







BANGING NOISES FROM THE BACK HAD TO COME FROM MARINA, OR SO BARRY DESPERATELY WANTED TO BELIEVE.

Then she called him. Then she started shooting. Barry freaked, his hand almost reflexively yanking the trigger before he stopped it. Her bullets glowed with an intense white heat, burning into his retinas. The goggles only made it worse. When he heard something else, something closer, he swung around to try to see it but ghost images from her bright rounds in his eyes half-blinded him. And it was dark against dark, just a rustle of motion passing from one shelving unit to another. Could have been a big rat.

Or something else.

He blinked, afraid to leave his eyes closed longer than a fraction of a second. While they were closed he heard something else, louder and closer. Marina’s voice sounded very far away. He opened his eyes again. The ghost images had faded a little, allowing him to see better through the goggles.

He wished he couldn’t, wished he was blind.

Instead, he saw a horrible thing charging him. Its forehead was swept back, tiny eyes bright, nose jutting forward. Below that a gaping mouth held jagged teeth, way more teeth than anything needed.


Enter the terrifying world of

30 DAYS OF NIGHT

Novels available from Pocket Books:

30 Days of Night: Rumors of the Undead

30 Days of Night: Immortal Remains

30 Days of Night: Eternal Damnation

30 Days of Night: Light of Day

Graphic Novels/Comic Books available from IDW Publishing:

30 Days of Night

30 Days of Night: Dark Days

30 Days of Night: Return to Barrow

30 Days of Night: Bloodsucker Tales

30 Days of Night: Dead Space

30 Days of Night: Spreading the Disease

30 Days of Night: Eben and Stella

30 Days of Night: Beyond Barrow

30 Days of Night: 30 Days ’Til Death

30 Days of Night Annual 2004
(featuring “The Book Club,” “The Hand That Feeds,”
“Agent Norris: MIA,” “The Trapper”)

30 Days of Night Annual 2005

30 Days of Night: “Picking Up the Pieces”
(featured in IDW’s Tales of Terror)



30 DAYS OF NIGHT™

LIGHT OF DAY

JEFF MARIOTTE

Based on the
IDW Publishing graphic novel series

[image: image]



	
The sale of this book without its cover is unauthorized. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that it was reported to the publisher as “unsold and destroyed.” Neither the author nor the publisher has received payment for the sale of this “stripped book.”







	[image: image]

	Pocket Star Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com





This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2009 by Steve Niles, Ben Templesmith and Idea + Design Works, LLC

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Pocket Star Books paperback edition October 2009

POCKET STAR BOOKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Cover design by Alan Dingman, art by Justin Randall

Manufactured in the United States of America

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

ISBN 978-1-4391-2227-3
ISBN 978-1-4391-6476-1 (ebook)


This one’s dedicated to Ed.
Because really, it’s overdue, isn’t it?


Great thanks go out to Steve Niles, Ben Templesmith, and the gang at IDW Publishing; to all the fine folks at Simon & Schuster; to Dianne S. for the webwork; and to Howard and Katie, who take care of me.



1

LORD, HE WAS HUNGRY.

He groaned and his eyes flickered open, shifting from the darkness of unconsciousness to the literal but less complete darkness of his surroundings. It took him a few moments to remember where he was. As the gauzy cobwebs fell away from his mind, he recalled that he had been attacked in the common area of his housing unit. The scientists at this research facility lived in apartments, eight units per building, each with a lobby area, common recreation facilities, and a secure room in the basement. When the warning klaxons had sounded—almost simultaneously with the first explosions from the attacking force—he had stumbled out of bed and headed for the hallway, bound for the secure room. But he had dithered, taking time to pull on a robe over his cotton pajamas, wondering whether he should try to grab a laptop or any other personal objects, and by the time he made it to the recreation room, another blast blew in a window and part of the wall, showering him in glass and debris.

He fell behind a couch, hoping its bulk would protect him from further attack.

It was an ugly beast, that couch. School bus yellow, with red, orange, and green stripes on a diagonal, staggered about three and a half feet apart, with a solid wooden frame and what seemed like eighteen inches of foam padding. He and the other scientists laughed about it sometimes, because the couch hadn’t just shown up here. Every building had one just like it. Some government procurement officer, probably sitting back in DC, had decided that this particular couch would work well for this particular facility. They wondered what kind of kickback the manufacturer of hideous couches could offer a procurement officer, figured he probably had a houseful of equally ugly chairs by now.

But it was a heavy son of a bitch, that was the thing. All that wood, all that padding. He could barely move it. So when he realized he would never make it to the secure room, he went behind the couch instead. The thing should’ve have been heavy enough to shield against a nuclear blast. It could keep him safe.

Except it hadn’t.

He dragged himself from behind it now, his guts churning. He was cut and bruised, but he didn’t think anything was broken. And he was so hungry. There was food in his apartment, and he needed to get something in his stomach. He took a couple of steps when a sharp pain in his left thigh almost dumped him back on the floor. With effort, he made it back to his door and pushed inside. The whole building reeked of smoke and burned electrical wires. He would have to find out if there were any other survivors. Later, though. First he had to eat.

His kitchen appeared intact. He opened the refrigerator. A couple slices of leftover pizza sat on the top shelf, enclosed in a zippered plastic bag. His stomach flipped as he tore into the bag, then shoved the end of one wedge into his mouth and bit down.

As soon as the familiar taste hit, he choked and spat into the open refrigerator. Bile filled his throat. He spat again. Had the pizza gone sour? He had eaten the rest just that night.

There was some chicken in a plastic container, roasted with garlic and rosemary. It didn’t sound any better than the pizza, but that furious hunger wouldn’t let him go. He popped open the lid and snatched up a leg with his hands, bringing it toward his face.

He couldn’t bring himself to bite into it. It smelled rancid, foul.

There was a smell present that made his mouth water, that kept the hunger stalking inside him like a wild beast, but it didn’t come from the refrigerator.

He let the door swing shut and stood in the kitchen for a minute, trying to isolate the aroma. When he realized what it was, his stomach lurched again. He understood, finally, what had happened.

Rushing into the bathroom, he flipped open the toilet lid and tried to vomit. Nothing came out but a few drops of bile. He spat, ran some water in the sink, ducked his hands under the stream, and doused his face and hair.

Wet faced, light filtering in from the hall illuminating him, he looked at himself in the mirror. He thought he knew what to expect. Larry Greenbarger. Thirty-nine, he looked forty-five easy. He carried forty pounds more than he should have, on a small frame, with skinny legs and puny arms and sloping shoulders that bowed toward the center of his chest. His brown hair was curly, receding prematurely from a high, freckled forehead. His eyes were blue and clear, and he had never needed glasses. Not many of the scientists he knew could make that claim.

At the moment, he wouldn’t have minded a little blurriness in his vision.

He was still Larry Greenbarger. There was a familiarity in his eyes, in the curl and cut of his hair.

But beyond that, all was new.

His face had gone gaunt, his chin distended, his forehead elongated. Ears that had once been small and tucked close to his head flapped out like bat wings. Skin that had been tanned by months spent in the Nevada desert—never mind that he worked indoors, just walking from the residence to the lab or over to the commissary or snack bar was enough to bake a man—had gone pale, almost as porcelain white as the sink he leaned on.

The worst was his mouth; once small and pursed, it gapped like a briefcase opened wide, filled with what seemed like hundreds of needle-sharp teeth.

The lacerations and bruises covering his body came not just from the glass and bits of wall that had struck him but also from the brief, fruitless struggle he had forgotten about until now.

He swung away from the mirror, unable to face himself any longer. He knew what he had become. He had studied enough of them to recognize it.

And he knew with utter certainty what it was he hungered for. He wouldn’t find sustenance in his refrigerator, or anywhere in his apartment. Out there, though, in the hallways and common areas, maybe even in the so-called secure room that he suspected had proved more trap than salvation? Oh, yes, he would find it there, and plenty of it.

As he stalked from the apartment, he tried to remember his attacker. It had been dark, except for the uneven light cast by flickering flames, but it seemed that it had been a female, young—at least in appearance, if not years on this earth—slight. Black hair, cropped short, black clothing. Tights, he recalled, striped tights on her legs, pink and white, incongruous with the rest of her look. Little girl tights, he had thought.

He had been hiding behind that heinous couch, blubbering softly, even as he told himself that only steely silence could protect him. And he had wet himself, to his mortification. But he believed himself safe from harm just the same, as if the couch could cast some sort of force field around him. Then he felt an iron grip on his right ankle, just above his sock (Larry had always worn socks to bed, since childhood, although he had tried unsuccessfully to break the habit in college), and something yanked him from hiding as easily as he might have pulled a child’s doll from the same location.

He remembered screaming, batting at the person— the young woman—who held him. Her claws had dug into his ankle and his thigh and she had pressed him down onto the couch, slithered into his lap like a lover, her breath fetid and hot, and she had slapped him once across the face, stinging him and silencing his cries, and then she had pressed her mouth against his neck, almost tenderly at first, again like a lover. He remembered swelling inside his soaked pants, the moment more erotically charged than any he had experienced in years, since college really (with Verna McFall, who had been the reason he’d tried to break the socks habit), and thrusting up against her. And then white-hot pain, blinding, and he must have passed out because there were no memories after that, nothing until he woke up, once again behind the couch.

Touching his neck, he found the slash there, the skin dried out, tissuelike, but he could shove the end of his index finger into the hole and wiggle it around.

Larry made it to the secure room and punched in the code on the keypad mounted beside the door. Beeping noises sounded and the lock ground open and he pushed the door in. A light inside blasted like full sun, so he slapped the wall switch, shutting it off. He didn’t need it.

He could see just fine in the dark.

He went to the nearest body. Andrea Harmon, he remembered. Midfifties, thick around the middle, as smart as any human being he had ever met. She had published four books, three of them obscure scientific texts, but the fourth a popular science book about the biological similarities and differences of immediate family members, and how those things might influence family dynamics. She had even appeared on one of the morning news shows, a network, though he couldn’t recall which one. He had always felt somehow inferior to her and to other, more well-known scientists he met. He wanted to make a difference in the world, to be recognized for his intellectual accomplishments.

Andrea Harmon wouldn’t be writing any more books, though. She was dead, bled out through gaping wounds in her chest and neck. He put his hand in the tacky pool on the floor beside her, then brought it to his face, sniffed it, licked it.

The hunger raged harder, consuming him. He lapped every drop off his palm and fingers, then dropped his face to her body, to one of the biggest wounds, tearing it wider with his many teeth. He shoved his tongue into the opening. No use—she had lived long enough with her wounds to lose most of her blood onto the floor, and he could find only traces, enough to make him feel starved.

He grunted and shoved her aside.

“Who’s there?” a weak voice asked.

He peered through the gloom. More corpses littered the floor, but behind them, tucked into a niche between a big stainless steel freezer and a shelving unit that held emergency blankets, first aid kits, and other supplies, a wounded man huddled, blinking against the darkness. “It’s me.”

“Larry?”

“That’s right. Come on out, Ron.”

Ronald Tapper, that was his name. He and Larry had not been friends, but they knew each other, all the scientists at the facility knew each other. He and Ron had often competed for attention, for the best assistants, the better lab space.

“I’m afraid, Larry. You’re …”

“It’s nothing, Ron. You’re suffering from shock.” His voice didn’t sound the same anymore, the new shapes of mouth and tongue and throat altering it. But it must have sounded similar enough for Ron to recognize. “We need to get you some medical help.”

He stepped over the corpses on the ground. Ron stayed in his niche, thrusting out a hand to ward Larry off.

Larry grabbed Ron’s wrist and pulled (remembering the sensation of being tugged by the ankle, the terror that powerful grip had inspired). Ron burst from the niche into his arms. He opened his mouth and wailed.

And Larry hauled him to his feet, shoved his head back into the wall hard enough to break plaster, and raked his fingertips (no, his claws, he realized, more than an inch long, jagged and strong) across Ron’s exposed throat.

Blood sprayed from the wound. Larry clamped his mouth over the opening and drank deep.

At last, his hunger could be sated.

This, he knew, was the stuff he craved.

Larry Greenbarger had become nosferatu. A vampire. Undead.

Other people might have doubted their senses, questioned that conclusion. But Larry had known plenty of vampires, had studied them, undead and completely dead. He and the other scientists working at this former military base in northern Nevada’s Great Basin country did so on behalf of Operation Red-Blooded, a top-secret government operation dedicated to the eradication of that awful species. He had been probing them for weaknesses, trying to find new ways to exploit their vulnerability to sunlight. Other weapons, crucifixes for example, had long since been proven ineffective, their power to harm vampires relegated to the stuff of mythology. He had been trying to understand what had come to be known as the “Immortal Cell,” with hopes of turning that understanding against them.

Larry knew what he had become, and that realization told him something else: the attackers who had stormed the base had been vampires. Scouring the grounds, it didn’t take long to discover that they had won, for the most part. They had destroyed most of the main lab. Red-Blooded Director Dan Bradstreet had been pleading for death, drenched in blood. Darrel Keating and some of the other top scientists on staff were dead, along with most of the soldiers tasked with force protection. They had blown up the power plant. They had almost totally crushed one of the American government’s most secret facilities.

What they might not have known was that RedBlooded’s tendrils stretched far and wide. They had destroyed the on-site computers, but all the data from those computers was captured on servers buried deep beneath Virginia hillsides, in caverns that could withstand a strategic nuclear strike, and mirrored in still other sites. They had killed scientists, but they had not eliminated data, or science. Red-Blooded paid well and would have no trouble finding new researchers.

Larry loved science. And like many scientists, he was a realist, not a romantic. So then: he had become a vampire, and there was nothing he could do to change that. The temptation to lash himself to some immovable object that would greet the rising sun came and went with barely a moment’s consideration. The urge to survive ran strong in him.

At the same time, he knew that he had access to something most other vampires couldn’t imagine. All the knowledge that Red-Blooded had about his kind—his new kind—was here, at his fingertips. His allegiance was to science, to knowledge, not to humanity. Human beings had never been particularly nice to him when he was alive—they had tolerated him, they had valued the things his intelligence could do for them. But most people didn’t understand science or scientists, thought of them as some sort of useful subspecies if they thought of them at all.

He couldn’t stay for long. By now there would be choppers en route, fighters scrambling, convoys rolling across desert highways. Sunrise would find clean-up teams already scrubbing the place.

Larry found some laptops and started downloading. Someone in Virginia or elsewhere might clue in to the fact that classified data was being snatched. But that someone might not have heard about the attack, and even if he or she raised an alarm, soldiers could only get here as fast as they could get here. Since they were already on the way, he wouldn’t be changing that. As long as they didn’t shut him out of the system, he would get the data he wanted, spread across several laptops because no single one had enough memory to capture it all.

When he finally left the facility in a stolen truck, Larry still had just over an hour of darkness. Not a lot, but enough to get him safely away. He could hole up for the day, and keep traveling when the sun fell again.

Larry Greenbarger’s world had been reversed in an instant; he had become that which he had worked against, his days had become nights, and hungers once repulsive to him were suddenly as familiar and mundane as a young boy’s attraction to peanut butter and jelly.

He was nothing if not adaptable. It was all about survival.

With a couple of fresh corpses rolled in a tarp in the back of the truck, laptops safely in the foot well of the passenger seat, he pressed the accelerator to the floor and drove.
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“DUDE, VAMPIRES ARE REAL.”

Mitch stared at Walker as if he had just emerged, wearing a bikini, from inside a giant cake. Walker shuddered. He had seen himself naked since birth, but that was an image even he didn’t want trapped inside his brain. “Yeah,” Mitch said. “And the sun sets in the west and ninety-nine percent of the music played on the radio is utter crap. What else is new?”

Walker took his seat in front of a big computer monitor. The bank of equipment arrayed on the desk had cost more than everything else he owned combined, but he and Mitch made their living online, so being able to rely on their gear was paramount. “No, I mean yeah, we’ve always believed in them. But I mean really real.” He slammed his palm down on the wooden desktop. “As real as this.”

“You doubted?”

“Believing in something is different from knowing something, dude. That’s why they have two different words.”

“So you believed, but now you know.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying.”

“Because of the stuff Andy sent?”

“Duh.”

“It was pretty trippy, no shit.”

It was more than that, but Walker let the understatement slide as he settled in front of the desk and started checking on the status of several auctions. He was distracted, though, thinking about the data Andy had sent out.

For months, Walker Swanson (and Mitch Morton, although less enthusiastically, but they were partners in business and best friends, so he went along) had been part of Andy’s network. Walker had posted information Andy sent, monitored online chat rooms and message boards, watched the news for signs, and generally did whatever Andy asked, all in the service of informing the world about the reality of vampires. But until the massive data packet he had received three days before, he hadn’t known that Andy was really Andy Gray, former FBI agent. He hadn’t seen actual video of the vampire invasion of Barrow, Alaska, several years ago, or read 30 Days of Night, the true account of that invasion written by Stella Olemaun, one of the area’s sheriffs, who had been one of the few survivors. He hadn’t been exposed to still photographs of the victims of vampire attacks, or of vampires themselves. Some of the pictures Andy had sent showed close-ups of vampire skeletons, horribly mutated skulls, jaws that swung open wider than any human’s could, jammed with awful teeth.

The distinction he had made for Mitch had been accurate. He had believed what Andy had said about vampires because he had wanted to, and because Andy made a convincing case. But that belief had been centered in his brain, in his imagination, not in his gut. That’s where it was now that he had seen the pictures and video, read a PDF of the book. Those things had changed belief into certainty, and certainty meant reconsidering everything he had ever thought about the world.

Walker hadn’t slept much over the past few days and nights. He had spent a lot of time thinking. He took a Snickers bar from his shirt pocket and peeled the wrapper back, took a bite.

“Breakfast of champions,” Mitch said. “Eat me.”

He suppressed a shudder—he would have to be more careful about saying things like that in the future.

“How’s the utility belt doing?”

“I’m checking!”

“Okay, chill. Geez.”

“Sorry, dude. Guess I’m just a little tense.”

“I guess.”

Walker took another bite of the Snickers, washing it down with a swig of Diet Coke. He recognized the hypocrisy: diet sodas wouldn’t help him lose weight that he packed on with terrible eating habits. Every now and then he felt like he should do something about his physique, which was more or less that of a snowman with legs. That feeling usually passed quickly, swept away by bingeing on pizza or burritos or burgers and fries. He was twenty-five, and figured he would be lucky to reach fifty. On the other hand, life was essentially a long, boring chain of disappointment and heartache, broken occasionally by minor tragedies, so he didn’t really see much value in extending it through healthy living.

“Utility belt is at two thousand bucks. Little over. Seven hours to go.”

“Sweet,” Mitch said. “Yeah.”

The belt had been made by IDEAL! and sold in 1966 to cash in on the Adam West TV series. The one they had on eBay was in its original packaging and included a batarang, batcuffs, batrope, bat message-sender dart, bat flashlight, bat grappling hook, and for unknown reasons, a gun. Batman never used a gun on the TV show, so Walker didn’t understand why it was there. It was supposed to shoot the message-sender dart, but it was still a gun. Maybe IDEAL! hadn’t trusted kids to buy any play set that didn’t involve firearms. Bidding would get furious in the last hour or so, he expected, and the belt would likely fetch more than five grand.

“So what’s the matter?”

“What makes you think something’s the matter?”

“Walker, look at you. You’re acting like your mom died again.”

“That’s nice.”

“I’m just saying.”

Walker let out a sigh. “It’s the stuff from Andy.”

“The stuff you were supposed to send out immediately.”

“Yeah.”

“Three days ago.”

“Dude, I know, okay?”

“So what’s up?”

“I don’t know if I can do it.”

“Didn’t you always do whatever Andy told you to?”

“Yeah …”

“So what makes this different?”

“It’s … like I said, now I know they’re real.”

“And?”

“There really are vampires. It’s not a myth anymore. It’s for real, and … and they’re bloodthirsty monsters. They kill, they feed, they show no mercy. They’re killing machines, superior to humans in almost every way.”

“Yeah?”

“So that fucking rocks!”

Mitch just looked at him, silently.

“I mean, don’t you want in?”

“Meaning what?”

“Dude, don’t you want to be a vampire? Wouldn’t that be better than sitting around this house selling old toys on the internet and eating candy bars?”

“I guess so.”

“You guess so.”

“What do you want me to say?”

Walker couldn’t believe he had to ask. “Prowling the dark streets, hunting for our meals. Knowing that people cower in fear of us. Seeing that look of terrible recognition in their eyes when they know their lives can be measured in seconds. How could you not want to be part of that?”

“I guess it sounds pretty cool, when you put it that way.”

“Of course it does.” He had known Mitch would come around. He always did.

“So in all that info Andy sent, did he tell you how to find any vampires who could turn us?”

Andy turned to another auction, a 1965 Gilbert Oddjob action figure, from the James Bond movie Goldfinger. Most of the best stuff had been released before he was born, but that didn’t keep him from buying and selling it. This one still had a couple of days to go, and had just passed four hundred bucks. “No,” he said. “Plenty of advice on how to protect yourself against them, but nothing about how to find them.”

“There are still those message boards and all. I mean, if you’re serious.”

“Yeah,” Walker said. “Always hard to tell if there are any real vampires on those, or just wannabes. But I’ll keep an eye on them.”

“You got any other ideas?”

This question, more than any other, was what had prevented Walker from sleeping during the night. He had rolled around in bed, going over and over the options, trying to tease out the pluses and minuses of the plan that had occurred to him. “I have one,” he said.

“What?”

“If we want to become vampires, we have to bring vampires to us.”

“And how do we do that?”

“We attract them,” Walker said, “by acting like vampires. Starting right now.”
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IN HIGH SCHOOL, Walker had asked Missy Darrington to two dances. The first time, during sophomore year, she had turned him down and gone with Chad Benson, who was on the football and track teams and who had, three years after graduating, taken a dozen Ambien tablets, downed a fifth of Jim Beam, and gone for a drive in his father’s restored vintage Thunderbird. Even if the pills-and-alcohol combination had not done him in, the collision with the utility pole did the trick. The second time Walker asked Missy out (and that had been excruciatingly difficult; although it was senior year and he had enjoyed a couple of dates with other girls by then, he still remembered her earlier rejection like it had happened only days before), she not only spurned him, but she talked about it online.

She still lived in her parents’ old house, off 155th in Harvey, Illinois, where they had both grown up. She was still one of the most beautiful girls Walker had ever seen outside a porn site. Her shiny dark brown hair hung past her shoulders and curled up gracefully at the ends, which were healthy enough to be used in shampoo ads. Her eyes were big and brown, her lips pink and perfectly shaped, her cheekbones just right, her nose small but exceptional, all of it contained in a face that was almost perfectly oval. Her body had inspired many an emission, nocturnal and otherwise, beginning during his fifteenth year.

At the moment, she was tied up in the basement of Walker’s house.

He and Mitch had gone back and forth about it for a couple of days. Walker had been trying to figure out the best approach, but Mitch still needed convincing on the idea as a whole. Walker had pressed, knowing all the while that Mitch would give in.

“We aren’t vampires yet,” Walker had said. “Which leaves us with some disadvantages. So we’ll just have to go with our strengths. We can walk in daylight. We can blend in with other people. Nobody can tell by looking at us that there’s anything different about us.”

“Because there’s not.”

“You don’t feel it yet, dude? I do.”

“Feel what?”

“I feel stronger already. Determined. Like I’ve finally found my purpose, after all these years. I know what I was meant to do.”

“I guess I’m not there yet.”

“You will be. Trust me.”

Rather than seek out a random, nameless victim, which might have exposed them to law enforcement or observation by witnesses, they decided to start with someone they knew. Missy Darrington had come immediately to mind, since Walker knew where she lived and had spent many hours sitting in his car outside her house over the years, watching for any glimpse of her through the windows. He knew who all her neighbors were, and that the old busybody living on her left went to bed early.

Plus, he was still mad at her.

They had gone to her place at ten o’clock the night before. She would still be up, but most of her neighbors would be asleep. Walker sent Mitch around to watch the back door while he knocked on the front. She came to the door, suspicious at first, but opened it when she recognized Walker. She even managed a hesitant smile.

“Walker? This is a surprise,” she said. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“Hi, Missy,” Walker said.

“It’s pretty late, Walker. But—”

“I know. Can I come in, just for a minute? I wanted to apologize, but I feel kind of exposed standing out here.”

“For a minute,” she said. She had already dressed for bed, in loose gray sweats with nothing on underneath, and fuzzy red socks. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She backed away from the door and let Walker in. Walker’s breath caught as he passed close to her, inhaling the fresh scent of her soap and toothpaste. “Apologize for what?”

He pushed the door closed with his foot and reached under his coat. The gun he drew out was fake, but it was a replica snub-nosed .38 Police Special from 1975, and the casual observer would never know it wasn’t the real deal. Especially staring into the barrel. “For this.”

Missy gave a little shriek and brought her right hand to her mouth. “Oh my God, Walker, what are you doing with that? What …”

“Just stay quiet, Missy. I don’t want to shoot you.”

“Then put that away.”

“I can’t. Not yet.”

“Is it real?”

“What do you think?”

Tears brimmed her eyes and started down those perfect cheeks. “But … why … ?”

“Turn around. Hands behind your back.”

She swallowed but complied, shuffling around on legs that threatened to give way beneath her. Trembling hands offered themselves behind her back. Walker couldn’t help enjoying her terror, her sense of helplessness, as he snapped handcuffs around her wrists. They had come from a sex shop in the city, but they were the real thing.

Beside her door there was a short section of wall, blocking the view of the dining room from the doorway. Three sections of textured mirror were hung on it, her parents’ idea of style, Walker supposed. But Missy hadn’t taken them down when her mom had finally moved into a nursing home, so she was just as much to blame. He pressed her up against the wall, leaning into her with all his weight.

“Walker, I’m going to scream if you don’t cut this out.”

Holding her in place with his bulk, he opened the glass bottle of chloroform that he had made following directions he’d found on the internet, and he doused a rag with it. Then he shoved the gun back into his pocket and clamped the wet rag over her nose and mouth. She bucked against him, making spitting and gagging noises, but he held it in place. It seemed to take a very long time, but finally her knees buckled and she went limp in his arms. He lowered her to the floor, checked for a pulse by pressing his hand against her left breast, which he knew wasn’t the best way to find one but which satisfied a long-held desire. She was alive, breathing softly, but unconscious.

Walker let Mitch in. They got her out to the car and drove her back to Walker’s house. Walker had a garage there with an automatic opener and a doorway to the inside, so nobody watching would have seen them take her from the car and carry her in. Then it was down to the basement, where she was securely bound and gagged.

“What are you waiting for, Walker?”

It was about the fiftieth time Mitch had asked that question. Missy had awakened downstairs—they could hear her struggling, kicking and writhing in her bonds. Walker’s answer wasn’t any better than it had been. “I don’t know! I just don’t know if this is the right thing to do.”

“You said if we act like vampires, we’ll attract them.”

“I know what I said. But how will this attract them to us? We made sure nobody saw us, nobody knew what we did. How will they know what we did, or where to find us? If they’re even real, that is.”

“If? Man, I thought you were sure!”

“I was!”

During the time they had been considering their plan, the media had run with the vampire story. Walker knew from the online forums and vampire blogs that he wasn’t the only one to receive the data packet. It had been big news, but mostly in a mocking way. Cable news channels and tabloid papers covered it nonstop, but nobody seemed to take it seriously. Law enforcement and other government officials had pushed back hard, saying that Andy Gray was a rogue agent who had suffered a mental breakdown, murdered his own family, and then used his computer skills to play out his sick fantasies on a big stage. Rumors had spread that the whole thing was a viral marketing campaign for a low-budget vampire flick, shot Blair Witch–style, and the video that had seemed so convincing was just bits of the movie.

All of it had since shaken Walker’s confidence. Not enough to get him to call off the plan, because once he had settled on Missy Darrington as their first victim, nothing could have dissuaded him. Now, though, faced with the reality of what he had done, and what he had yet to do, his certainty had turned to ice water in his guts.

“Well, you can’t ever let her out of this house,” Mitch reminded him. “She knows you.”

“I know that!”

“So one way or another, you have to get it done. You might as well go through with the original plan.”

“I will, dude. Just … give me a few minutes.”

“You want to still be at it when the sun comes up?”

“No …”

“Then you’re running out of time. Let’s get this done. The first step on a great journey, that’s what you said before.”

“Yeah.”

“Claiming our heritage, you said. Right?”

“That’s right.”

“So let’s do it.”

“Okay,” Walker said.

“For reals?”

“For reals.”

His mind made up again, Walker went into the kitchen and got the sharp knife he had had in mind the whole time. He wanted to act while the desire still raged inside him, before he had a chance to think too much again. Knife in one hand and empty glass in the other, he rushed down the stairs so fast he nearly lost his balance. But he reached the bottom. Missy was there, hands behind her back, heavy ropes lashing her to wooden support beams in the unfinished room. She was still in her gray sweats, almost the same color as the concrete floor. A rag had been stuffed into her mouth, held there with duct tape, but the fear in her eyes spoke loud and clear. She was sexy, like the hot girl victim in a horror movie, breasts prominent against the sweatshirt, sweat adding a sensual glow to her skin.

Her fear gave Walker strength. She had refused him, humiliated him, taunted him. She would never do that to anyone else.

She bucked and twisted as he approached her. She couldn’t get away, though, couldn’t break the ropes or the beam. “Don’t worry, Missy,” he said. “It won’t hurt for long. And you’ll be making history. That’s pretty cool, isn’t it?”

“Just cut her,” Mitch urged.

Walker moved quickly to her side and just cut her.

It was harder than he had expected. Slicing through the skin was no problem, but muscle offered more resistance. And what else, he wasn’t sure, cartilage or bone or whatever. He worked at it, though, and in moments he had opened up her throat. Blood spewed from her like water from a burst pipe. Her eyelids fluttered and her eyes rolled back in her head, and a series of racking shudders coursed through her body.

Walker held the empty glass under her neck. Blood splashed his hands, his clothes, spattered on the floor. But it went into the glass, too. He kept it there until it was half full.

Missy slumped forward in her bonds, small aftershocks still twitching her body. Her feet, tied at the ankles, beat out a tap dance on the floor.

When she finally went still, Walker held the glass up toward Mitch. “Cheers,” he said.

“Bottoms up, man,” Mitch said. “Do it!”

Walker sloshed the liquid around in the glass, willing it to taste like strawberry-flavored milk. He held the rim to his lips and tilted. His mouth filled with thick, warm blood.

He swallowed.

First, he gagged, spraying blood all over Missy’s already blood-soaked body. Trying to fight it back, he dropped the glass, which shattered on the floor and drenched his shoes. He clapped a hand over his mouth.

But his stomach heaved and he bent forward, vomiting on the woman he had just killed. He dropped to his knees and kept it up until his guts were empty and nothing but bitter strings of bile would come out.

“That’s attractive, man,” Mitch said. “Nice going.”

“Fuck you!” Walker cried. He wiped his mouth, his runny nose. “I didn’t know it would be like that.”

“It’s not that bad,” Mitch said.

“Did you even have any?”

“While you were busy puking on her, yeah. I had what I could get that didn’t have your chunks in it.”

“Well, aren’t you badass?”

“Hey, Walker, ease up. It’s just the first time. It’ll get better.”

Walker swallowed. “You think so?”

“I know it. Come on, we’ve got to empty her out.”

The concrete floor had a drain in the center, and they had already brought a hose down from the front yard. The idea was to empty as much blood as they could from her body, wash it into the sewer system, then dump her someplace where she would be easily found. The appearance of a bloodless corpse, while the vampire controversy still raged in the media, would be certain to draw attention. They would keep it up until the real bloodsuckers found them, and then they would ask to be turned.

The plan should have been foolproof. It wasn’t as easy to carry out as Walker had hoped, but that didn’t mean the concept was bad.

He spat on the floor and knelt beside her, trying to avoid broken glass, and he started to cut.
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“YESTERDAY ON THIS BROADCAST I told you that the vampire scourge—if it exists, and isn’t simply a fiction made up by a liberal administration forever looking for new ways to spend your hard-earned tax money—is the inevitable result of a secular society that has turned away from religion and conservative values in favor of an anything-goes approach to governing and to life. When people ignore the teachings and tenets that have brought America so far and focus only on their immediate gratification and self-satisfaction, the results are dire.
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