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Dedication

 

To Ethan


PART 1

 

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

Vampire hunters have only two rules. The first one is to always get your quarry; the second never to mix business with your personal life. In fact, it was recommended not to even have a personal life, because if the vampires got wind of your mundane persona, your family members would be next on the list to die.

Russ knew this. He'd known this ever since he joined up with the Hunters at the tender age of eighteen. He'd known this when he first met Naomi. He'd known this when they dated, and eventually married, and through the birth of their daughter, Rosemarie.

But now, stuck in Southern Kentucky with no backup nearby and a nest of vampires somewhere in the vicinity, with Naomi refusing to speak to him--she'd fled to her parents' house with the baby--Russ fingered the photograph he'd taped to the dashboard of his van and sighed. Sometimes he hated the second rule.

He'd been chosen for this assignment because he was very, very good at his job. And he knew this with no sort of overblown sense of his own importance; he knew he was good at his job. That went without saying. And he also knew that he was the best person for this particular job, too.

If only...Russ closed his eyes and drummed his hands against the steering wheel. He had to concentrate. He could not think of Naomi and the baby now.

The steady beeping of one of the lights on the dashboard caught his gaze, and he realized that while he had been distracted, his quarry was on the move. Eyes glued to the computer display on the passenger side seat, he watched as a red dot emerged from the house he couldn't see and started walking up the driveway.

His palms were damp with sweat. He realized, suddenly, that he was far too nervous about this, even though unearthing such a large nest of vampires might mean he'd end up in the record books. Especially if he could pull this off.

His quarry kept moving, strolling almost, and Russ watched until the red dot was only forty feet away. The driveway was just past the stand of trees he'd hidden his van behind; only a quick dash through light underbrush and nothing more. Russ glanced at the dashboard; the same light beeped, indicating the presence of only one vampire, no more, no less.

A piece of cake, really. The accumulation of weeks of work, yes, but almost disappointing in its simplicity.

He grabbed his bag. Opened the driver's side door, leaving everything else behind. The van was sheathed in wards; no vampire would be able to detect it.

He didn't count on the fact that there might be humans with the vampires, or that his particular talent with technology might not be as rare as the Hunters claimed.

Russ took two steps away from the van and something...something exploded around him; a trap, he realized, but not a trap he could escape. A sticky mess of magic and energy from the electric lines spread in a deadly web of humming magic around him, effectively scrambling any sort of defense he might be able to muster. He tried, he had to try, but the resulting backlash brought him to his knees.

He dropped his bag, and knelt there on all fours, desperately trying to focus on something he could use. There was dirt under his fingers, but dirt wouldn't help him; there were leaves; he didn't realize that the net had drawn close around him until it latched onto his arm. He screamed as it wrapped around him like a particularly nasty choking weed; it had him helpless in the breath of an instant and he could do nothing to save himself.

The thought that he'd never see Naomi or Rosemarie crossed his mind and vanished under an onslaught of pain.

"Niles, stop."

He recognized that voice. His quarry. Watched as the vampire picked up his bag, its contents scattered on the ground when he dumped it out. Along with stakes and bottled garlic and holy water, his quarry tossed a small black button on the ground in front of Russ; back in the van, the red dot would be right in front of his nose now.

He tried to breathe, but the spell held him fast, choking off everything, including breath. Black dots danced in front of his eyes.

"Niles!" The vampire snapped the word, or the name, Russ supposed, and the relentless pressure eased up a bit. Not enough to speak, and he still couldn't move, but he could breathe now, barely, in faint, shallow gasps.

And a boy, also familiar, his hair a bit longer than fashion currently allowed, dressed in a t-shirt and torn jeans, stepped out of the trees and glared down at Russ.

At least he could understand being double-crossed. But how had the boy hidden his talent?

"Bring him," the vampire said, and turned away with the empty bag in his hand. He let it fall; crumpled onto the ground, and then someone grabbed Russ' arms--two someones, both vampires. And they lifted him up, effortlessly, and one said to the boy, "Do you think you could let him walk, at least?" 

"He's not likely to know how to do magic with his toes," the other added, and Russ felt something release around his legs; he kicked out, or tried to--an automatic response--and the strangling pressure returned tenfold.

"Niles," his quarry said sharply. And then, to Russ, he said, "If you swear you will not attempt to escape, I'll allow you to walk. You have my word you will not be harmed." 

But it was too late, even to laugh at the thought of trusting a vampire's word. Russ felt blackness rise up to claim him, heard the vampire growl at Niles again, and felt absolutely nothing, for a blessed space of time.
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Russ woke, much later, to find he lay in a bed, not in a dungeon, or in a coffin, or on a floor, or anywhere uncomfortable at all. A perfectly normal, mundane bed, with white sheets and a comforter that had probably been purchased at a department store. His head lay on a feather pillow. The last time the sheets and pillowcase had been laundered, someone had used lemongrass scented detergent.

He turned his head. There was a vampire sitting in an upholstered chair, green upholstery, his mind supplied. An elegant paisley pattern that almost matched the comforter...less than five feet away. Russ' mind tried to convince him that he'd be able to launch himself at the vampire before it could move, but he had no weapons, and even he couldn't kill a vampire with his bare hands.

And he wasn't quite sure he could move.

The vampire was reading a book. Russ couldn't see the title because the vampire's hand was blocking it, but it was something by Nelson DeMille. And the vampire seemed to be wholly absorbed in the story.

"I know you're awake," the vampire said before Russ could speak, or try to move, or do anything but stare. He placed a bookmark, an actual bookmark, to save his place (vampires didn't dog-ear books?) and closed it. Folded his hands, and laced them across one bent knee.

The vampire wore human clothes, of course; they usually did. And he seemed to be about twenty; brown hair, slightly wavy. Green eyes. Pale skin, of course. Russ had never been so close to one without a weapon at hand, however. It wasn't a pleasant feeling.

"My name is Ethan," the vampire said calmly, as if discussing the weather with an acquaintance. "Your name is Russell Moore."

That they knew his name wasn't shocking; that Russ recognized the vampire's name left him stunned. He licked his lips. "Ethan Walker?"

"Welcome to my home," Ethan said, and picked up something from the table beside his chair. "Here. I think this is yours." 

The vampire held out what Russ assumed was a piece of paper, at first. But then he realized it was the photograph of Naomi and Rosemarie, slightly singed on one corner, but otherwise intact.

He hadn't remembered taking it with him. Or had they found it in his van? Had they...

Ethan smiled, almost pitying. "You've been unconscious for less than three hours," he said. "We're not that good." There was no threat in his voice; no sign at all that he was lying. "And I can read your emotions quite easily, Mr. Moore. You can't access your talents here; Niles made sure of that."

"You...you killed..." Quite a large piece of Russ' mind kept shouting at him to shut up, but he couldn't stop himself from speaking. 

"No. Not me," Ethan said. "No one here, actually, although we do know the identity of the one you seek." 

Russ was after all, on a murder investigation. And the murderer was definitely a vampire. And all signs had pointed directly to Ethan Walker, who was--although Russ now doubted his sources--the leader of this particular nest of vampires. 

Desperately, Russ tried to wrest his mind back to coherence. He saw that the vampire still held the photo out to him; he reached out to take it and realized that his hand was shaking.

Ethan didn't comment on it, although he couldn't have missed it. "Are you hungry? Thirsty?"

Russ stared at him. He wasn't used to this; not at all. Vampires were the enemy. If you were captured by the enemy, you died. There were no prisoners; no second chances. None at all. If they didn't kill you right away, then they made you into a vampire. 

How would he know if they had?

"You're still human," Ethan said, as if Russ had spoken that question out loud. "You're still Russell Moore, Vampire Hunter. That hasn't changed." 

"What has?" Russ asked before he could stop himself.

"The fact that you're here, with us," Ethan said calmly. "And that you haven't--in truth--been harmed."

"That spell...you count that as unharmed?" Russ asked. He wrestled with the sheets and the comforter for a moment, trying to sort out his arms and legs, then gave up, glaring at Ethan. "Unharmed?"

"Nothing a little rest won't cure," Ethan declared. "I'll have someone bring you something to eat." He stood; Russ had to steel himself not to flinch back. Vampire hunters did not flinch.

Ethan smiled briefly. "You'll feel better in the morning," he said. "I swear it."

"What will happen in the morning?" Russ asked, and felt something curious twist through his chest. After a moment, he realized it was fear. 

"We'll talk," Ethan said. "Now get some rest."

Russ never knew if the vampire put him to sleep with some sort of suggestion or if he truly was tired enough to close his eyes and fall asleep in the middle of a nest of vampires by himself. But he felt his eyes slip shut; felt weariness tug at consciousness, and he was drifting again, in an endless sea of darkness. And for a little while, he was at peace.
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"Someone" was a child, around seven years old, thin and poised, her hair combed neatly and pulled back into two braids on either side of her head. There were no adults with her; no sign that anyone watched her from the door.

Russ could have overpowered her in an instant; could have taken her prisoner and demanded to be set free. He could have done all of that, but without his talent, he was at a disadvantage. Attempting to escape, now, without any understanding of Niles' spell or how to break it would be suicide.

And this girl, this child, was not a vampire.

So he sat up, vaguely surprised that he could, and pushed back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed while she watched. He still wore his own clothes. He still couldn't feel Niles' spell. Did it exist? Or had the vampire--had Ethan--been bluffing?

"Mama made you breakfast," the girl said softly, nervously. "And Uncle Ethan asked me to bring it to you."

Uncle Ethan?

"Thank you," Russ said, because he had no reason not to be polite.

The girl scurried out, leaving him alone with a tray of food and a host of unanswered questions.

In stocking feet, Russ stood and shuffled over to the tray. There was orange juice to drink, in a glass pitcher. Silverware wrapped in a napkin. A fork, a spoon...a knife? 

Numbly, Russ waved his hand over the food, buttered toast, scrambled eggs, bacon, pancakes, and with what smelled like real maple syrup, too. And he murmured the familiar spell to detect poison, or drugs, and nothing happened.

The spell worked; that wasn't the issue. The spell worked. Which meant...

Without turning around, he said, "What do you want from me?"

"That would be the question, wouldn't it?" Ethan asked from the doorway. "How do you feel?"

Russ glanced back at him. "Dizzy," he said, and picked up the knife. "What did you do to me?" He knew Ethan hadn't missed his movements; deliberately, he picked up a piece of toast and spread jelly across the melted butter.

Even before he'd taken a bite, he realized he was ravenous.

"It was Niles' spell," Ethan said, almost apologetically. "He didn't realize it would affect you the way it did..."

"How did it affect me?" Russ asked, and sat down, because the chair looked more inviting than the floor. "Why am I so dizzy?" 

"You've been unconscious for two days," Ethan said simply. "You stopped breathing twice before we realized what had happened. At first, we thought you'd taken something. Please accept my apologies."

Russ sat and chewed on the toast for a moment in silence, considering this. He selected another piece, ate it, too, and then, because he had nothing better to do, poured himself a cup of orange juice. 

He felt off-balance and strange. Dizzy, yes, but also oddly accepting, as if some part of his body realized that he'd been unconscious for two days and had already accepted that fact. 

"You thought I'd taken something, like what?" Russ asked.

"The Hunters are known for their prowess with poisons," Ethan replied. "It would make sense that you might be inclined to kill yourself instead of listening to what I have to say." 

"You're not that boring of a speaker," Russ said absently, and then, hopefully, "Do you have any coffee?"

"Coffee?" Ethan asked.

"Caffeine?" Russ countered. "Not tea? I mean, I'll drink tea, but I need coffee."
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