have to find them. Is there any place in town big enough to hold everyone? Someplace we haven’t been yet.”

      They’d already explored the church, the school, all the shops, the Gold Coast, and the new depot. And that’s when it hit her. “I know where they are.”

      Morris turned to her, and she continued. “The old stagecoach office, over on the west side of town. It was abandoned when the railroad came in on the south end instead of where they expected, and the town built the new one.”

      “This old station, it’s big enough for everyone in town to fit inside?”

      “Most likely,” she said, musing over the building in her head. “It’s got room to work on coaches, load two or three at one time out of the snow in winter, and hold baggage and passengers if need be. Yeah, everybody could fit, if they weren’t real interested in privacy.”

      “That’s not something that vampires worry about,” Morris said. “But let’s make a detour by that dry goods store before we go knocking on the door. I expect I’m going to need more bullets, and we need to get you something a little better than that scattergun.”
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        * * *

      

      “I feel stupid,” Cherijo said as they left Harrison’s store. She was loaded down with a shotgun slung over each shoulder, and one in her hands, plus a pistol on a gun belt hanging low over her hips. She had the belt cinched tight over a heavy brown duster, and a pair of wide leather belts cinched around her throat, not tight enough to constrict her breathing, but providing a modicum of protection against a bite.

      “Well, I’d say you look fierce, but you’re wobbling around like a bear cub trying to walk on its back feet, if I’m being honest,” Morris said, grinning. “Besides,” he continued. “You said you can’t hit the broad side of a barn with a rifle, so that leaves us with only one option better than a shotgun—a bunch of shotguns.”

      “All this hullabaloo is heavy,” Cherijo complained.

      “And every pound will be worth it if we walk out of this abandoned station into the sunlight again,” Morris raid.

      They walked down the street side by side, making no effort to hide their approach. It wouldn’t have been possible, regardless. They were the only things moving in town.

      The abandoned station was situated at the end of town nearest the church and the school, as far from the saloon and the jail as you could get and still be in High Rock proper. Now that it had fallen out of use with the coach lines and post office in the new depot, it stood alone and abandoned, slowly falling into disrepair.

      “It looks like one good sneeze could blow this whole mess down,” Morris said, pointing at the boarded-up windows, high roofline, and sagging walls. He stepped up to the front door. “Let’s see what lies within. I reckon the door is probably locked?”

      “I wouldn’t know, Mr. Morris,” Cherijo replied. “I am not in the habit of going into closed down businesses snooping around.”

      “You ought try it, Mrs. Starnes,” the lanky cowboy said. “It’s a lot of fun. Now let’s just give this a tug, knowing full well that it won’t…oh.” Morris’s words trailed off as he put a hand on the knob and pulled.

      The door swung outward, opening a dark mouth into the belly of the station. Cherijo could only see clearly a few feet in past the entrance, and she had a hazy view of the rest of the interior, which seemed empty from where they stood. Morris looked at the door, perplexed.

      “Well, that’s ominous,” he said, drawing his pistol.

      Cherijo cocked both hammers on the shotgun in her hands, keeping the barrel pointed at the floor as Morris slipped inside the building and almost immediately vanished in the darkness. She followed him inside, stopping just inside the door to let her eyes adjust to the near-blackness. She felt a tug on her sleeve and stepped to the right, then pulled the door closed behind her.

      “Good,” Morris said. “No point standing right there in the doorway so everything knows exactly where you are.”

      “We already know,” came a hissing voice that seemed to originate from all around them, curling around them like a venomous snake.

      Cherijo whirled around, bringing her shotgun up to her shoulder, but there was nothing to shoot. Nothing but Morris, who put a hand on the barrel of her gun and gently pointed it up toward the rafters. Her gaze followed, and as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she began to make out shapes in the gloom. Lots of shapes. A town’s worth of human shapes.

      She was able to pick out more and more details as her vision cleared, and she gasped as she realized they were all there. Everyone from High Rock dangled from the rafters upside down, their feet hooked over the thick wooden beams, eyes closed as if they were in the deepest of sleeps. Which, after a fashion, they were. The very deepest sleep imaginable.

      Except for one. One pair of eyes was wide open and staring straight at her. She recognized the look in those eyes. Hunger. Then every set of eyes above her opened in unison, and the world erupted into noise and movement and terror.

      A clap of thunder from her left, a flash of red lightning, and when she saw Miss Gina Bredlove’s head explode, she realized that Morris had started shooting. Then she saw Peter Montague, the piano player and part-time faro dealer at the Gold Coast, running at her with fangs bared, and she pulled the trigger on one barrel of her twelve-gauge without even realizing she’d done it. Peter Montague realized it, though, because the buckshot caught him right in the throat at close range, decapitating him.

      Cherijo screamed as the blood and bone shards sprayed her, but she had no time to consider what she’d done. There were too many of the monsters, too many of the people she once thought of as neighbors, to allow for thought of any kind. Thinking was something to be done when the shooting was over.

      And there was a lot of shooting. Cherijo blew the head off a young man she recognized as one of the porters from the train station. Then she smashed her empty shotgun upside the head of Sally Deacon, one of the girls from the Gold Coast. She pulled another gun off her shoulder and put one shell through the eyes of Reggie Beckdoll, former mayor of High Rock and town barber. Right behind him came his wife Anna Marie, and she got the other shell in her face.

      “I’m down to one scattergun,” she called to Morris.

      The lean man didn’t reply, just stood in one place calmly putting bullets through the gleaming eyes of hungry monsters. She saw him click empty on a gun in his left hand, and without hesitation, drop that pistol, draw another, cock it, and fire without missing a beat in the symphony of death he was conducting. She pulled her last shotgun off her shoulder, fired twice at the nearest vampires, then threw the empty gun at another as she drew her pistol.

      With a shotgun, she felt confident that she could mostly hit what she was aiming at. But a six-shooter? Between the darkness and the gun smoke, she couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction. But she didn’t have to, because vampires swarmed all around them both. She stretched out her right arm, and the gun pressed up against the forehead of a big Black man she knew as Newt, who worked for Lucas Bander, the blacksmith. Even she couldn’t miss from half an inch away, and when she pulled the trigger, the back of Newt’s head turned into red mist.

      She spun, fired, ducked under grabbing hands, popped back up, jammed her gun under the chin of a woman she vaguely recognized as someone who sang in the church choir, and blew the top of her skull off. But all too soon there was no more thunder, no more lightning belching from the barrel of her purloined Colt, only the click-click-click of a pistol hitting on spent bullets as she cocked and squeezed, cocked and squeezed, until a hand reached over and pushed the pistol down.

      “It’s over,” Morris said. “Look.”

      She did look then, and as her eyes washed over the bodies of people she’d known, people she’d done business with, the gorge rose in her throat and the contents of her stomach joined the mess on the floor. Morris held her hair back until she was finished, then patted her on the back.

      “All done?” he asked.

      She nodded, her stomach still threatening, but empty.

      “Good, because that was the appetizer. He’s the main course.” She followed Morris’s outstretched arm to see a skeletally thin man leaning up against a beam, watching them.

      “Hello, Quincy Morris,” said the vampire. “Been a while.” The man’s voice was familiar, but Cherijo was certain she’d never seen him before.

      “Hello, Charles,” Morris replied. “It has indeed. You’ve been busy.”

      “Didn’t have to be like this,” the vampire named Charles said. “You could have joined me. Then all these people would still be alive.”

      “You’re a liar,” Morris said. “You’ve done nothing but sow death and destruction everywhere you’ve gone since you were turned.”

      The vampire nodded. “That’s true, but the only reason I sowed it here was because I was chasing you. If you’d let me catch you down in Colorado, this could have been over months ago.”

      “If you’d let me put a bullet in your face in Texas, we could have been finished months before that,” Morris replied. The lanky man never took his eyes off the vampire, but he emptied the cylinder of his pistol and slid six fresh bullets into the gun. Cherijo tried to do the same, but she found she couldn’t watch the drama before her and load her gun at the same time, so she holstered her pistol and picked up one of the discarded shotguns. Not only was she more effective with the broader spread, but she could reload a double-barreled shotgun with her eyes closed and one hand tied behind her back.

      The vampire’s eyes flicked over to her, and he smiled. This time when he spoke, it was in Hiram’s voice, a voice that chilled her to the bone. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Starnes, I tried to fight them bad men off, but I wasn’t strong enough. They ripped me and Mama to pieces. Didn’t even turn us. Said we wasn’t good enough to run with them. But that bossman, he sure did like the way I screamed.”

      The vampire’s cold smile stopped well short of its eyes as he said, “I did, too. Love the way your hired man screamed. Too bad his mother died so quick.”

      “You son of a mangy dog!” Cherijo yelled, swinging her gun up. Both barrels barked, but the vampire moved faster than she could see.

      “I’m not a fledgling,” came a voice from right beside her ear. “You won’t catch me that easily.”

      Then came an immense pressure on the side of her neck as the vampire tried to sink its teeth deep into the artery there. The pain was incredible as the monster bore down on her throat, but Cherijo had been expecting pain. She’d known pain was in the offing from the moment she dragged a bloody stranger into her house the night before, and if there was anything her life had prepared her for, it was coping with pain. So her neck hurt, but she knew the leather belts wrapped around her throat were keeping the monster at bay, for a few seconds at least.

      And a few seconds was all she needed. The vampire drew back in confusion at his blunted attack, and Cherijo whirled around, drawing a derringer from a sash around her waist. She pressed the little pistol to the creature’s left eye and pulled the trigger, cocked, and fired again. Two small bullets smashed into the monster’s brain, and without enough power to blow through the back of its skull, the bullets just rattled around inside the vampire’s head, turning its brain to pudding. The monster dropped straight down to its knees, then toppled over, truly dead.

      “Well, I’ll be darned,” Morris said from beside her. “I almost can’t believe that worked.”

      “You said he was a prideful creature,” Cherijo reminded him. “That he would want nothing more than to destroy me to hurt you, to prove to you not only that you couldn’t beat him, but that you couldn’t protect anyone, either. So using me as bait made perfect sense.”

      “There’s a lot of things in this world that make sense, Mrs. Starnes, but they seldom work out how we intend.”

      “Well, that’s as may be, Mr. Morris,” Cherijo replied. “But this time it worked out. For us, at least.” She let her gaze drift across the dozens of townsfolk that lay dead on the floor, their brains blown out by her or Quincy. Here lies High Rock, she thought. It was a good town, once.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “What do you mean, what now?”

      “I mean, where are you going now? And where am I going? There’s nothing for me here. There’s pretty much not even a ‘here’ anymore. So what’s next?”

      “Are you asking to join up with a vampire-hunting cowboy, Mrs. Starnes?” Quincy asked.

      She thought for a brief second about her farm, her little house, her old life. Then she nodded. She could take her memories with her, but her life in High Rock was as dead as the bodies piled at her feet. “Yes, Mr. Morris, I reckon I am.”
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        Events in this story take place shortly after the novel Dracula

      

      

      There was a man in my parlor when I awoke. He was no stranger to me, although I had often wished we had never met, and would do so many more times over the next few years. I hadn’t seen him in half a decade, and never intended to see him again. He was the reason I departed my beloved castle, the reason I kept watch on my dear Mina and Jonathan mostly from afar, the reason I was now described with that most appalling of words - famous.

      I was between assistants at the time of his intrusion, so I had no one to blame but myself for my lax security. And the old man warming himself with my brandy in my favorite armchair by a roaring fire, of course. I had many things to blame him for, not least of which was my current difficulty in Trans-Atlantic travel and subsequent confinement to England.

      “Oh good, you’re awake,” he said as I walked into the room. I didn’t speak, just walked over to the table beside my chair, the chair currently occupied by his old, graying ass, and picked up the brandy. I then walked to the bar, poured myself a large glass, and pointedly returned the bottle to the liquor cabinet. He was not welcome in my home, he was not welcome in my chair, and he most certainly was not welcome to my libations.

      His expression completely blasé, he watched as I strode across the room, picked up another heavy armchair with one hand, and walked back to the fire. I set the chair down facing him on a diagonal, careful to keep my dressing gown from getting close enough to be caught by any errant sparks. My guest had neglected to replace the screen that normally occupied the space before the fire. He undoubtedly did not have to take the same care around open flame that I do.

      I sat, sipped my brandy, and crossed my legs. I stared at him, drinking in the sight of the most famous man to ever attempt my murder. He was a rotund little man, years of drinking toasts to my demise obviously agreed with him. His beard, a new affectation, was shot through with grey, and his bushy eyebrows were almost completely white. Piercing blue eyes nestled in the hollows of his face, hidden somewhat by his ponderous facial hair and his newly-minted jowls, but beaming out at me with the sharp intelligence I remembered from our previous encounters. He still looked strong, albeit with his muscles buried under layers of good brandy and rich food, but his eyes were sharp as ever, and he never let his right hand stray far from the arm of his chair. I suspected a pistol tucked between his thigh and the cushion. He wouldn’t need it tonight. Not on my account at least.

      “You got fat,” I said.

      “You haven’t changed an iota,” he replied without rancor.

      “I had a gaping hole in my chest the last time you saw me. I have corrected that problem, at least.”

      “I am glad.”

      “Are you?” I raised an eyebrow and let the question hang for a moment. “As I recall, you were the one who put the hole in me, at least indirectly, and now you are glad that I live?”

      “I am. I have need of you.”

      I laughed. It was a genuine laugh, partly born of surprise and partly of sheer gall. “You need me? What in the world do you need from me, you fat louse? And what in the world do you think could ever persuade me to lend you any aid, even if it were at my disposal? Why would I help you do anything, except die an agonizing death?”

      He drained the las dregs of his brandy and set the glass down on the small table I kept for books. I was gratified to see that he didn’t set the glass atop the novel I was reading, a pile of tripe about a man diving under the sea to fight monsters or some such silliness. “A child has been taken. She is not the first, but I fear witchery. I need your help to return her to her parents whole and hearty.”

      “I ask again, why would I care? These local sheep are nothing to me. They are less than nothing, they are food. Why should I care if one of their stupider lambs wanders off into the woods and becomes lost?”

      “The child is five years old. All of the children within two hours’ ride of this place have disappeared within two months of their fifth birthday.” He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees and steepling his fingers. His belly got in the way, but the intensity of his gaze pinned me to my seat.

      I felt a nagging disquiet in my head, but continued to affect a disaffected air. “So, the girl is young. What is that to me?”

      The man leaned back in his chair and laughed, his rolls jiggling with the motion. “You are good, aren’t you? Be serious, Vlad. May I call you Vlad?”

      “No.” There was not even a hint of a smile on my face or in my voice. I didn’t want to give this fat shite any idea that I liked him enough to be on a first name basis.

      “I suppose that is fair. But we are in England now, so you will need a name that suits you better than Tepes.”

      “I have operated as Alucard for many years, but that name is ruined for me, thanks to some hack writer and a slanderous pile of tripe that someone obviously converted into too much wine and rich food,” I said, indicating his belly.

      “Well, Bram is a good friend,” he said mildly, with no hint of offense. Apparently if I wanted to rile him, I would need to attack something other than his middle. “How about Card? Lucas Card seems a fairly innocuous moniker, does it not?”

      I thought for a moment, sipping away at the last of my brandy with a dour frown pulling my face to the side. He should not have known that I often used the moniker Luke when traveling incognito. No one that he encountered should have been able to tell him that. It seemed that my old adversary had done his research. I waved a hand through the air, forcing a disaffected mien across my face. “Fine,” I said. “You may call me Lucas. But you still have not explained why you think I care about a handful of missing toddlers in the English countryside?”

      “Oh, I thought it would be obvious what is happening, particularly since you took such great pains to hide them here. Someone is hunting Jonathan and Mina Harker, and they are stealing babies in hopes of kidnapping young Quincy and luring you out into the open. It’s a genius plan, honestly, and one that I might have thought of, were I an absolute monster willing to use the lives of children as a bargaining chit.”

      He was right, of course, and I had known it from the very moment he first mentioned a child of five years. Mina’s son was barely five, and he was growing quickly into a bright, inquisitive child with physical gifts beyond what I had seen in other children his age, although my experience with child development was admittedly limited.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I told my old adversary, unwilling as yet to admit to him that I was working to keep Mina and her family hidden from the public eye. That Stoker fool’s book had not even bothered to change the names of those involved, so in addition to rendering my Alucard alias useless, it thrust Jonathan and Mina into a spotlight that they were unprepared for, especially given their newlywed status.

      “You are a horrible liar, Lucas,” the fat man said as he heaved himself out of the chair and waddled over to the bar. He poured himself another glass of my brandy and waggled the bottle in my direction. I nodded, and he refilled my glass, setting the bottle on top of my book when he returned to his chair. “You have retreated here, to the English countryside, after seeing Jonathan Harker and Mina Murray married in London. Bram’s book destroyed any opportunity the young couple had for a normal life, and for that I am truly sorry. But here we are, you looking over them and their son Quincy like a mother hen, and me here trying to atone, in some small way, for the trouble that I brought into their lives.”

      “Not to atone to me?” I asked, one eyebrow climbing.

      “Of course not,” he said, sipping my brandy while sitting in my favorite chair, smiling at me like a Cheshire cat sitting on a branch. I restrained myself from reminding him exactly why I was feared by all of the Romany people for decades, but just barely. “Trying to atone to you would be not only hypocritical, as I feel I did nothing wrong, but also ridiculous, as you suffered no lasting harm from my efforts.”

      This time I did stand. I sprang to my feet, sloshing brandy on my leg. “You put a stake in my chest, you smug bastard! You broke into my home, stabbed me while I slept, and tried your best to murder me. And you call that suffering no harm?” I loomed over the man, glaring down at him, fangs extended. I was ready to rip his throat out and drink every drop of his essence, but somehow pulled myself back from that edge.

      Abraham Van Helsing smiled up at me. “Good,” he said. “The monster does still live inside you. I was concerned for a time, but now I believe we will be fine. Don’t pack him too far away, we shall need that monster again try soon. After all, it takes a monster to hunt a monster.

      

      The child he spoke of was Little Agnes Porter, daughter of Silas and Amelia Porter. They lived in a small town some miles from the farm where I had Mina hidden away with her family. Jonathan was ill-suited to the farming life, but I took some amusement from his struggles with livestock, and supplemented their income as needed. I still had access to my funds, thanks to accounts Renfield set up for me before the dissolution of our arrangement.

      Van Helsing and I stepped out of my front door to find a carriage waiting for me. “You were quite confident that I would agree to aid you,” I said. “To pay this man to await your departure with me.”

      “To be fair, he was waiting for me, with or without you,” Abraham said.

      “Then you were quite confident that I wouldn’t kill you.”

      “I am not so easily murdered as that,” he said, patting a lump in his coat that I took to be a pistol. I didn’t try to dissuade him of his illusions. Let him think he could best me were we to engage with me fully conscious and unwounded, such a mistake may be the edge I eventually needed to rid myself of this troublesome hunter.

      I opened the door and climbed into the carriage, and Van Helsing heaved his bulk in after me. I sat facing the man, unwilling to rub shoulders with him in such a confined space. He rapped on the roof of the carriage with a cane he picked up off the seat and smiled across at me.

      “This is as unlikely a partnership as I believe has ever been seen,” he said.

      I thought back to my association some years ago with Adam, a reanimated corpse, and wondered if this was truly any stranger than that. I decided after a moment’s internal debate that it would be determined entirely based upon Van Helsing’s survival. If I didn’t drain him to a husk, then yes, it would be one of the strangest alliances in history.

      We rode in silence, if not an entirely comfortable one. I watched Van Helsing throughout the trip, wondering if he would be useful at all were we to encounter anything out of the ken of normal creatures. When we last met, he was a formidable opponent, but the past several years of expansive living had taken a toll on the man, and he was fat, slow, and quite possibly ill besides. I will admit to more than a passing thought of rescuing the child but leaving Van Helsing to whatever fate befell him at the hands of who- or whatever took her.

      “What is it?” Abraham asked, and I realized that I must have let a small smile creep across my lips.

      “Nothing, dear fellow. Just thinking of letting you die a lingering death.”

      “Oh, come now, can we not let bygones be bygones? It was years ago, after all.”

      My eyes flew from the passing scenery to look upon his grinning face. “Are you mad? You destroyed my brides. You tried to murder me in my sleep. You took…” I let my words trail off as I remembered, not just my dear, sweet Lucy, but Mina as well. Young, innocent, lovely Mina, who I loved as much as I had loved any woman since my own dearest Justina, so many years ago. But she was Harker’s now, and I could not touch her, would never hold her, would never kiss her…

      “You sicced your band of merry idiots on me, forced Harker to try to decapitate me, and got that idiot Morris to stab me in the chest with a giant knife. If he had used wood, or a blessed implement, it might well have killed me. Certainly, had his blade been silver, I would have died a final death. So, no, Van Helsing, I will not let bygones be bygones. In fact, the only reason that I have not ripped your throat out and feasted on your blood is⁠—”

      “The child,” he said, a faint smile touching his lips. “You care about the boy, Vlad. You think of him almost as your own, even though there is nothing of you in him. That is why you are in this carriage. That is why you will not kill me. That is why you will help me find what is hunting the child and destroy it.”

      “You are wrong,” I said, but refused to elucidate. I couldn’t. He didn’t deserve the truth about my relationship with the child, which went far deeper than he could know. The fat shite. “But I will help you, because I do feel a slight debt to Mina and Jonathan. They did suffer somewhat at my hand, and I do feel slightly protective of the child.”

      “Of course you do,” Van Helsing said, that irritating smile flickering across his face again.

      I pointedly ignored him for the rest of the ride, and when the carriage stopped, I was out the door before he could move, leaving him struggling to squeeze his bulk through the door. I looked around the small cluster of homes, too small to even be considered a village. There were a few cottages, tine farmhouses that couldn’t have held more than three rooms, and a well in the center of town. It was delightfully parochial, the kind of place that barely existed even deep in the English countryside at that point in the twentieth century. London’s dank, wretched, smoke-laden fingerprints were plastered across the whole of the country, but this little sliver of the past was free from the taint of the city.

      “The child’s home is there,” Van Helsing said, stepping up beside me and pointing to a home mostly indistinguishable from the others around it. Certainly, there was no indication that a child resided there. No toys littered the yard, there was no fluffy puppy cavorting on the front step or anything similarly cliché. It was just a house, like all the others, with a poorly-hung front door and a pair of boots sitting outside so as not to track mud in from the field.

      “Where does the father plow?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “The father tends a garden or a field,” I said, pointing to the boots. “Where is his patch of dirt?”

      “Why does that matter?”

      I spun on the man. “We have less than five hours until the sun rises and I am unable to set foot outside. I can either explain myself to you, or I can try to find this child. As it happens, I worry that her father may have dug up some relic and become cursed, so I want to look at the field he has been working to see if there is any indication of such a thing. His shoes are caked with mud, and it hasn’t rained significantly in over a week, so he must be plowing. That is the only way he would get that dirty, unless you mean to tell me that he has been wandering through a bog looking for his daughter?”

      “Um…no, not at all. Let me take you there.” He turned and walked off toward a section of fields east of town. I followed, wreathing myself in satisfaction. This examination of dirt would likely yield nothing, but I felt it important to rule out. Besides, a certain detective in London would consider me remiss in my duties had I not presented at least a minor flair for the dramatic in my investigation.

      I was right, of course. The tilled earth gave no indication that anything had been unearthed other than stones and the bones of a rodent or two. But scouring the soil for half an hour gave me time to work through some elements of the disappearance for myself, identifying the pieces that Van Helsing hadn’t given me.

      “When was she taken?” I asked.

      “Three nights ago.”

      “Why do you think she yet lives? If some beast took her, for food or some nefarious sacrifice, isn’t it more likely than not that she is long dead?”

      He shuddered, a reaction out of proportion for a hired paranormal hunter, furthering my suspicions about my old adversary’s motives. “I can but hope that is not the case, Vlad. She is a bright child, vibrant and full of life. It would devastate her parents to lose her.”

      “I am sure it would,” I agreed. I swept an arm toward the cluster of homes. “Which house is yours?”

      Van Helsing started, then made a feeble cough to cover his slip. “Whatever do you mean? I am merely here—” He stopped at my upraised hand.

      “Abraham, if you lie to me once more I will go home, finish off a bottle of brandy, and forget I ever heard of this girl. If you pursue me, I will feed you your heart with salt and butter.”

      He gaped at me like a landed fish for several seconds, then closed his mouth with a loud click and nodded. “I live next door to Marissa.”

      “Because she is your granddaughter, and you brought her parents here to provide for them,” I said.

      “I have no children,” Van Helsing protested. “My son died many years ago, driving my wife insane and requiring my almost constant care until her death three years ago.”

      I didn’t reply, just turned and began walking. I didn’t bother picking up speed, as we were less than ten miles from my manor and I could easily get there before sunrise. Besides, I wanted to see if the fat shite would own up to his lies.

      He caught up to me in less than a minute, breathing heavily. “Stop. Please.”

      “I told you what would happen if you lied. What am I, if I am not a man of my word?”

      “You are a monster. You are no man at all.”

      I whirled on him, lashing out with one hand and slapping him across the cheek with the back of one hand. “And what kind of man are you, Abraham? What kind of legendary vampire hunter are you, to let your greatest foe slap you like an unruly toddler? What are you, Van Helsing?”

      He stood there, fists clenching and unclenching for a long moment before he looked up at me, tears welling in his eyes. “I am a fat old man who has but one hope to save the thing he loves most in this world, and that hopes rests upon the shoulders of a creature that he tried to murder, to destroy. So, I am a man who must set aside any semblance of pride to beg you to save my Marissa. Yes, she is my granddaughter. No, she does not know who I am. She only knows me as Uncle Abraham, who brings her sweets. I have kept her and my son hidden here for many years, since my first association with the Church and its work.”

      This was the first I had heard of any work by the Catholic Church in the supernatural arena, but I masked my surprise as best I could, and let him speak.

      “Joseph, my son, was reported dead several decades ago. He became ill with cholera in the last London outbreak, and I allowed everyone to think he died. Ruth, his mother, did die of the disease, so I brought the boy out here to be raised by a cousin. It was important to me that he be shielded from any attempts to seek retribution on me for the work I was doing with the Church.”

      “But you claimed your wife lived?” I prodded.

      “I did. I needed a reason to continue to visit Joseph, so I created a life in which Joseph died, and Ruth was driven mad with grief. That way I could visit my wife in the sanatorium, when in truth I came here to be with my son, who spent much of his time here, raised by my wife’s relations. After our…encounter, it did not take me long to tire of the spotlights of London life, so I retired here to be near my family. That is the truth of it. Marissa is my granddaughter, and she has been taken by something I do not understand, and I need to find her. Now, please, will you help me? I do not deserve your help, but no one else can give it.”

      I stared at him, the flabby shell of the hunter who almost killed me, the man who came the closest to ending my life after all these years, and I couldn’t hate him. I certainly didn’t like him, but I couldn’t hate him for lying to me. I thought of Quincy, and what I would do in Van Helsing’s shoes, and I came to the very simple conclusion that I would do anything to save the boy, just as Van Helsing was doing now.

      “I will help you, Abraham. But you must be honest with me. I will know if you lie to me again.” Not exactly true, but I was able to smell the stink of fear on him when I began to first walk away. I had faith I would be able to sense any changes in his scent were he to deceive me again. I walked toward the home he indicated as belonging to the child.

      “What are you doing? You can’t mean to go into the home.”

      “I intend nothing of the sort,” I said. “I assume that nothing that wanted to kidnap the child walked through the front door. Which window is closest to where the child sleeps?”

      I walked around the house to the window Van Helsing indicated, approaching at a diagonal. I saw no impressions in the grass, but I expected none, not after several days. There was no blood on the grass, either. That I would have certainly noted, even after drying for several days.

      I stepped closer to the window and leaned in, my nose close to the sill. There was something there, it was faint, but noticeable under the scent of fear, whiskey, and chimney smoke that permeated the home. “Mold,” I said.

      “What?” Van Helsing was at my elbow faster than I would have thought he could move.

      “There is a smell of mold,” I said. I stood up and looked around. “Have you brought in hounds to search for the girl?”

      “There are none nearby,” he replied. “I sent to a hunt master I know outside of Newcastle, but it will take him some time to arrive, if he even has the resources required. Can you follow the scent?”

      I glared at him. “I am many things, Abraham, and have been called many more, but at no point in my exceptionally long life have I been mistaken for a dog.”

      He didn’t meet my eyes. “I just want to find her. I can’t help but think that this is my fault somehow.”

      I felt a twinge of sympathy for the man and chose not to tell him that it most likely was his fault. He built a reputation over recent years of being the expert on things like me: predators, nightmares made flesh, and monsters that lurk in the shadows. Creatures such as myself do not like feeling threatened. We are unaccustomed to it, and when it occurs, we lash out, often in the cruelest possible way. That is most likely what happened here - something found out that the famous hunter was living in this small clutch of homes and decided to make his very existence unbearable by destroying the child he no doubt doted upon. It is what I would have done, had I been less inclined to simply remove adversaries in more direct fashion.

      “This type of scent, I have smelled it before, long ago. In a cave in Germany. There are coal mines nearby, are there not?” I knew the answer already, and my mind raced as I contemplated hunting a child-snatching beast in the darkness of an underground shaft. It would not be pleasant, to say the least.

      “There is an abandoned mine two miles north of here, just off the main road between the sawmill and the road south to Corby.”

      “Bring the carriage,” I said, turning north and breaking into a loping run. I didn’t need the conveyance, and I didn’t need Van Helsing in the tunnel with me if things went poorly. At best, he would be a slow human lump that I had to alternately protect and maneuver around. At worst, he would get one of us killed. Probably him, which troubled me only the slightest bit, but aside from the fact that I promised to help him, if anyone killed Abraham Van Helsing for this adventure, I wanted it to be me.

      I covered the two miles in and easy jog, arriving at the entrance to the mine less than five minutes later. It was just as I remembered, a collection of boards nailed loosely over a gaping hole cut into the side of a hill leading down into the black bowels of the earth. I had located and identified all the nearby caves, tombs, and basements within twenty miles of my home when I relocated to the countryside in case I was ever caught out by sunrise. When I last visited this mine, there were more boards across the entrance, and there was no scent of terrified human spread around the mouth of the tunnel like shrapnel. Now just a few boards stretched across the entrance, more as a nod to security than any actual impediment to entrance. I pulled down the one timber across the middle section of the passage and stepped into the gloomy mine.

      The area around the opening was wide, but quickly narrowed to a tunnel barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast. I was able to walk upright, but the walls still pressed in upon me, and I could easily run my fingers across the rock over my head. This was a time I was very happy not to be claustrophobic.

      I followed the tunnel, sloping gradually down into the earth, allowing my eyes to adjust to the dark. There was some faint light creeping down into the mine from above, not enough for human eyes to see, but I had no difficulty navigating in the slight illumination. I came to a split, with one fork taking a sharp nose down, while the left-hand tunnel continued on the more gradual path I had followed. Not knowing what type of creature I tracked, I took several steps down the left tunnel and closed my eyes. I focused on the smells and sounds around me, trying to pick up any hint of the child, or her abductor. There was nothing.

      I returned to the fork and descended into the other tunnel, clinging to the support timbers to keep from tumbling down the steep incline. I saw holes in the wall where a rope or guardrail must have been mounted when the mine was active, but it was either taken when the shaft was abandoned, or simply rotted away in the damp English countryside. The slightest scent of human sweat wafted up to me from deeper in the mine, leading me down the sharply sloping right-hand tunnel.

      I walked for at least a quarter of an hour, perhaps longer, before I noticed the gradual lightening of the tunnel ahead of me. Something up ahead was casting light, so I pressed myself to a wall and crept forward, working to keep my steps silent. I cursed internally my poor footwear. The hobnailed boots I wore were good for walking, and sturdy enough to sprint through a city in, but they were not made for stealth by any stretch of the imagination.

      The tunnel grew lighter and lighter as I crept onward, my back inching along the wall of the mine. I tried not to think of the damage the rocks and filth were doing to my jacket, but in truth it was a favorite of mine, and Van Helsing wasn’t. Nor was his granddaughter, regardless of her innocence in my past disputes with her fat shite of a grandfather. No, I was not sliding down a filthy passage carved through the earth out of some sudden turn toward the greater good. It was simply part of my job as a Council member, and as the guardian to Mina and her child Quincy. I had taken it upon myself to watch over this part of the world, and whatever was kidnapping children down in this hole was an affront to my dominion. That could not, would not, stand.

      Finally, after what seemed like an hour of skulking through the mine, I rounded a bend and came to what seemed like a natural cave, or perhaps this had been a major deposit of coal that, once extracted, was now a large underground chamber. The room was at least ten feet high, with flickers of black still sparkling from the highest points. It stretched out into an irregular rough circle, approximately fifty feet across, with two tunnels branching off on the opposite side from where I stood.

      Along one wall was a small corral, more of a dog kennel than anything else, constructed of scrap wood slapped together and bound with something I couldn’t see, and didn’t honestly care about. In the cage was a little girl, asleep on a pallet made of scrap cloth, burlap sacks, and other random fabric. She was covered with a cloak, and from where I stood I could see no apparent bruises or marks upon her flesh. There was no telling what damage had been done to her psyche by being ripped from the bosom of her family in the middle of the night, but that was a concern for a later time. Now, I had but one thought - get her free.

      Well, two thoughts. The first was to free the child and see her returned to her family. The second was to destroy the wretch that had violated the sanctity of my territory. This was my county, my domain, and I would no more see that stand than I allowed neighboring armies to march into my lands centuries before.

      This time the invader was not a general marching at the fore of an advancing legion. This interloper was a woman, if she could still be called that. Before me, standing in the center of the room casting an appraising glance at me, stood a gnarled cypress of a woman, deep lines of age carved into every visible inch of her skin. Her snow-white hair was tied back at the nape of her neck, and her green eyes still held a piercing intelligence as she drilled them into me.

      “Welcome, Vlad Tepes, known as The Impaler, also called Vlad Dracul, Count Dracula, and many other names. I am glad my invitation found you well.” I heard the old woman’s words as plain as if she stood beside me, but her lips never moved. A witch, then.

      “Yes, Count, a witch. One who has lived in this countryside for many years, long before you and your hunter friend decided to intrude.”

      “Van Helsing? Is this about him? Then kill him. I would help you, but I have sworn off the murder of mortals.” I said nothing about slaughtering witches. I am, at heart, an honest man, and I did not want to give this fool woman the mistaken impression that she would live through this encounter. Thanks to her actions, I was awakened by the person I least wanted to ever see draw another breath. That slight would see a swift and unequivocal punishment. But if she wanted to gut Van Helsing for me before I killed her, I would raise no objections.

      “You understand that I can read your thoughts as easily as I can speak to your mind, do you not? Your planned betrayal is like a book laid open before me, no more surprising than the fact that your corpulent friend is trying desperately to sneak down the tunnel right now.” Her voice in my head held a tinge of amusement, which offended me somewhat. I don’t like people being amused when I’m planning to kill them. It’s unseemly and makes light of a grave situation. Pun intended.

      “You may as well come out, Abraham,” I called. “She’s a witch and she knows you’re there.”

      “Bollocks,” Van Helsing’s words echoed down the tunnel. “Then I ruined the back of this coat for nothing.” Seconds later, the fat hunter waddled into the room, a large pistol in his right hand. “I’m here. Now what?”

      “Now I give you the child, you take her back to her parents, and I eat the vampire’s heart. Then, my youth and beauty restored, I go to Paris.” The witch had a wistful look on her face, and for a moment I saw a hint of the beauty she once was. “I always wanted to see Paris in the springtime, but I have been tied to this piece of England for far too long. Your blood will free me, Vlad Tepes. When I consume your heart, I will be free. My youth and beauty shall be restored, and I will live forever and the witch-queen vampiress of Paris!” She let out a cackle then, and I understood why all the penny dreadfuls talked about witches as having high, ululating laughs that pierced the eardrums. Judging by the look on Van Helsing’s face, it was little better for one without enhanced senses.

      “I hate to disappoint, madam, but I am not finished using my heart. After all, it is what keeps my lungs in place,” I said, darting to one side so that I could approach her from an angle, snap her neck, and be home long before sunup.

      Except I didn’t. I took one step, and froze, bands of pale blue light wrapping around my chest, arms, and thighs. I almost toppled to the ground but managed to somehow maintain my balance. I struggled against the magical bonds, but I was bound tight, unable to take so much as a step.

      “I don’t think so, creature,” the witch said, gliding forward with her feet never moving. “I think I shall not be so easily bested by one such as yourself, a brutish monster that relies on his strength and speed to vanquish his foes.”

      I chose not to correct her about her obvious confusion between myself and Adam, my sometimes associate within the Council. He was the bruiser, I was the thinker. So I settled into that role, struggling outwardly to keep her distracted while I thought of a way out of this trap. The more I struggled, the tighter the glowing bonds grew, until I could barely draw a breath. I was very happy that I only needed to breath to speak, because I had nothing to say to this evil wretch.

      “Free my granddaughter, witch,” Van Helsing said from the mouth of the cave. Kind of him to show such concern for my well-being.

      “In due time, you insolent mortal fool,” the witch snarled at him. “Once I have plucked the still-beating heart from this monster’s chest, I will free your brat. She has served her purpose, as have you.” With that, she flicked out her hand and Van Helsing flew backward, crashing into the wall of the cavern and slumping to the ground, insensate. There would be no help coming from that quarter, not that I expected any.

      I fought against the bonds, but only managed to throw myself to the ground. The witch laughed, looking down upon my struggling form. “What are you going to do, oh fearsome Dracula? Are you going to hump the ground until I die of laughter?” She reached down and latched on to my shoulder with a bony hand, flipping me over with much more strength than I imagined she would possess.

      I threw my weight behind the movement, using my momentum to roll further and put her wrist into the range of my jaws. I clamped down on her papery skin, my pointed canines digging into her flesh just about the wrist. The expected gout of blood didn’t come. No freshet of vitality poured into my mouth from her arm, and I drew back, confused.

      “Now you see the problem, don’t you, vampire?” The witch bent over me, her face mere inches from my own as she hissed at me. “My blood does not run. It is slow, old, torpid, and dried up like this desiccated husk I am forced to inhabit. That’s why I need your heart. Your heart, fed with the blood of thousands of victims over the decades, that will finally breathe life, albeit stolen life, back into this body. Your heart, and the blood of those you’ve fed upon, coupled with my magic, will restore me to my youthful vigor, and I shall walk this world young and beautiful forever!”

      She cackled again and drew back from me. She sat up on her knees and raised her right hand high above her head. It glowed a fierce red in the low light cast by the lanterns she had scattered around the room, and her fingers seemed to grow into talons or scalpels as she brought her hand down to my chest. I felt her knife-fingers pierce my vest, then heard a flat crack as a pistol shot rang out in the cavern.

      The witch whirled around, and when she moved I saw Van Helsing standing, one arm stretched out to steady him against the wall, and the other holding a smoking pistol. The fat shite might not be completely worthless, after all. Except that the witch was unharmed.

      “You missed, you idiot,” I wheezed. “Shoot her!”

      As if spurred into action by my words, the witch leapt from her position astride me and flew across the cave at Van Helsing, who stared wide-eyed his onrushing destruction.

      “Shoot her!” I yelled again, and this time he listened, cocking the pistol and firing again, this time at point-blank range as the witch closed on him. She froze in flight as the bullet crushed into her face, exploding through her skull and showering brain and bone across the floor of the cage. Her body dropped to the floor, lifeless, and the glimmering bands of light holding me winked out of existence.

      Abraham Van Helsing, the man I loathed more than any in the world, had just saved my life. It seemed I would not be allowed to kill him after all. As I slowly got to my feet and Abraham took out a handkerchief and mopped the blood spatter from his face and spectacles, the little girl in the cage screeched with laughter and clapped her hands.

      “Do it again, Gampa! Shoot the funny lady again!”

      I had to admit, it sounded like an absolutely lovely idea. Out of the mouths of babes, as it were.
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      Her name was Anna.

      She was dark, and beautiful, and lively, and laughing, and caring, and the most vibrant thing I had ever laid eyes upon.

      Her name was Anna.

      She was fierce, and strong, and braver than any ten men.

      Her name was Anna.

      She was passion given form, light captured into flesh, beauty and love and life and hope all wrapped up in a suit of flawless ivory skin.

      Her name was Anna.

      She was the first woman I ever loved, and when I saw her lying on the floor of the library with her life’s blood pooling out around her, it was the last thing I saw for four years.

      For four years, I knew nothing but blood, and rage, and death.

      For four years, I remember nothing save the screams of the men I killed with my bare hands.

      For four years, I walked the earth soaked in the blood of evil men, a horrible avenging angel with no thought to redemption or salvation, only pain.

      For four years, I was death’s right hand.

      But before that, before I held her in my arms as the last light fled her eyes, we danced.
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      We met in Grenoble, at a bar just a few blocks from the famous Fountain of the Three Orders. I was drinking whiskey and watching the room, looking for trouble. She was watching a small boy of eight or nine years playing the piano. Her glass held only water, and every time someone came up and asked her to dance, it was the same story—a small smile, a soft shake of the head, and a nod toward the piano player. I watched this happen more than half a dozen times in the two hours I was there, and she fascinated me. It was the smile that caught me, a wistful thing as if she wanted to dance, but the kid playing the piano was her responsibility. Which, I guess, he was. They had the same dark eyes, the same nose, similar builds, I pegged them for siblings after the first rejection.

      “Who are they?” Luke asked, appearing in the chair beside me. He didn’t teleport in or anything, he was just very good at not being noticed, even by me, back in those days.

      “I have no idea,” I replied, taking a last sip of my whiskey and holding up my glass to the bartender, a beefy Frenchman named Bernard who, unbeknownst to us at the time, had less than three years to live. I suspect many people in the tavern that evening did not survive half a decade past that night. He nodded and hurried over with the bottle. I offered, as I did every time he came over, to just buy the bottle at whatever price he felt like charging, but he demurred. Politely, of course, but with the quiet judgement that the French reserve for the English when we drink.

      It’s funny, now that I think back on that night. Even in 1939, I no longer thought of myself as English, except in France. The French bring out some innate rivalry in me that not even the Irish can stir. I suppose I always felt a little inferior because I never got the hang of their language, despite it being so similar at its root to English and Latin, both of which I am still fluent in.

      “How long have you been watching her?”

      “I have no idea,” I repeated. And I didn’t. I’d worked my way through a good half bottle of decent whiskey, but that could take thirty minutes or five hours. I tried to count songs, but they all sounded enough alike that it was no use. “No, I have not the foggiest,” I admitted.

      “Perhaps you should speak with her, since she has obviously enchanted you. Spellcasters are among our people, after all.”

      “I didn’t think we were on a recruiting drive, Uncle,” I jibed. Luke and his nascent Shadow Council were a source of great amusement to me in the early part of the twentieth century. At that time, I was sure that there were no threats that couldn’t be handled by Luke, me, and Adam.

      I was even more of an idiot in 1939 than I am today, if you believe that.

      “We are always recruiting, Quincy. And more importantly, we are always investigating. If this young lady does possess some mystical ability, we should keep an eye on her. I have heard rumblings that Hitler is very interested in the occult and is collecting people with abilities to study them.”

      “Yeah, I hear that little rat-faced fuck is collecting people of all types.” I was not a fan of the Nazi leader, even before he invaded Poland and killed a family that had housed Luke and me for several weeks during a hunt for a rogue werewolf in 1934.

      “He is, indeed, an atrocious little man, and if the lady has any Talents, it is incumbent upon us to see that she does not fall to the Nazis.”

      “Well, I suppose we should keep her out of Germany, then. But for now, we’re in Grenoble, where the whiskey is decent, and the music doesn’t hurt the ears too badly. So, drink up, Uncle!” I downed my glass and realized that I could feel the effects of the booze. That was pretty rare. Given my unusual heritage, it takes a lot to get me drunk. I wasn’t drunk, but I could feel the whiskey. Good. That was, after all, the point of sitting all night in a bar. To drink.

      And, apparently, to fight. Because no sooner had I declared my absolute lack of intention to get involved with the pretty dark-haired girl with perfect pale skin and very red lips sitting at the table by the piano than an idiot with white-blond hair and a jawline carved out of marble stepped up to the girl and asked her to dance. No problem, right? It had happened a lot in the past half-bottle of whiskey. Guy walks up, guy gets rebuffed, guy goes away.

      Blondie obviously didn’t read the script. The girl shook her head politely, said something inaudible, and nodded toward the piano player. This time, instead of walking away, the guy leaned over her, all smiles and straight teeth, but just enough menace in his posture for me to stand up.

      “Quincy…” Luke warned.

      “I can handle him,” I said.

      “And his friends?”

      “They’re all yours.” I smiled at my uncle. He didn’t smile back, but I knew him. He wanted a fight just as much as I did. We’d spent the last two weeks in the Swiss Alps hunting a Yeti that turned out to be a very confused moose with only one antler, and we had a lot of frustration to take out. Blondie and his idiot friends didn’t know it yet, but they were about to provide that outlet.

      As I walked up, the idiot resolved into a much larger human than I’d originally estimated. He stood a couple inches taller than me, a good thirty or forty pounds heavier than me, and at least twelve shades blonder than me. He leaned over the girl, one hand on the table in front of her, and the other on her shoulder.
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