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Prologue

Harper’s Point, Rhode Island is not the most expensive area to live in. It’s not cheap, but it is not as costly as living in a town with two prestigious universities. That honor belonged to the neighboring town of Black Stone Bay.

The land along Harper’s Point is gray and drab. The stone is the same fine stone found in the neighboring town, but it is less plentiful. There are no cliffs to offer spectacular views. The buildings are similar enough at least in the town proper, but there are fewer of the large houses that mark the finest neighborhoods of the Cliff Walk. The people are of the same stock, but not quite as well off. Not that any of that matters at the end of the day.

The people of Harper’s Point are more blue collar. There was a time when the area was nothing but factories and mills, but those days are mostly past. Still, the memory lingers. The center of town is going through a minor renaissance as the older brick buildings are converted from mills into apartments, lofts, and shops.

That’s in part because Black Stone Bay is dying and has been for a long while. No one can easily point to an exact moment when the town started to decay, but if one had to guess, the deathblow was when an unknown disease came through and destroyed entire families, in some cases bloodlines that had been in the area for centuries. That was a while back now, but as anyone with the experience or education can tell you, towns die slower than people.

The universities are still going strong. The high-end restaurants still do good business. It’s not a money thing, exactly, but to a lot of people the town just hasn’t quite recovered from the darkness that seeped in before.

The people in the Bay would disagree. The ones that stayed are absolutely convinced that everything is fine. That’s the way of it. Some people are stubborn and would never consider leaving their homes.

Still, not as many people come to the area as used to for sightseeing. Not as many come to the small shops and trendy places to make their purchases. Maybe it’s the Internet. Maybe all the discount stores online are the problem. Maybe it’s the current state of the Union. Surely the economy seems all right but under the surface the political dismay and the social outrage must surely be having an effect.

The houses along the Cliff Walk in Black Stone Bay are still occupied. The vast mansions that cost more than most people could ever dream of spending are still there and still look over the town and the sea alike. The old guard may have moved on, but new faces, new families are there now, and rest assured there will almost always be families eager to move into the homes that were built to last and to charm those who see them.

Still, these days Harper’s Point is doing just fine, better than it has before. The people there are living as they always have and from time to time the locals hide in their neighborhood bars, the ones few outsiders ever go to, and they talk about their neighboring town and look toward the lighthouse that marks the edge of the bay and watch the occasional beam of light that splashes across the night and strikes the edges of the buildings in the Point.

And they wonder exactly how they dodged the bullet that is slowly killing the neighboring town.

Sometimes it’s best not to consider the ill luck of others.

There are a few, only a few, who have said the words no one else dared say. They have spoken those words only to their closest companions and only when they knew those souls would not spread the uttered phrases.

Some very few have spoken with complete sincerity of vampires and dead things that would not sensibly rest in peace.

The amazing part is simply that no one laughed at their words. Preposterous, to think in the modern age that any of the old superstitions could still capture a reasonable mind. The fears of the past were accepted at those times, but science has crushed most every old legend and cleared the way for enlightenment and reason.

Whatever happened in Black Stone Bay, at least it had the decency to leave Harper’s Point alone. The locals would all agree to that.
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The ground below Harper’s Point is slightly different than Black Stone Bay. The networks of sewers and pipes were designed with different functions in mind. There were considerations made for the factories in the area that were not necessary for the people of the Bay. The Point has wider pipes and larger reservoirs for backflow. The pipes go deeper below the surface and in many of them a full-grown man can stand easily while making certain that everything below the earth is running smoothly.

While all of that was true, none of it mattered to Louis Beale. Lou had different things on his mind, like trying to remove the blockage from one of the sewer pipes.

It was raining heavily in the Point and the Bay alike and that meant his life was getting busy. Never failed, soon as the big rains came, shit got real. He chuckled at his little joke, same as he always did. The job was filthy and disgusting, but it paid the bills and, as his mom used to say, it was honest work.

The waters around him were over his knees, and the only reason he wasn’t shivering to death was the hip waders he’d stuffed himself into. There was remarkably little light in the area, but the hardhat he wore sported a beam and he also had two LED lights on his shoulders. Those were mounted on bendy little wire gadgets that let him aim them exactly where he wanted and when he’d gotten the things he’d thought they were a silly gift, a little stocking stuffer from the missus, but these days he considered them a vital part of his equipment and was more likely to use those than his flashlight.

The walls dripped with moisture and the entire area stank of raw sewage. To the left he spotted a pack of rats in the darkness and repressed a shiver. There had been a time when he was terrified of the things, but he’d learned that they were mostly just fine with leaving him alone as long as he returned the favor. Currently there were exactly four of the rodents sharing the area with him. They were some of the larger ones, what his daddy had always called wharf rats.

He knew that wasn’t the technical name. They were Norwegian rats. Most of them never got much more than a pound in size, but the ones he was looking at were close to two feet in length and were exactly the sort of rodents that could give a veteran of the sewers nightmares.

One of the things looked his way quizzically and then trundled down the way, leaving only the other three and a blocked sewer to contend with.

He could see the blocked pipe that was causing a great deal of flooding up above. From Dempsey Avenue to Linderman Street, the waters were deep enough to reach the center of a small car’s axle. The pipe should have been free flowing, pushing at least a gallon or so of water every second in the sort of downpour going on in the world above him. The rains were hammering buildings, the winds were whipping the fat droplets into a fury of sideways flowing spray, and the entire town was under threat of flash floods, even though a lot of the waters ran straight into the harbor area.

Nearly every pipe in the sewers let out enough water that he should have been panicking about staying alive himself, but he knew the area and understood that the waters were pushed away even faster than they came in.

No, the threat was from blockages just like the one he was about to get rid of. An old coat, or a dead dog, or something of that size was all it took to block off a lot of the pipes. It wasn’t fun work, but it was honest. Lou reminded himself of that as he stared at the dark opening ahead of him. It should have been belching out a steady stream of run off, and maybe a few sticks. Instead only a trickle seeped past an obstruction that was dark and stank to high hell.

It reeked of death. He was used to that, too, but he never liked it. Some poor dog got caught, or maybe a deer. He’d heard of an occasion a few years before his time when it was a little kid caught in the pipes. Poor thing had fallen in and got himself wedged at just the right angle and then drowned in the rainfall.

That was a horrible thought. It was enough to make him shudder.

The shoulder lights came into play and he aimed them down the length of concrete pipe to see if he could find the blockage. The beams ran back for well over a yard before he saw something. The stench was still potent enough to make his eyes water, but he did not see a corpse. He saw heavy canvas fabric, bent and stuffed hard into the area. Very little water moved past the obstruction.

“Okay. Let’s see what we can do about you.” Lou’s voice was startlingly loud to his own ears and he listened to the echoes move down the tunnel and gave a nervous laugh, shaking his head. He was more on edge than he’d realized.

It was the smell: no matter what he wanted to believe, in his heart he knew that as soon as he messed with the obstruction, something dead was coming out of that pipe along with enough water to soak him to his waistline. His skin crawled at the notion and, of course, there were the maggots to consider.

He was already wearing heavy leather gloves, but the best he could do was scrape his fingers along the edge of the fabric and the blockage behind it. The obstruction was exactly far enough back that he’d have to lean in to get anywhere at all. He hauled his weight up the side of the wall and into the pipe with a grunt, grateful, again, for the lights his wife had given him.

The smell was overwhelming. He tried breathing through his mouth but that actually made it worse. He could taste the decay, like a cloud of grease coating his tongue and palate.

Once in the tunnel the only noise was his breathing, and the constant noise of the rain and thunder echoing along the way was gone. Even the sound of his exhalations made him feel the tension rise. It was like being buried alive.

The thoughts kept coming as he reached for the obstruction and felt it. The cloth was tight; something solid pressed against it and he shook his head as his mind was filled with images of dead things waiting to burst from that fabric like infection from a ruptured boil.

“Jesus, Lou, stop being a fucking baby.” The words echoed madly around the area.

He did his best to get a grip on the obstruction, but his gloved hands refused him. The heavy leather was there for his protection, and he had no intention of taking the things off. Because, not only was there probably something dead in the blockage, but there might be any number of sharp objects, like used needles to contend with. Only a fool wanted to get HIV or worse from a dirty needle.

So he pulled out his heavy-duty box cutter and stabbed it onto the obstruction, opening a very large hole to let through whatever was on the other side.

What he got for his efforts was flesh. The fabric slipped and split and under it was dead white flesh, as pasty as a fish belly and foul enough in odor to force him back out of the tunnel, gagging and dry heaving.

Lou fell back and leaned over, waiting for the unexpected nausea to leave him. In his view two more rats swam through the current, ignoring him completely.

“Uh. Fuck. That’s just about the nastiest damn…” his words echoed and he stood back up, reaching for his pliers. He’d cut the damned thing and it still needed to be moved. If his gloves wouldn’t hold the fabric, the pliers would. They had teeth for gripping. He had strength to spare and some weight to add to the fun.

He reached into the tunnel a second time and his pliers caught the dark, wet cloth. He twisted his prize around the pliers, the better to ensure a good purchase, and then he hauled back with as much strength and weight as he could muster. The fabric did not tear, as he feared it might. Instead the entire lump slid toward him.

Lou stopped tugging for a moment and threw out a quick prayer that what he had captured wasn’t a dead child. Not too many animals he could think of had skin that pale without any fur. There were no scales of any kind that he could see and that limited what might be waiting for him. The chances were too good that what he was looking at was a dead human body.

The idea made his skin shiver into gooseflesh.

Lou took in a deep breath and held it. He gripped his pliers again and hauled the mass toward him, straining until he thought his eyes would pop out of their sockets. The blockage came toward him and released a decent flow of water at the same time, but not enough to show that it had given up its purchase completely.

“Come on, you stupid whore.”

He spat into the sewage washing past and tugged once more, throwing his weight into the act.

The release was so sudden that it staggered him. One moment the clothbound mass was stuck and the next he was pulling against no resistance at all. He fell on his ass in the flowing waters and felt the cold wash flow over his face, his chest and arms, sending shivers through him and pushing his hardhat away from his skull. The hard plastic rolled and was caught by the current, shifting and dancing as it went.

Lou reached for it and missed, sputtering as the current took his hat and a good portion of his illumination. One of his LED lights fell into the water and died in an instant, but the last one was still there, still giving him some light to work with in the darkness of the manmade tunnel.

The blockage rolled out of the pipe, forced by the sudden current, and slapped to the ground. He could see it in the bright light of the LED. There were arms and legs, cloaked in fabric. There was the back of the thing and a deep slash that cut clothing and flesh alike, a cut made when he tried to get a decent lock on the obstruction. His pliers fell free as the lump hit the heavy waters around Lou.

One of the legs moved.

Lou pushed back and kicked violently, as adrenaline slammed through him. There was no thought in the action, only sudden and violent shock as the leg shifted in front of him.

It wasn’t the current. The leg moved in the wrong direction. His heart hammered in his chest and he shook head. “No, no, no, no…” the words escaped his lips past the taste of the runoff. He tried to slip back further and felt a rat squirm out of his way, heard it squeak in protest. The concrete curved and his back formed into the bend.

And in front of him the shape moved, hands sliding under the water, pale, crab-like, and legs sliding into position. The body was angled away from him and at first he could not see the head, only the slumped shape moving to hands and knees.

As he tried to force himself into a standing position, the head moved around, the body shifted, and he saw the first hint of a face.

There were a few straggling hairs, dark and coarse, still on that head. There was a brow, sharp and angular, very nearly bald, and as pale as bone.

Whatever was ahead of him let out a loud hiss and bared teeth that were too large, too feral to belong to a human face.

“I was sleeping.” The voice was wrong. It shouldn’t have come out of that twisted mouth and it shouldn’t have been there at all as near as Lou could tell, because that face still looked dead. Wrong, yes, but dead. The eyes that he caught in his one remaining light glittered wetly but seemed more like polished black marbles than any sort of organ.

“Now you’ve gone and woke me.” The thing was so very fast. One instant he was pushing up the wall and away from it and the next, one of those hands came out of the water and snatched the LED light from its perch on his shoulder. He felt the fabric of his jacket tear. The things were sewn in place, and working them in and out of the patches his wife had put them into was a chore. One had fallen in the sudden water from the sewer pipe and the other had been snatched away by something that should not have existed.

The light yanked away from him and a second later the light was gone. The darkness of the sewer was complete and he had only the smell of death, the shhhh of rushing water, and the cold around him.

“Oh. Oh, Jesus.” Had you asked him, Lou would have shrugged off the notion of being a religious man. Still, one of his father’s old sayings came to him even as he spoke. His dad had often said there were no atheists in foxholes.

“Oh, Jesus, please help me.”

“I don’t think he’s here. Not right now.” The voice echoed around him, came back as a distorted whisper.

When it spoke again the voice was much closer, too close, and the stench of that vile thing permeated the air. “But I’m here.” He could hear the smile in that voice, the mocking, sadistic smile. “Try praying to me.”

Long, spidery fingers curled around his face, and Lou tried to scream, but no sound got past the palm that pressed against his lips until they split and bled.

Above, the skies wept. Below, Lou died, unable to stop the thing from killing him.


Chapter One

When he was done feasting, Aleister Blake stood tall in the sewers and listened to the rain drumming down. His victim was dead. That was always his way. There were some of his kind that liked to leave the food alive for another time, but no, they needed to die.

He did not actually need to breathe, but he did it just the same, taking in the scents of the sewer lines. Smell was a sense he’d never much cared about when he was alive. Oh, the occasional rose, to be sure. There were plenty of pleasant associations and a few that were less savory, but not like now.

He could see in the darkness. He could hear so much more than he had when he was among the living. A heartbeat was a soft, subtle thing, but he could listen to one from a dozen yards away if he wanted. He could taste a man’s blood and know what that man had eaten for his last meal. The corpse at his feet, for example, had eaten pastrami on rye bread. He could also track a scent at least as well as a hound dog. That had been an unexpected development.

Aleister blinked his dark eyes and looked around the tunnels.

Not far away a rat was looking at him, very likely wondering if he was done eating.

He squatted in the rainwaters and looked toward the creature. Their eyes locked, and when that happened he spoke to the vermin with his mind, and it listened.

When he rose again the rat moved toward the remains he’d left behind and sank hungry teeth into the dead man’s flesh. It chattered a few times and the sound echoed along the tunnels, moving with the whisper and rush of running waters.

The other rats would come. They always did when he suggested they eat.

They were simple creatures and they liked their food. “Don’t we all, lads?” Aleister laughed at that notion. Yes, some creatures were always hungry. He was one of them.

In distant times he’d hailed from London. That had been a world as far apart as could be from what he dealt with now.

Aleister moved down the main sewer line and took in great breaths. He could smell the sea. He followed the sewer until he reached an opening suited to his needs and then he climbed up, pushing out of the storm drain with an effort. The clouds were heavy enough that even if the sun had been up, he wouldn’t have had to worry.

He was not a small man. He was tall, and though he had grown thinner over the years, he was still of a size that the concrete tried to hold him.

Had he wanted, he could have forced the issue and broken the cement. Instead, he willed his body to grow softer and slipped out of the opening that would have denied him if he were still human.

The sidewalks in the area were in bad shape. They were warped by the roots of trees and cracked after years of harsh weather. He was in New England, and the cold in the area could freeze a man’s blood when January came around.

The buildings were lit up properly, however, and he read the street signs. There was a convenience store. Across the way was a liquor store. Two restaurants, one offered seafood and the other Chinese fare. Just half a block distant there was a pub. No, he corrected himself, a bar. There was a difference in his eyes between a proper pub and a place where people went only to get pissed. None of them seemed likely to draw a wealthy crowd. The area was hardly the sort respectable folks would walk through.

He liked it immediately as a result.

Back in his day he’d never have been considered respectable. He was a dockworker when he was alive. He’d put freight on the ships and taken it off, and he’d been paid enough money to survive, if barely.

Aleister sniffed the air and caught the scent that had drawn him to the area in the first place. It was a faint trace, but it was there: old, perhaps, or diluted. Some things he could not tell without effort. Whatever the case the odor was not one he would easily miss.

Without any hesitation he pulled what was left of his coat around his body.

“Bastard cut me. I was perfectly fine sleeping, but he cut me.” Aleister shook his head. “Cut my coat, too, and those don’t heal themselves.” The open air along his back and side annoyed him.

Even as he was thinking he might have to find a new coat, a volunteer walked out of the bar. Three of them. That was good, as he liked to have a choice in the clothes he wore.

One of the lads sported a leather jacket that was nice, but exactly too small for him. Another wore a denim coat that was already soaked as they ran for their car in the parking lot, all three men squawking and laughing as they tried to somehow dodge the fat raindrops slashing down from the skies above.

The third of the men was wearing a heavy duster, black once and now faded to a dark gray and well-worn at that. It was just the right sort of coat to make him happy.

So he took it.

Aleister moved as quickly as he could and grabbed the man by his neck, hauling him backward, away from the parking lot and into the darkness before his friends knew what was happening.

Did the lad scream when he was grabbed? Yes, he did. He let out a loud bellow of surprise and likely would have made a great deal more racket if Aleister hadn’t covered his mouth. The man was youngish, barely able to grow a beard. He was also strong enough. He beat at Aleister and tried his hardest to get away.

“Here now, lad. I’m not all that hungry, I just need your coat.”

Willful waste makes woeful want. He did not kill the boy but instead clubbed him with his fist and knocked him senseless. The remains of his old coat he left in exchange and before the fellows with their friend even noticed he was down, Aleister was on his way.

“Jesse? Where did you get to, brother?” One of the lads was laughing now. “Come on, man, you’ve got the car keys!”

Just for laughs he looked their way and called out, “Down here!”

By the time they’d reached the spot where their friend lay, Aleister was half a block up the street and wearing his newly acquired garb.

He sniffed the air again, looking for that elusive scent, and after a few minutes of walking slowly up the broken sidewalk in the rain he was rewarded. There.

He turned his head toward the odor carried by the wind and saw the sign above his head. “I’ll hardly ignore the obvious,” he said to hear a voice.

The street sign said, BLACK STONE BAY 2 MILES.
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The rains were relentless throughout the night, washing virtually every form of debris into the sewers and away from Black Stone Bay like the waste was merely a bad dream. That suited most of the people just fine.

Black Stone Bay was a money town. It had suffered in recent years, true enough, but the people who lived there year-round saw no reason to wallow in filth, even if said filth came in the form of leaves and paper cups sitting in the street gutters.

The air came off the ocean and scrubbed away the clouds, bringing out a bright sunlit morning that perfectly suited Danforth Edward Holdstedter’s current mood. He was, by nature, an optimist. According to his partner, that was a direct result of being born into a very wealthy family.

Danny was certain that being financially secure didn’t hurt, but mostly he just loved his life.

Mostly. There were always exceptions.

He sipped at his coffee as he looked along the Cliff Walk, and he squinted against the beauty of the rising sun.

“Know what I like about days like this, Danny?” Richard Boyd’s voice was a low growl. It was always a low growl, for a relatively short man his voice sounded like it belonged to a Viking berserker. When he barked an order, which was often when it came to perpetrators, the average person that voice was aimed at tended to want to freeze up and maybe even wet himself.

Danny did not feel that way. It was likely one of the many reasons they got along so well. Statistically speaking their partnership had lasted at least twice as long as the average. That was for two reasons. First, they had a solid record for turning out results. Second, the captain liked their ability to provide comic relief and hide secrets.

“Why’s that, Richie?” He looked over at his partner and smiled. The man had come up from behind him and stared for several minutes before making so much as a breathing noise. He wasn’t impressed by Danny. He was impressed by the view. The sun rising over Black Stone Bay did that to a lot of people.

“Nobody died under suspicious circumstances last night.”

Danny smiled. “That’s…what? Ten nights in a row?”

“It won’t last, but I’ll enjoy it.”

The two of them were homicide detectives. Currently they had two cases running that were unsolved. That was close to a miracle.

“Yeah. I’m with you. Ready for work?”

Boyd snorted and shook his head. “Of course not, but when has that ever stopped me from going in anyway?”

They moved to the long driveway of the Holdstedter home. His parents were out of town and he was watching over their grand old estate while they moved across Europe and tried to dodge the nearly endless civil unrest in places that once seemed endlessly peaceful. There were worse places to stay than a twenty-four-room fortress. His parents refused to believe that. They hadn’t been home in over a year. Since the second time the town had gone mad, they’d made it a point to be elsewhere whenever they could manage it.

“Should have the DNA report back on the Angstrom case today.” Marion Angstrom was one of their two unsolved cases. She had been robbed in her antiques store, but that hadn’t been enough for the perpetrator. The guilty party or parties had chosen to beat the woman severely and to rape her. She’d bled out in the back office of her shop on Elliot Street, unable to reach the phone because of the severe trauma she’d endured.

Danny’s parents had known the woman. He’d met her twice. She was very pleasant and older than his folks by at least a decade. He intended to find the perpetrator and deliver said pond scum to the captain personally. He would resist the urge to curb stomp the perp.

He took a deep breath and pushed the thoughts away. Sometimes optimism took more effort than others.

“I’m just enjoying the peace and quiet, Richie. That’s my goal for today.”

“It’s a good goal.” His partner sighed. He was doing that a lot lately.

“Why so blue, Lou? Why so glum, chum?”

“Fuck you is why.” Richie reached for one of his cigars and then remembered that he didn’t smoke anymore. Much as he was glad to see the man stop for his health, Danny sometimes missed the smell of the damned things. Over the years they’d become a part of Boyd’s dubious charm. Really, what he missed most was the looks on the faces of the bad guys when Richie breathed on them.

“Richie, they have all kinds of medications to calm down those nicotine fits.”

Richie gave him the finger and then started the car.

Danny smiled and climbed into the passenger’s seat. It was going to be a long day and he’d have plenty of opportunities to give his partner playful grief. It was the little things that kept his world brighter.
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Dana Wallace was beginning to think she was being followed. She had no proof of this, but she definitely had the sensation of eyes roaming over her body and staring at the back of her head.

She pulled out her compact and used the mirror to check her makeup. She also used it to see if she could spot anyone unsavory. Her makeup was just fine and if anyone was following her they were being extremely discreet.

She put the small mirror away and physically turned around to check. Still nothing, but that feeling would not leave her alone.

Winslow Harper University was a damned fine school and she was grateful to be attending, but so far she wasn’t overly impressed by the security. Several of the other freshmen had made comments about not feeling safe on campus.

Beside her, Heather Griffin was chatting away about the latest chemistry test. Neither of them liked the class, but both of them liked the teacher. Eric Adams was a charming man, and he liked to flirt, but his classes were hellish. Chemistry didn’t seem like it should be that hard and yet, here they were, the both of them, stressing three weeks into the class.

There was no one behind them that she could see.

“I mean, it’s bad enough with the reading. I have a full semester, I can barely keep up with all of the notes and stuff, but then to throw pop quizzes in, like I don’t have enough to do.”

Dana nodded her agreement. Heather was a smart girl, but just like Dana she was working a job to help pay her way through school and even if the both of them worked as waitresses, it took a lot of energy to work the restaurant and keep up with the insane demands of the teachers.

Dana replied, “My mom says it’s always like this. The teachers don’t care about the other classes. They care about the ones they teach and that’s it.”

“Well, it’s stupid.”

“No one is making us go to college and no one made us come here.”

“That’s bullshit. My dad basically insisted. He says if I get at least a three-point-eight average, he’ll reimburse me.” Heather was half Chinese and half Finnish. She had incredibly exotic looks that made most of the guys around them stare without noticing. She also did not care. Of if she did care, she pretended not to with practiced ease.

“Well, count your blessings. My dad didn’t say anything like that. I just want to get the best education I can, and Winslow Harper is at the very top when it comes to architecture.”

“I still can’t believe you want to build buildings.”

“What is it you’re specializing in again? Fashion?” Okay, she was being bitchy.

Heather shrugged her shoulders and picked at a piece of toast that had been wrapped in foil a minute earlier. “You want to design shopping malls and I want to design the clothes people buy from shopping malls.” There was an edge of frost in her roommate’s voice that was deserved and undeniable.

“You win.” Dana held her hands up in mock surrender.

Heather smiled.

“The thing is, I need to make that average, or I’m screwed. I can’t afford this school, even with the job you got me.”

“You can. You just need to stop going out and doing shooters every night.”

Heather nodded. She knew Dana was right. She just didn’t want to hear it.

“I swear, someone is following us. I keep looking but I’m not seeing anyone.”

Heather frowned and turned around completely, walking backward as she scanned the area. “No one back there that I can see.” That was Heather, subtle like a forest fire.

“There’s someone. I don’t know where but someone is following us, or watching us. It gives me the creeps.” She didn’t even try to suppress her shiver. She had dealt with stalkers before. That creepy kid back in high school, Thom Leiber. The kid was always staring and he’d sent a zillion or so postcards and letters to her, never signed them or anything, just left notes about how pretty she was, that eventually became notes about what she’d been doing and who she’d been dating.

Eventually she’d called the police and they took it seriously when the letters got nastier and more invasive. She was lucky. The cops had scared the little freak onto the straight and narrow, or maybe he’d just found someone else to obsess over. In any event, she’d learned her lesson and these days she stayed alert.

There was no one to see, but she knew in her heart that she was being followed and she intended to trust her instincts. She had pepper spray and she wasn’t afraid to use it if she had to. She also had three years of self-defense classes, because if anyone ever tried to touch her without permission she wanted to be able to stop them.

Still, despite all her tough talk and preparation, something out there was watching her and whatever it was, it gave her the shivers.

In the distance, well beyond where she would be able to see easily, her observer kept watch. Not yet, but soon. Soon. The time was coming when Dana and her stalker would meet.


Chapter Two

Jason Soulis lay in his safe place and slept.

It did not happen often, but on this particular occasion he dreamed of his past, or perhaps he simply remembered. Go back far enough and it was hard for him to tell the difference.

He recognized the keep immediately. It was where he’d been born and raised, and where he’d lived the first years of his life before his father had committed atrocities enough to bring about his imprisonment and death. Before Jason was forced to leave the area. Of course, that had been when the woman who’d turned his father’s head then turned his.

Valasca. An indescribable beauty, with pale skin and fair hair, who had stolen his heart away and driven him very nearly mad with desire. She was his first love. She was his last.

She was also the woman who had made him into an Undead. That had been so very long ago.

In his dream, or memory, they rode together from the keep, fleeing the very people who captured his father and slaughtered him for sorcery. The air was bitter cold and winter was upon the land. Snow fell from the clouds, ice rimed the world around them. His father was still alive but locked in irons. Sometimes he remembered the man fondly and on different occasions he remembered the vile thing that had been his father’s familiar and the blood it used to dye its cap.

Mostly he remembered his distant past only when he slept. He had no reason to look back. The past was just a memory and not one he particularly cared for. The future was always more interesting.

Valasca was the exception. Hundreds of years separated them and still he could no more refuse her than he could avoid the rotation of the earth. She was his downfall and his weakness.

They rode side-by-side, moving through the wilderness that he still remembered from his past: the hills and the forest where he had fought in several battles and managed to survive despite the savagery of his enemies.

Valasca was that rarest of beauties, intelligent and sultry, beautiful and intoxicating. There were times when he’d hated her for being his weakness and times when he had died a cold, bitter death for being away from her.

Hundreds of years and when she called he ran to her, as if addicted to her very presence. Perhaps he was. That certainly explained a great deal about him, and about her.

There were several women in his life that felt the same way about him, just as there were men who felt the same for Valasca, and there was nothing he could do about that. It was the nature of vampires that their offspring either loved them or feared them. Sometimes both feelings were experienced at the same time.

The dream stuttered in his mind, the memory flipped and skipped like a bad piece of celluloid running through a movie projector.

Jason Soulis muttered in his sleep and turned his body as if to shield it from what came next.

Oh. He understood now; this was not a dream. It was a memory, fresh and raw and brutal.

Valasca. She called him only a month ago. He’d been at his house and minding his own world when she came along and invaded his privacy, knocking his defenses aside with no real effort and startling him out of his complacency.

Her voice ruined him.

Her words tore his insides free from their moorings and bled him as easily as a knife slaughters a swine.

She spoke and he trembled.

She was coming to see him.

Just that quickly he was powerless. He wanted to tell her to leave him be, to go her own way, but his tongue would not say the words, no matter how hard he tried to force them past his trembling lips. Instead he said he was looking forward to seeing her.

Like an addict preparing a syringe of his favorite intoxicant. He had never sampled heroin or cocaine or any of the drugs that crippled humans, but he understood well enough what they must go through. That love. That hatred. That burning desperation to extinguish the endless hunger.

Of course he said she was welcome. Of course he prepared for her visit. He cursed himself a thousand times each day that he waited for her, and his longing grew harsher, more demanding, more like an addiction each and every day.

And then the night came that she was supposed to be at his door and she did not show.

The curses then were for her. He absolved himself of all sins and damned her, that she would betray his trust, again. The rage burned! The fury with her casual betrayal of his trust was enough to make his mind tremble and the skies weep thunderstorms.

Jason Soulis cursed her existence and his weakness when it came to her.

The sun was not up yet, but Jason slipped from his resting place and moved about his house, restless at the memories. He brewed a strong coffee for himself and made a breakfast of eggs and toast, butter and preserves. He added slices of cheese, enough food to satisfy him, and then sat down and nibbled at the repast, lost without an appetite.

For three days and nights he’d wandered around his house in a quiet miasma of lust, hatred, and desperation.

And then the letter came, postmarked in the very city where he slept.

The script was tight and made him think of London, back when the night held more secrets than people.

It said, She put up a fight. Most of them do. You ruined me, Jason Soulis, and I’ll kill you when I’m done with your blood.

The simple note was signed with the letters A.B., and a long lock of hair was wrapped into the paper.

The hair smelled of Valasca.

For the last several days he had slept. For the last several nights he had not moved from his safety and shadows.

He could no longer stand resting. His mind seethed and roiled like a pot of boiling water.

Jason Soulis stared at the darkness and saw Valasca.

The initials meant nothing to him.

That would not do. He had to remember.

He needed to recall everything, if he was going to kill the man who had destroyed his one true love. His addiction. His only peace in the world.

He intended to have his revenge. Jason Soulis was not a forgiving creature. He never had been.


[image: ]



The sun set over Black Stone Bay, and Aleister woke himself with a faint grunt.

He’d been aware of the rains the night before and the clearing skies over the city. He simply hadn’t cared enough to do anything about changing the situation. ,

He was tired. He hadn’t slept. Not really. Instead he’d simply stumbled into a culvert and fallen into a stupor as the sun rose.

He was not like many of the vampires. He could survive the sunlight, but it left him weak and nearly powerless. He had been in that condition before. Oh, yes. Aleister had been made powerless by Soulis once upon a time and he had no intention of ever letting himself be put in that position again.

He closed his eyes and

The weight of the corpses was too much. He could throw an automobile. He could lift a horse over his head, but the weight of the bodies pressed in on him from all sides, pinned him in the mud and left him buried in a mountain of corpses, mud and decay.

remembered the last night they’d met as allies and even as friends.

That had changed, of course. The traitorous bastard had different plans, possibly even when they met. It was hard to say and ultimately it didn’t matter.

He moved through the low sewer pipes, crouching effortlessly, and then when he found a proper access point, he climbed out of the artificial tunnels and into the world above.

“Will you bring your precious ravens this time, Jason?” Aleister could not keep the bitterness from his voice. “I like ravens. Always have. But I’ve a few friends of my own these days. I didn’t need you to learn that trick. I figured it out all by myself.”

The wind came from the east and carried the scent of the ocean into the air. He sniffed deeply and caught the trail he suspected he’d find there.

Soulis’s blood was around here somewhere. Likely he’d made a few more vampires, done more of his experiments. Aleister had read about the horrible disease that spread over the area a few years back and marked it then as a possible place to look for Soulis. He’d been a bit busy just then tracking down the whore who’d given Jason his immortality. Took over three years to hunt her down. Like so many of their kind she took advantage of modern technologies and moved from place to place. If you don’t stay in one location for too long, the humans never suspect a thing. That was the advantage that he’d always had. He didn’t care to stay in one place.

Of course, he didn’t foul his own nest, either, and Jason had a habit of doing just that. He had his places, the ones where he kept himself, and even if Aleister had any interest in computers and the internet, he knew the man was smart enough to hide those places away. But he loved his experiments, didn’t he? He adored the idea of finding the origin of the species, or perhaps just new ways to degrade what should have been the perfect predator.

Someone giggled not far off, and Aleister listened. He could smell them. Youths. Young teens. Like as not they were simply wandering around and looking for sport. The thought brought a smile to his face. In his times a young lad the age of the ones coming his way was already likely working the docks or hoping to find a good employer. These days a lad got a chance to grow old enough to shave before he was called to task.

He spotted the boys only a moment later, five of them, all laughing and carrying backpacks. They wandered near the walkway where he stood and one of them even nodded in his direction before moving on. He returned the greeting. Most people seemed to prefer a wave of the hand, but he’d often used a nod when his hands were full back in the day.

The air shifted and they caught the scent of him. The one closest to him wrinkled his face in disgust, but not a one of them looked his way. People did not tend to smell like death and he was only a person to their eyes. He’d made sure of that as they approached.

“Jesus, something died out in the waters.” The lad talking had barely started puberty and his voice cracked as he spoke.

They kept walking and he contemplated whether or not he was hungry enough to feast.

No. He was good for the present time. His appetite had never leant itself to gluttony.

He tended to look for other sins to commit.

Like wrath. He was very fond of wrath.

Three houses down from where he stood, one of the doors opened and the breeze he was feeling ran right past the entrance.

The house was dark, all polished marble as gray as the stone of the Cliff Walk where he stood.

The scent that came from that house immediately caught his attention, and Aleister stood perfectly still.

“We’re going to be late.” The man’s voice was calm.

“We’ll get there when we get there. It’s just dinner, after all. No one gets hurt eating dinner a few minutes late.” There was no anger in that comment either, despite the possibility the words presented. The voice was feminine, and he looked, drawn to the sound as surely as most men. She was a beauty, with dark hair, dark eyes, and the sort of physique that was not hidden so much as accented by her clothes.
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