
  [image: Cover Image]


  
    



    David Wellington was born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where George Romero shot his classic zombie films. He attended Syracuse University and received an MFA in creative writing from Penn State. He lives in New York City.


    To find out more about David, visit his website at


    www.davidwellington.net

  


  
    Praise for David Wellington’s novels:


    ‘These books are great, fast-paced, modern, pulp action machines, yet Dave Wellington somehow manages to preserve the weird mystery, the magic, of the old classic vampire stories’


    Mike Mignola, creator of Hellboy


    ‘Wellington is moving the literature of the undead into the twenty-first century’


    Los Angeles Times


    ‘Vampirism is the dark side of the idea of immortality, as well as a nightmare personification of parasitism, viral infection and the concept of sharing blood. Wellington uses all of these ideas and they make his novel more than just a gory story … a well-constructed novel with a good plot’


    Sydney Morning Herald

  


  
    

    Also in the Laura Caxton Vampire series:


    13 Bullets


    99 Coffins


    Other titles by David Wellington:


    Cursed


    Ravaged

  


  
    

    COPYRIGHT


    Published by Hachette Digital


    ISBN: 9780748122653


    All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


    Copyright © 2008 David Wellington


    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


    Hachette Digital


    Little, Brown Book Group


    100 Victoria Embankment


    London, EC4Y 0DY


    www.hachette.co.uk

  


  
    

    For my parents


  


  
    

    Rexroth


    
      Assist me! you may save me – you may do more than that – I mean not life, I heed the death of my existence as little as that of the passing day; but you may save my honour, your friend’s honour.


      John Polidori, The Vampyre

    


  


  
    

    1.


    A crystalline sweep of snow flashed across the road as her headlights gouged white tracks through the darkness. It wasn’t far to Mechanicsburg, to the address the special subjects unit dispatcher had given her. In the middle of the night there was no traffic, just white lines in the road to follow. She arrived still partially asleep, but that changed the instant she popped the door and stepped out into the freezing winter air.


    It was just past Thanksgiving. Arkeley had been underground for two months and she’d been chasing him night and day, but maybe this was where that trail ended. Where her guilt, and her duty, ended. Maybe.


    ‘Support’s on the way, ETA ten. In thirty we can have this place buttoned up,’ Glauer debriefed her, not even bothering with hello. He was a big guy, a head taller than her and far broader, and the epitome of a Pennsylvania police officer – bad haircut, thick but not bushy mustache, pasty white except where the sun got his ears and his neck. He wore the uniform of a Pennsylvania state trooper – the same as Caxton. Once he’d been just a local cop, one who’d never even visited a murder scene. He’d seen a lot of terrible things since he met Laura Caxton, but now at least he’d reached a higher pay grade. After the massacre in Gettysburg – his hometown – she had him assigned directly to her SSU. He was a good man, and a great cop, but he still had visible fear lines etched into the crinkles around his eyes. ‘I figured maybe we could wait this one out.’


    ‘That’s not how it works,’ she told him. She followed him as he strung up caution tape around the entrance to the self-storage facility. He had a patrol rifle on a strap over his shoulder. ‘He taught me that.’


    ‘He taught you to go running into an obvious trap?’


    She tried to peer in through the glass doors of the storage center’s lobby, but she couldn’t see anything from the street. Glauer had already checked the place out and reported two bodies – dead, of course, very dead – but she needed to see for herself. She needed to see how far down Arkeley had fallen. ‘Yes,’ she said.


    The lobby was a glaring space of white light in the night, all plaster and scuffed drywall. She could see a counter inside where the night watchman should have been sitting, a white countertop marred with dripping red splotches.


    ‘I’m going to have to go in there,’ she said. ‘How many exits does this building have?’


    Glauer cleared his throat noisily. ‘Two. This one in front and a fire exit in the back. The one in the back has an alarm, but I haven’t heard any bells ringing so far.’


    ‘Of course not. He’s waiting for me inside. He won’t wait forever, though. If we sit tight until the reinforcements arrive, he’ll come out that door so fast you’ll never get a bead on him.’ She tried to give him an ingratiating smile, but he wasn’t buying it. Instead he turned away and spat on the frozen pavement.


    She understood his reluctance. This was a bad situation, a real death trap. Not that she had any choice in the matter. She slumped a little inside her heavy coat. ‘Glauer, this is the best lead we’ve had. I can’t let it go.’


    ‘Sure.’ He finished up with the caution tape, then jogged around the side of the building without waiting for further orders. He knew exactly what to do. Stand by the fire exit and keep his eyes open. Blast anything that came through.


    His concern – and the careful way he let it show – meant something to her. It really did. But not enough to stop her. She pushed through the glass doors and walked into the lobby, her Beretta already in her hand but with the safety still on, one more thing Arkeley had taught her. She approached the desk as if she wanted to rent a storage locker, then leaned over it to look at the floor behind the counter.


    The carpet there was slick with coagulating blood. There were two bodies behind the counter, as advertised. One wore a uniform shirt and sat slumped forward over a security monitor, his neck torn open in a wide red gash. The other wore a janitor’s coveralls and his open eyes stared up at the acoustic ceiling tiles. His right arm was missing.


    She backed up a step, then turned to look at the elevator bank at the left side of the lobby. One of the elevators stood partially open, the door kept from closing by something wedged in the jamb. She bent down and saw exactly what she expected. It was the janitor’s missing arm that held the door, the fingers pointed inward like a sign telling her where to go next.


    That kind of thing passed for a joke among vampires. She’d learned not to let their sick humor get to her. She picked up the arm – she had no worries about ruining fingerprints, since vampires lacked them – and placed it as reverently as she could to one side. Then she stepped into the elevator and let the door close behind her.



    Someone had already pushed the button for the third floor.


    Exactly twenty-seven minutes earlier, according to Caxton’s watch, someone had placed a call to the SSU’s tip line. That wasn’t so uncommon. Ever since the massacre at Gettysburg people were seeing vampires in their back gardens and going through their Dumpsters and loitering outside of shopping malls all the time. Caxton and Glauer had run down every one of those leads and found nothing worthy of note. This call had been different, however. She’d heard a recording of the call and it had made her skin creep. The caller’s voice had been inhuman, a rough growl, the words slurred as they were drooled out through a mouth full of vicious teeth. The caller hadn’t wasted any time, instead just reeling off a street address in Mechanicsburg and announcing, ‘Tell Laura Caxton I’m waiting for her there. I’ll wait until she comes.’


    A trap, an obvious trap. Arkeley had loved it when the vampires would set traps – because then you actually knew where they were. The vampires loved traps because they were predators, and often lazy, and they loved it when their victims came to them. Now Arkeley was one of them, but she had somehow expected more of him.


    The arm in the elevator door wasn’t his style either. But that didn’t mean anything. It had been two months since he’d changed, since he’d accepted the curse. He’d done it for all the right reasons, of course. He’d believed it was the only way to save Caxton’s life. He’d probably been right about that, as he was with most things.


    There had been only one flaw in his reasoning. When a human being dies and returns as a vampire, he loses some of his humanity. With every night that passes he loses a little more. Arkeley had been a passionate crusader once, a killer of monsters. Now every time he crawled into his coffin a little less of him crawled out. In the end every vampire became the same creature. A junkie for blood. A sociopath with a sadistic streak. A pure and ruthless killer.


    A bell chimed inside the elevator door and then the door slid open.


    She stepped out onto the third floor with her handgun at the level of her shoulders, clutched in both hands. She kept her ears and her eyes open and she tried to be ready for anything. She tried to be ready to see him, to see Arkeley, and to be ready to shoot on sight.


    Arkeley had never thought of himself as her mentor. She’d been useful to him in a very limited way and so he’d requisitioned her as a partner. Sometimes he’d used her to do his legwork, the way she used Glauer now. More often Arkeley had used her as bait. She’d had to learn not to take that personally – he hadn’t meant it to be personal. He was driven, obsessed, and he had found her useful. By letting him use her she had learned so much. Everything she knew about vampires had come from him, either from grudging answers to her incessant questions or by way of his example. She had worried often enough when he was alive – and far more often since he’d died and come back – that there were things he’d never bothered to tell her. Secrets he’d kept for himself.


    Time to find out, she guessed.


    A long corridor stretched out before her, metal walls painted a glaring white, studded with countless locker doors. Some were the size of closets and some were wide enough to drive a car into. She looked at their latches. Every door she saw had a hefty padlock, some of them combination locks with purple or yellow dials, others that required keys to open. Was Arkeley inside one of these lockers? she wondered. Was it his lair? Maybe he hung from the ceiling by his feet like a giant bat.


    The thought almost made her smile. Vampires and bats had nothing in common. Bats were animals, normal, natural organisms that deserved a lot more respect than they got. Vampires were … monsters. Nothing else.


    She studied the doors, looking for one that didn’t have a lock. Even a vampire couldn’t lock himself into a storage space from the inside. She looked down the row of doors, all the way to the end where another corridor crossed laterally. She counted off the locks in her head – lock, lock, lock. Lock. Another lock. Then – there. Near the far end, one narrow door had no lock on its latch.


    It probably wouldn’t be that easy. Still, she had to check. She moved slowly down the hall, her back to one wall, her weapon up and ready. Her shoes clicked on the unfinished cement floor, a noise anybody could have followed. When she reached the unlocked door she stood to one side and slid the latch open with her left hand. The door rattled noisily and then opened on creaky hinges. Nothing jumped out.


    She pivoted on her heel until she was facing the locker. She slipped off her pistol’s safety lever. She glanced inside – and saw immediately that it was empty. There had been no lock because no one had rented this particular locker, that was all.


    Caxton let herself exhale. Then she froze in midbreath as raucous laughter ran up and down the hallway, echoing off the row of doors and making them all shake on their hinges. She swung around quickly, unable to tell which direction the laughter came from, and—


    At the end of the hall, back by the elevators, a pale figure stood in the shadow between two light fixtures. It was tall and its head was round and hairless and flanked by long triangular ears. Its mouth was full of long and nasty teeth, row after row of them. Her heart stopped – then started up again twice as fast when she saw the vampire held a shotgun.

  


  
    

    2.


    Caxton’s brain reeled, leaving her unable to react for a critical second. Vampires didn’t carry guns. Ever. They didn’t need them – at Gettysburg she had seen a single vampire mow down squads of National Guardsmen carrying assault rifles. Their claws and especially their teeth were all the weapons they ever needed.


    The Beretta in her hand forgotten, Caxton could only stare at the shotgun as the vampire brought it up and pointed it in her direction. She barely managed to duck as his white finger closed around the trigger.


    Somehow she recovered her wits enough to roll to the side, behind the open door of the empty storage locker. Buckshot pranged off the door and dug hundreds of long tracks through the white paint on the walls. When her hearing recovered from the noise of the shot she heard his bare feet slapping on the cement floor, running toward her, as she ducked into the locker and closed the door shut behind her.


    Stupid, she thought – she’d done something very stupid. There was no way out of the locker, and no way to lock the door from inside. The door itself would be little barrier to a vampire, especially one that had already fed on the two men down in the lobby. Vampires were strong enough at any time, and close to bulletproof, but they grew exponentially tougher after they drank blood.


    She backed up, feeling behind her with one hand until she found the back of the unit, and raised her pistol in front of her. When he tore the door open to get at her she might have one chance – she could fire blindly through the door and hope that somehow she hit him squarely in the heart, his only vulnerable part. If she shot him anywhere else his wounds would heal almost instantly. All the bullets in her gun wouldn’t even slow him down.


    She pointed the nose of the pistol at the door. She aimed for a spot at the level of her own heart, then raised her aim about six inches. Arkeley was taller than her, she remembered. Arkeley—


    The image of the vampire in the hallway was seared into her mind’s eye. She couldn’t not see it standing there, leveling the shotgun at her. Holding the shotgun with both hands.


    Vampires healed all wounds they took after their rebirth, but any old injuries left over from their human lives lasted forever. Arkeley the vampire would still be missing all the fingers from one hand. This vampire had ten fingers, all the better to hold a shotgun with. Crap, she thought.


    It’s not him.


    It wasn’t Arkeley. She hadn’t been able to process that fact while he was shooting at her, but as she waited for him to come and kill her she couldn’t deny it anymore. Whoever the vampire might have been, whatever he had become, he wasn’t her former mentor.


    Which made things much worse.


    There was only one way for a vampire to reproduce, and it involved direct eye contact. There were only two vampires at large in the world who could pass on the curse – Arkeley, and Justinia Malvern, a decrepit old corpse that Arkeley kept close to him at all times. If the two of them were creating new vampires, if Arkeley had become a Vampire Zero—


    The door rattled in front of her. She steeled herself, adjusted her grip on the Beretta. She would shoot in just a second, when she thought her chances were best. She would let him start to tear the door open first.


    The door rattled again. She heard a metallic click and knew instantly what had happened. The vampire wasn’t going to tear open the door at all. Instead he’d closed the latch with a padlock, sealing her inside. He must have had one in his pocket, just for this eventuality.


    Whoever he was, he was smart. Smarter than she, apparently. She cursed herself. You never ran into a place with only one exit – that was one more thing Arkeley had taught her. She should have remembered.


    ‘Who are you?’ she shouted. ‘Don’t you want to kill me?’


    She didn’t really expect him to respond, and he didn’t. She listened closely as her voice echoed around the metal walls of the locker, listening for any sign that he might be standing directly outside the door. She heard nothing.


    Then, a moment later, she heard his feet slapping on the floor. Moving away.


    ‘Damn it,’ she breathed. Was he running away? Maybe her backup had arrived and he was fleeing the scene. She couldn’t let that happen – she couldn’t let another vampire get away. Every one of them out there meant more sleepless nights, more searching. She had always pitied Arkeley for the way his hopeless crusade had devoured his life – he had spent more than twenty years trying to drive vampires to extinction, only to fail utterly at the last minute. She was beginning to understand what had pushed him so hard, though. She was beginning to understand that sometimes you had no choice, that events could drive you regardless of what you wanted. If she could get this guy, and Arkeley, and Malvern – all the vampires she believed to exist – if she could get them all she could stop. Until then she could only keep fighting.


    There had to be something she could do. She looked at the walls around her, but they were made of reinforced sheet metal. She would never be able to kick her way through them. The door was fitted neatly into its frame. There was no way she could pry it open, no way to get her fingers around its edge and pull.


    Then she looked up.


    The lockers didn’t go all the way up to the ceiling – there was a foot and a half of open space up there. The ceiling of the locker was nothing more than a thin sheet of chicken wire. The wire was higher up than she could reach, but maybe – maybe – she could jump up and grab it.


    Shoving her Beretta in her holster – safety on, of course – she rubbed her hands together, then made a tentative leap. Her fingertips brushed the wire, but she couldn’t get a grip. She tried again and missed it altogether. Third time’s the charm, she promised herself, and bent deep from the knees.


    The fingers of her left hand slipped through the wire. She closed her fist instantly as she fell back – and pulled the wire back down with her. The wire tore the skin of her fingers until they were slick with blood, and the noise was deafening as the wire shrieked and tore under her weight, but she was left with a hole directly above her that she could probably wriggle through. She grabbed the dangling wire with her other hand and started to pull herself up, a handful at a time. It felt like her fingers were being cut to ribbons, but she had no choice – she needed to get out.


    She froze as she heard the vampire out in the hall. ‘What are you doing in there?’ he asked, half of a chuckle in his voice. The voice confused her. It sounded different, somehow, from the voice on the recording that had lured her to the facility. Less guttural, less – inhuman.


    She didn’t bother to answer. She pulled herself upward, hauling herself hand over hand until she was perched on the top of the locker’s side wall. She could look down the other side into the locker to her right. Cardboard boxes, a pair of skis, plastic milk crates full of old vinyl records filled the narrow space. From where she was perched she could slip down into the corridor, though the vampire was waiting for her there, alerted by all the noise she’d made. Vampires had far better reaction time and reflexes than human beings. Trying to pounce on one from above was probably suicide.


    Not that she had much choice. She leaned out just a little and looked down into the corridor. She saw the white bald head of the vampire below her. He was leaning up against the door of the empty locker, one triangular ear pressed up against it, one long pawlike hand splayed against the white metal.


    She drew her weapon – and leapt. With as little thought as that. She landed hard on his shoulders and must have caught him off balance, because he went sprawling down on the floor on his back with her on top. She flipped off her safety and fired in one fluid motion, not even taking the time to aim. Her bullet blew open the skin of his shoulder and sent bone chips flying, and realizing her mistake, realizing she’d missed his heart, she brought her arm back and pistol-whipped him across the mouth.


    His fangs snapped and shattered and flew away from the blow. He started gagging and coughing and then he spat out the broken fangs, revealing round white normal teeth below them. She stared wildly into his blue eyes, and saw the shiny gloss of stubble on the top of his head.


    ‘Oh, shit,’ she said. She grabbed one of his triangular ears and yanked it off. It was made of foam rubber.

  


  
    

    3.


    Outside a SWAT team crouched in the snow, high-powered rifles leveled at the glass doors of the lobby. Blue and red lights flashed in Caxton’s eyes and she blinked them away. ‘Move, you idiot,’ she said, and shoved the subject forward, out into the street. He whimpered as the broken bones in his shoulder rubbed against each other. The SWAT team relaxed visibly when they saw the handcuffs binding his arms together, but they didn’t stand down completely until she gave the order.


    ‘Glauer,’ she called, and the big cop came running around from the back, where he’d still been watching the fire exit. Good soldier, she thought. ‘Glauer, call an ambulance. This one’s wounded.’


    He stared at her in total incomprehension. The job of the SSU wasn’t to arrest vampires, and it certainly wasn’t to get them medical attention. It was to exterminate them.


    ‘He’s a wannabe,’ she explained. She tore off the subject’s other rubber ear. Revealed beneath was a round, normal, flesh-colored human ear. She had to admit the subject had done a good job of faking it. In poor light conditions even she hadn’t been able to tell the difference between this kid and a real vampire.


    Of course, she should have been able to. Real vampires were unnatural creatures. If you got near them you felt how cold their bodies were. The hair on the backs of your arms stood up. They had a distinctive, bestial smell. There was no way for the wannabe to fake that, and if she had kept her wits about her she would have noticed. She had been so desperate to find Arkeley, to finish her job, that she had made a bad mistake. What if she had killed him? What if she had pumped three shots into his heart, just on principle?


    The wannabe had killed two people and then discharged a firearm toward a police officer conducting a criminal investigation. Had she killed him, that would have been enough to keep her out of jail. It was close to the textbook definition of permissible use of force, but even if the state police’s internal investigation cleared her, it couldn’t shield her from a civil action if the kid’s family decided she’d acted excessively.


    The special subjects unit was brand new. It couldn’t survive lawsuits – or dumb mistakes like this – and without the SSU the people of Pennsylvania would be at risk. People everywhere would be at risk. She couldn’t afford to screw up that way.


    Glauer brought his car around, a marked patrol unit with the SSU acronym painted on its hood. It was their only official car. Caxton helped shove the wannabe into the back, pushing his head down so he didn’t smack it on the doorjamb. He could sit there until the ambulance arrived.


    She’d already got a field dressing on his wounded shoulder. A bad bruise had lifted on his lower lip where she’d pistol-whipped him, but she couldn’t do much for that. ‘Take these,’ she told Glauer. She handed him the wannabe’s shotgun and the bloody hunting knife she’d taken off his belt. She was willing to guess he’d used the knife on the two bodies in the lobby. It had a nasty serrated edge he could have used to saw off the janitor’s arm. She shook her head in disgust and stared down at her hands. They were covered in blood and white greasepaint. She didn’t want to wipe them on her pants – her best pair of work pants – so she grabbed up handfuls of snow off the ground and scrubbed them together.


    ‘What’s your name?’ Glauer asked. He was squatting next to the subject, talking through the open door of the cruiser. ‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. Is there anybody you want us to call?’


    Caxton stared at her officer as if he was crazy. Then she realized that he was just trying to calm the subject down. One reason Caxton needed Glauer on her team was for just this – for talking to people who were scared and in pain. Caxton had never been much of a people person herself.


    ‘Rexroth,’ the wannabe said.


    ‘You have a first name? Or is that it?’ Glauer asked.


    Caxton leaned against the side of the cruiser and closed her eyes. It would be a long wait until the ambulance arrived, and even then she wouldn’t be done with this guy. What a waste of time.


    ‘Make sure he’s aware of his rights,’ she said, just by reflex.


    Glauer stayed focused on the subject, though. ‘What were you hoping would happen tonight?’


    Rexroth – almost certainly an alias, she decided – started crying. He couldn’t wipe the tears and snot off his face with his hands cuffed behind him, so they gathered in oily beads on his painted face. ‘I was supposed to die. She was supposed to kill me.’


    Caxton’s body stiffened. The guy had wanted to commit suicide – suicide by cop, they called it in the papers. He’d wanted to go out in a blaze of glory, and maybe take the famous vampire hunter Laura Caxton with him. Maybe he thought that would be enough to turn him into a real vampire. You had to commit suicide to join that club, one way or another. Of course, you also had to be exposed to the curse – which meant a face-to-face meeting with an actual vampire.


    The closest this kid had probably ever got to a real vampire was seeing some bad movie on a Sunday afternoon. She stared into the darkness, willing the ambulance to hurry up. The sooner it could arrive the sooner she could get back home, and back into bed. She doubted she would sleep at all, but at least she could lie down and close her eyes and pretend.


    Something in her chest loosened up and she sagged against the side of the car. Suddenly she cared very little about this idiot Rexroth, or anything else keeping her away from her bed. How long had it been since she’d had a true night’s sleep? Even a fitful six hours she could call her own? She couldn’t even remember. There was too much in her head these days to let her ever truly relax.


    ‘Trooper?’ Glauer asked.


    Her eyes snapped open. How long had they been closed? She didn’t know.


    ‘What do you want me to do?’ the police officer asked.


    ‘His rights,’ she told Glauer. ‘Read him his rights now. Then take him to the hospital. When they discharge him, take him to a holding cell somewhere. Process him and book him with the two homicides. With – Christ, whatever. With endangering a police officer. With whatever else you can think of.’


    ‘A holding cell where?’ he asked.


    It was actually a good question. The SSU didn’t have any dedicated lockup facilities. She hadn’t considered they might ever need a cell of their own. ‘The local jail is fine. Coordinate with the locals – this can be their case, it’s outside our brief.’


    He nodded, but he didn’t look satisfied.


    ‘What?’ she demanded.



    ‘Don’t you want to interrogate him yourself?’ he asked.


    ‘Not right now.’ She looked for her car, found it where she’d parked it when she arrived. Back when she thought she might be driving to her final showdown with Arkeley. What a joke. She started walking away.


    ‘Hey,’ he called, ‘aren’t you going to stick around?’


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘In four hours I need to get up and get dressed again. I’ve got a funeral to go to.’

  


  
    

    4.


    The sun had turned the kitchen windows a shade of pale blue by the time she’d finished her breakfast and started getting dressed. Out back it touched the dark shape of the empty outbuildings behind the house. It lit up one wall of the shed where Deanna’s artwork used to hang, before she’d taken it down and folded it carefully and put it in a trunk in the crawl space, with the rest of Deanna’s things she hadn’t had the heart to throw out. It lit up the kennels, too – also empty. The last three dogs she’d boarded there, a trio of rescue greyhounds, had all moved on to better homes. She hadn’t had a chance to pick up any more dogs since, though there were plenty who needed her help.


    The house felt cold and dark, even as the sun grew stronger. Laura knotted her tie on top of her white dress shirt and then pulled on her one pair of dress pants. She looked around for her black blazer and realized she’d left it in the bedroom closet.


    She was about to go and get it when Clara came out of the bedroom already dressed in a modest black dress. Her silky black hair, cut just below the ears, was clean and shiny. Laura had worked hard at being quiet so she wouldn’t wake Clara up, but she must have been getting ready the whole time.


    ‘Here,’ Clara said, handing her the blazer. ‘We need to get moving. It’s at least an hour-and-a-half drive. Longer if we’re picking up the Polders.’


    Laura took a deep breath. ‘I said you didn’t have to come. You always hated him.’


    Clara smiled warmly. Far more warmly than Laura deserved. ‘I did, and still do. But funerals are one of the few times I actually get to spend time with you, these days.’


    Laura stepped closer to take the blazer, then pulled Clara into a deep hug. She didn’t know what to say. That she would try to change that, to spend more nights at home? She couldn’t make that promise.


    Clara was the one spark of light left to her. The only thing that felt good. She was losing her, and she knew it.


    ‘Okay. Do you want anything to eat?’


    ‘I’m fine for now,’ Clara told her. ‘Do you want me to drive?’


    Laura did.


    The two of them had gone to a lot of funerals together in the previous two months. Gettysburg had been a success from one point of view – from the point of view of the local tourism board. The civilian population of the town had survived, because Caxton had them evacuated the day before the fighting began. From a law enforcement perspective it had been a fiasco. Local cops, SWAT officers from Harrisburg, even kids from the National Guard, had died by the dozens. They had laid down their lives to keep the vampires from getting out into the general population. More than one family had sent Caxton hate mail after that, but she had made a point of going to every funeral she could.


    This one was a little different. No, it was a lot different.



    They didn’t talk much on the way to Centre County. Laura found herself nodding off and then jerking back to wakefulness every time she got near to real sleep. It was a familiar feeling, if not a welcome one. Before they reached State College Clara pulled off of the highway and took them deep into a zone of high ridges and dead fields, brown and golden and slathered with snow. They passed weathered farmhouses and barns that looked like they’d been hit by bunker-busting bombs, some of them slumped over on their sides. They passed a herd of unhappy-looking cows, and then Clara turned off once again, onto a dirt path that was easy to miss if you didn’t know where to find it.


    They pulled up in front of a farmhouse that looked in better shape than most, with a well-kept barn and a silo hung with hex signs. The Polders were waiting outside for them. Urie Polder, still wearing his Caterpillar baseball cap, had put a black parka over his stained white T-shirt. It hid most of his wooden arm, but not the three twiglike fingers that stuck out the end of the sleeve. He used them to scratch at his freshly shaven cheek and Laura saw them move, as prehensile as human fingers. That weird hand was actually stronger and more deft than his normal one. Vesta Polder was dressed in the same dress she always wore, a long-skirted black sheath that buttoned all the way up her neck and down her wrists. Her wild blond hair was pinned back, though, and she wore a black veil that completely obscured her face.


    They were the strangest people Laura had ever met, but they had also proved themselves good friends.


    When the car stopped, Urie gestured back at the house with his wooden hand and the door opened. A little girl, maybe twelve years old, came racing out. She wore a smaller version of Vesta’s dress but her blond hair was covered by a white lace bonnet. Her eyes were very wide.



    Laura was a little shocked. She’d known for some time the Polders had a daughter, but she’d never actually been introduced to her. As the couple settled into the backseat of the car, the girl perching on her mother’s lap, Urie cleared his throat noisily and then said, ‘This here’s Patience, she’s a good girl, ahum.’


    ‘It’s very nice to meet you, Patience,’ Clara said, leaning over the back of the driver’s seat. ‘I’m Clara and this is Laura.’


    ‘Yes’m, I know ye both,’ the girl said. ‘The cards showed ye. You’re the lover, and she’s the killer.’


    Laura’s lip curled back in a sneer. It wasn’t how she’d expected this meeting to go. She looked at Vesta, but the older woman didn’t correct or even tsk her daughter.


    ‘I suppose that’s accurate,’ Clara said, refusing to be taken aback. She looked at Urie. ‘Maybe this isn’t my place, but I’m not sure this is going to be appropriate for a little girl. Couldn’t you get a sitter?’


    Urie Polder grinned broadly. ‘Little Patience ain’t been under the care of no one else, not since she was born. We don’t look to break that streak now.’


    ‘Oh,’ Clara replied. Without another word she put the car in gear and got them back in the road.


    The funeral was to take place in a cemetery outside of Bellefonte – not much farther away. They passed the main campus of Penn State, then rolled into the quaint little Victorian town. The road took them along the shore of a frozen pond ringed with gazebos and houses decorated with gingerbread-like carvings. Laura always thought the town looked like the kind of place where a parade might spontaneously break out, with a full brass section and prom queens in the backseats of open cars. It was a glimpse of Pennsylvania the way it had been decades earlier, back before the coal mines all dried up and the steel mills closed down, unable to compete with foreign production. The Pennsylvania her grandparents had grown up in.


    Arkeley had once had a house in Bellefonte. It had been his base of operations for nearly twenty years. Now he was going to be memorialized in the same town.


    The cemetery, just outside town, was a vast expanse of rolling yellow hills, the dead grass sparkling with frost even so late in the morning. Most of the snow had melted or been removed from the plots. Clara had downloaded driving instructions from the cemetery’s website, and she steered them confidently through endless lanes lined with obelisks and family crypts. Smaller, more modest gravestones stuck up in neat rows. She drove them deeper into a less populated region. A freshly washed pickup truck with an extended cab stood parked in the road and Clara took her spot behind it. Then the five of them clambered out and walked over the crunching grass to where three other people already waited for them. An older man, dressed in an outfit very similar to Urie Polder’s, but more threadworn around the knees of his jeans – and two young people, the age of college students. Arkeley’s children.
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    ‘I still think this is a lousy idea. Is this supposed to give comfort to the family, or to mock them?’ Laura asked Vesta Polder.


    It was Urie who answered, though. ‘This is for you, ahum.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘So’s you can get used to the idea he ain’t human anymore. So you won’t think, when you meet him again, that he’s the same man.’


    Laura shook her head in bewilderment. She didn’t have the mental energy left to work that one out for herself. She would have asked more questions, but suddenly they were within ear shot of the trio at the headstone.


    She took off her sunglasses, as calmly as she could, and studied the marker. It was a simple stone with no complicated inscription:


    JAMESON ARKELEY


    MAY 12 1941–OCTOBER 3 2004



    She was pleased, she thought, to see it didn’t read ‘Rest in Peace’ or give some description of how he had lived or died or been reborn. Just the name and dates had some kind of dignity, and as desperate as she was to find Arkeley and put him down, she couldn’t begrudge him that. The stone’s cold shape, its solid physicality, calmed her a little. Enough that she could look up and study the people who were patiently watching her. The oldest of the three – Arkeley’s brother, Angus – had the same wrinkled face she knew so well, though there was a merriness behind his eyes that Arkeley had never possessed. He shook her hand and mumbled a pleasantry she didn’t catch. The two children were dressed more conservatively than their uncle, but their faces shared a certain family resemblance to the man memorialized at their feet.


    ‘Raleigh, right?’ she asked, and held out a hand. Arkeley’s daughter nodded but kept her own hands at her sides. She wore a formless black dress and a heavy winter coat that hung on her like a tent. She wore no makeup and her eyebrows and lashes were nearly as colorless as her dress. ‘We spoke on the phone.’


    ‘Yes, Trooper. Hi. It’s nice to meet you.’


    ‘Likewise.’ Laura turned to look at Arkeley’s son. ‘And you must be Simon. I’m so very sorry for your loss.’


    ‘My father isn’t dead,’ he told her. ‘Can we get on with this sham? I have to get back to school tonight and it’s a long train ride.’


    Simon Arkeley had sharp pale features, a long thin nose and eyes that were just narrow slits. His black hair was badly combed. He wore a powder blue suit that didn’t look thick enough for the weather.


    She asked, ‘You’re a student at Syracuse, right? What’s your major?’


    He stared hard into her eyes. ‘Biology.’



    ‘We’re all here,’ Urie Polder announced. Laura realized she was standing right in front of the stone. She would have been standing on top of the grave, if there had been one. Everyone else had formed a rough circle around her. She stepped back and stood between Clara and Patience. The little girl reached up to take hold of her hand.


    Vesta Polder took a step inward and lifted her hands, her fingers decorated with dozens of identical rings. Slowly she reached up to take hold of her veil. Laura realized the woman hadn’t spoken a word since they’d picked her up. Everyone watched, even Simon, as she slowly lifted the veil up and away from her face. She smoothed it down on her shoulders, releasing her bushy blond hair so it bounced. Her eyes were closed.


    When she opened them they looked wild – red and swollen, as if she’d been crying, but glinting with a feverish light. Her lips were pursed tight together. She turned to look at each of them, one at a time. She held their gazes until they looked away, even Urie and Patience. Then she began to speak.


    ‘In the old days,’ she said, in a loud, clear voice, ‘there were no winter funerals. When a man died in the winter his body was wrapped in a winding sheet and then put in the back of the larder where it was coldest, and left until the first buds appeared on the trees.’


    Raleigh frowned. ‘Why was that? Was winter an unlucky time?’


    Vesta Polder didn’t seem to mind the interruption. ‘No. The ground was just too hard to dig. Back then every grave was dug by a shovel. A man’s back could give out if he tried to upturn frozen soil. Now, of course, we have backhoes. Graves are dug all year round. There is no grave here, however. Just a stone – not even a gravestone, but a cenotaph.’


    ‘What’s a cenotaph?’ Patience asked.



    Vesta did not smile at her daughter or even look at her. ‘It is a monument to a man whose bones lie elsewhere. This stone reminds us of a man who has died. A man well worth remembering. Jameson Arkeley devoted his life to our protection. To the protection of all mankind. We can memorialize his sacrifice here.’


    His sacrifice. Laura bit her lip to keep from speaking. Arkeley had been crippled in life, unable to drive a car or tie his own tie. He’d received those wounds fighting vampires. He had made himself whole again, and strong, when he took the curse. At the time maybe he’d thought of that as a sacrifice, too. By now he was probably thinking of it as a gift. He’d had a chance to prove that his death had meaning. After he saved her life, he could have returned to her. He could have let her put a bullet through his heart. That would have been a real sacrifice.


    Instead he’d run away, into hiding. Maybe he’d thought he could beat the curse, somehow. Maybe he’d thought he could stay human. The man she’d worked with would have known better, but the curse could be very persuasive. His sacrifice had been lost to greed, greed for blood.


    ‘Further, we may read this stone as a warning. A warning that he is still at large.’ Vesta turned to face Caxton. She held out her ringed hands and Caxton took them both. Vesta looked right into her eyes. ‘It is a warning, and an admonition to you, Trooper. We’ve made a place for him to rest. We’ve made a very nice grave for this man. Now it’s up to you to fill it.’


    Caxton’s heart sank in her chest. She opened her mouth to reply, but what could she say? There was nothing, no words—‘I’m working on it’ would have been grossly inappropriate. ‘I’ll do my best’ sounded inadequate.


    ‘No!’ Simon said, and grabbed Vesta’s arm, pulling her away from Caxton. The older woman reeled as if she’d been smacked across the mouth. Caxton felt light-headed for a second, then came back to herself. She jumped between Simon and Vesta and dragged the boy away from the grave, away from the circle of mourners.


    ‘What was that?’ she hissed, marching him down a hill and out of earshot.


    ‘How could you let that woman talk about my father like that?’


    ‘She’s a friend of mine. And she was right.’


    ‘I don’t want you to kill my father,’ he said, as simple as that.


    Caxton shook her head. ‘He’s not your father anymore. He’s a vampire. I don’t know if you understand what that really means—’


    Simon let out a curt laugh that had no humor in it at all.


    ‘— but it’s my job to hunt him down. And I’m going to do it. He’s a danger to the community. To everyone!’


    Simon brooded for a moment before replying. ‘Tell me something. No opinions, just facts, alright? Do you have any evidence that my father has harmed a single human being? Have you found any bodies?’


    ‘Well, no, but—’


    ‘Then leave him the hell alone.’ He turned to head back to the grave. She grabbed at his arm but he broke free easily. She half expected him to assault Vesta Polder on the spot, but instead he walked right past her, headed to the cars. ‘I have to go now,’ he shouted, and folded his arms. It was all he had to say.
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    The mourners were already breaking their circle and heading for the cars – it seemed no one wanted to go on with the dubious service. Caxton hurried on to where Angus and Raleigh were climbing into the cab of the pickup. ‘I’d like to talk to all of you,’ she said. ‘You might know something that could really help me find him.’


    ‘Now, I doubt that highly,’ Angus said. ‘Seeing as I hain’t visited with my brother in twenty years. Still,’ he said, and stopped in midthought. He looked Caxton up and down, from her legs to her chest, failing to look as far up as her eyes. ‘I was gonna go wash up and take myself a nap. You want to have a drink with me tonight, that I can accommodate. I’m staying at a motel near Hershey. Figured if I came all the way up here I might as well take in the theme park. What about you, honey? You want to talk to the policewoman?’


    Raleigh looked down at her feet and blushed. ‘Please, Trooper. Don’t be offended. My uncle’s a good man, he just grew up poor. He’s not really as …’ she scrunched up her shoulders and looked up at the sky, searching for the proper word and eventually coming up with ‘ignorant as he seems.’


    ‘I grew up pretty poor myself,’ Caxton said. ‘The daughter of the sheriff of a dead-end coal patch just north of here. It left me more than capable of handling a good old boy or two.’


    Angus chuckled at that.


    ‘But you didn’t answer the question. Do you mind speaking with me? I know it might be difficult to talk about your father right now.’


    The girl pulled in her shoulders and rubbed her hands together. ‘No. No, it’ll be okay. Just maybe not here. Cemeteries kind of creep me out.’


    ‘That’s fine,’ Caxton said. ‘We can set up an appointment for later – you live in Emmaus, right?’


    ‘Near there.’


    With that Caxton was ready to go. It didn’t seem likely that Simon would consent to an interview, so she figured she would just leave him alone. He wasn’t done causing her grief, however. He spent a long time talking quietly but animatedly with Clara, who eventually sighed in exasperation and came over to Caxton with her arms folded across her chest. ‘He wants to be taken right to the train station,’ she said.


    ‘I’m sure we can do that,’ Caxton said, looking at Angus. The older man lifted his arms and let them drop again.


    ‘He wants me to take him. Because he doesn’t know me and that means he doesn’t hate me yet. He says he doesn’t want to ride with his family anymore. He says they’ve betrayed Arkeley. I mean Jameson Arkeley,’ she said, glancing at Angus and Raleigh. ‘He says, just by agreeing to talk to you they’ve betrayed him. He also doesn’t want to ride with you, because you want to kill his dad.’


    Caxton narrowed her eyes. She failed to see how any of this was her problem. She thought of Officer Glauer, though. He was constantly telling her she needed to be more sensitive to the public’s needs, and to the feelings of civilians.


    ‘Okay. We can work this out. Does he have a problem with Vesta?’


    ‘Yeah,’ Clara said, ‘but not as much as with you. Or his family. He says.’


    Caxton looked across at Angus. ‘Can you give me a ride as far as Harrisburg? If you can, Clara here can take your nephew to the station and drop off the Polders on her way.’


    ‘You mind riding in the backseat, honey?’ Angus asked Raleigh, who shook her head.


    This was tedious, Caxton thought, just a waste of time. She had work to do – a meeting of the SSU that afternoon – and it would take her time to get ready. Simon’s temper tantrum was cutting into her work time. But this was what everyday life was made of for most people, these little negotiations and obligations and impositions. All the things Jameson Arkeley had brushed aside in his pursuit of the vampires. It had made him look like a jerk to everyone who met him – including Caxton. Maybe she should try to be a little more understanding. She said her good-byes to the Polders. Urie and Vesta gave her warm smiles, but their little girl, Patience, grabbed at her hand and wouldn’t let go until she made serious eye contact.


    ‘Trooper, I would like to thank ye most sincerely for allowing me to come to thy service,’ the girl said, rattling off the words as if she’d memorized them. ‘’Twas a great pleasure.’


    ‘You’re – welcome,’ Caxton said.


    The girl offered her hand and Caxton shook it.


    ‘It is my most avid hope,’ Patience said, ‘that ye should slay the fiend, afore he slays ye. Even if the odds look bleak.’ Then she went and climbed into the car.


    Little girls shouldn’t be that honest, Caxton thought.


    Clara leaned out of the driver’s window and blew her a kiss, and then they were off, Simon sitting in the front passenger seat and failing to look over his shoulder at her once.


    She sighed and turned back to the two Arkeleys waiting for her. Angus already had a foot up on the running board of his pickup, while Raleigh waited patiently to climb in behind Caxton’s seat. As Caxton jumped up into the shotgun seat and pulled down her seat belt she tried to clear her mind of everything that had happened. It was time to get into interrogation mode, where she just asked questions and listened closely to the answers and tried not to make any judgments at all. She honestly doubted that the Arkeley family had anything serious to tell her, but you never knew – that was the first rule of police investigations. The last person you expected was the one who always had the best clue.


    She got her first surprise when she settled down and looked around her. The pickup’s cab was immaculately clean – even the floor mats looked freshly shampooed, though the vehicle must have had upward of a hundred thousand miles on it. Angus was the kind of man who would show up to a funeral wearing a white T-shirt and jeans fraying at the knees – yet he clearly took immense pride in his truck. The only thing that marred the interior was an open package of beef jerky shoved down into the area where the windshield met the dashboard.


    ‘Hain’t finished that one yet,’ he said, seeing her stare at it. He turned to look at her and smiled wide, showing off a pair of gums wholly devoid of teeth. ‘Nice thing about jerky is, it starts hard but if you keep it in your mouth long enough it loosens up. I bought about three packs for the ride up here and I hain’t had to eat one other thing the whole way.’


    Caxton’s mouth opened, but she couldn’t seem to get any words to come out.


    ‘I did try to warn you,’ Raleigh said from the backseat.
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    For the rest of the ride to Harrisburg they made little more than small talk. Caxton was anxious to start interviewing the Arkeleys, but she needed to get them alone in controlled environments where she could record what they said and where she could think clearly enough to work out the questions that were worth asking. The pickup wasn’t built for a smooth ride – she felt every bump in the road and especially every pothole – and it was all she could do to ask the one question that bothered her the most.


    ‘Raleigh,’ she said, ‘your mother. She wasn’t at the funeral.’ The girl sighed deeply. ‘No. I begged and begged with her, but she wasn’t interested. She said she didn’t care to share any memories of Dad, not with strangers. Especially if Vesta Polder was there.’


    Caxton frowned. ‘They know each other?’


    ‘From way back. Mom introduced Dad to the Polders a very, very long time ago. That was back when we lived in State College. Then maybe ten years ago Mom and Vesta had some kind of falling-out. At least, they haven’t been in the same place together since and neither of them seems to want to change that. I don’t really know the details. Sorry.’


    Caxton had always been possessed of a certain morbid curiosity concerning Arkeley’s wife, Astarte. She had never met the woman, nor seen so much as a picture of her. Arkeley had rarely mentioned her and never provided even cursory information about her background. Caxton believed she still resided in Bellefonte but didn’t know for sure.


    ‘I’d really like to talk to her. Can you call her for me?’


    Raleigh gave her a polite but negating smile. ‘I can … try.’


    ‘Okay,’ Caxton said, feeling a headache come on. ‘Can you give me her number, so I can call her?’


    The girl nodded and recited the digits from memory. Caxton fed them into her cell phone and then pushed the call button. The phone on the other end rang again and again without going to voice mail or even an answering machine. Eventually Caxton ended the call.


    It wasn’t very much farther to Harrisburg, to the state police headquarters. Caxton made an appointment to speak with Raleigh, then got out of the truck and headed into the building.


    Her destination was a room in the basement. It had at one time been a classroom where rookie troopers had studied the finer points of interrogation and collar processing. There were no windows in the underground room, but it did have a pair of wall-length whiteboards and a couple dozen adult-sized desks, which Caxton had found useful. It also held a bookshelf that Caxton had bought for herself and installed near the door. The bookshelf held mostly three-ring binders full of photocopied documents – every police report on vampire activity, every news account they could find, and the very few scientific papers written on vampires. On top of the bookshelf sat a laptop that got spotty Wi-Fi reception down in the basement. They were still waiting for funding to get everything digitized and put into a searchable database. Most of the SSU’s funding went to keeping the tip line open and paying Caxton’s and Glauer’s meager salaries. Next to the bookshelf stood three enormous metal filing cabinets that were still mostly empty but were meant to hold transcripts from the tip line and Caxton’s own detailed reports. At the far end of the room Glauer was there already, writing on the whiteboards.


    He had bought a coffee box at Dunkin’ Donuts and had a sleeve of cups ready to go. He offered a cup to Caxton, but the trooper got her caffeine mostly from diet soda. There was a machine upstairs that sold it, but she didn’t have time to run up and get one. The meeting was just about to start.


    She sat on the edge of a desk near the whiteboards and greeted each member of the SSU as they came in. Glauer was the only other full-time member of the unit, but there were a dozen or so other cops who attended the briefings and were always on call if she needed them. The SSU was a joint task force operation, encompassing multiple jurisdictions. Some of its members were state troopers like herself, members of the area response team (the PSP’s equivalent of a SWAT squad) or troop ers from the Bureau of Investigation. They came in first – most likely they were in the headquarters building already, just killing time before lunch. Later came some local cops from various boroughs, a lot of them from Gettysburg. Some were survivors from the vampire massacre there. Other local cops came from as far afield as Pittsburgh, Philly, and even Erie. These were regular cops who were looking to log a little overtime and they served as her eyes and ears in those distant cities. They looked half distracted, as if they had better things to do elsewhere, but they came, and that was what mattered. The last person to enter the room was a man in a black suit with a red tie. He had a small badge affixed to his lapel – a star inside a circle. The first time she’d ever seen one of those had been the first night she met Arkeley. ‘Deputy Marshal Fetlock,’ he said, introducing himself to Glauer. He was maybe fifty years old, but he still had raven black hair swept back from a high forehead. His sideburns had gone gray, but they were cut so short that you could barely tell. ‘Just here for a backgrounder,’ he said.


    Caxton was not surprised to see him there, though she had not invited him. The man was a U.S. Marshal, just like Arkeley had once been. Long before he had become a vampire Arkeley had retired from that service, but she knew that Fetlock and his superiors were taking an active interest in her investigation. If Arkeley started tearing people up it would look bad for the Marshals, so they had good reason to help her if they could.


    She got started once Fetlock sat down, a cup of lukewarm coffee untouched on the floor next to him. She introduced herself to the new faces and thanked everyone for coming while they took out their PDAs and their spiral notebooks. Then she got right to business.


    On the whiteboard Glauer had taped up a number of photographs and drawn lines connecting various actors in the investigation. ‘Those of you who have been here before will no tice something new,’ she said, using a dry erase marker to indicate a section of whiteboard labeled VAMPIRE PATTERN #2. Underneath was a picture of Kenneth Rexroth. It looked like a mug shot. Next to his name Glauer had written IN CUSTODY. Below the picture were two crosses with names next to them that she didn’t recognize. She knew who they must be, though – the night watchman and the janitor that Rexroth had killed. She thought about the janitor’s severed arm for a second, then got control of herself and went on.


    ‘Last night I investigated a report of vampire activity in a self-storage facility in Mechanicsburg. It turned out to be a waste of time. The subject, one Kenneth Rexroth, address unknown, other aliases unknown, turned out to be a normal human being made up to look like a vampire. A copycat. He’d had no exposure to vampires before except through the media. I took him in without much of a fight and I’m considering this pattern closed for now, but we wanted to make sure people were aware this sort of thing is happening. Dumb kids. Bored kids, who think vampires are cool. We’ve had reports of this before, but this one ended in two fatalities. I don’t want to see this anymore – frankly, I don’t have time for it. Officer Glauer has suggested we get a task force together to hit the schools and try to educate these kids about what a dangerous game they’re playing. Not my department. I’ll let him talk on that idea later.’


    She moved down the whiteboard to VAMPIRE PATTERN #1. The Arkeley investigation. ‘This is why we’re really here. It hasn’t gone away. For the benefit of the new faces in the crowd,’ she said, looking specifically at Fetlock, ‘let me go over some of the details.’
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