[image: cover-image, Drac Death EBOOK REV6 020325MJ]
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dracula's Death
 
 
by
 
 
Amaya Tenshi
 
 
￼[image: Image]
 
 
 
 
 
 
 www.penmorepress.com
 
Dracula's Death by Amaya Tenshi
Copyright 2024 © Amanda Thoss 
Published by Penmore Press LLC
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means without the written permission of the publisher except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.
This is a work of fiction. The characters and events in this book are fictitious and any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental, with the exception of historical personages as described in the Author’s Note.
 
ISBN-13:978-8-957851-42-6 (Paperback)
ISBN-13:978-8-957851-41-9 (e-book)
 
BISAC Subject Headings: 
FIC009060 FICTION / Fantasy / Urban
FIC010000 FICTION / Fairy Tales, Folk Tales, Legends & Mythology
FIC051000 FICTION / Cultural Heritage
 
Edited by Chris Wozney
Cover Art by Neutronboar
 
Address all correspondence to:
Penmore Press LLC
920 N Javelina Pl
Tucson AZ 85748 USA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROLOGUE 
 
One very fine, chill day in early December of 1476, a small force of men on horseback rode in a terrible hurry to Snagov Monastery. The monastery was a fortress, well-hidden by a dense forest, and surrounded by the protective waters of a beautiful lake. It was accessible only by the foot bridge that the voivode, who now rode towards it at the front of his men, had constructed years ago during his previous reign. Vlad Dracula—the voivode who had sat on the throne of Wallachia twice before—had regained it for the third time. He had returned from imprisonment and exile to retake the throne with the aid of his cousin, cousin-in-law, his eldest son, and his own men who had returned to his service. He had been crowned prince just a few days before St. Andrew’s Day, the holiday celebrating the patron saint of the country. But an Ottoman force was bearing down on Bucharest at that very moment. With them was the pretender that Vlad Dracula had ousted from the throne of Wallachia a few months prior, who was no doubt eager to regain that seat.
During his previous reign, Dracula had hidden his gold and wealth at this monastery, which had been founded by his grandfather Mircea the Elder, returning from time to time to withdraw gold at need and as he wished. His coins were also minted there. He had even had a prison built on the premises. In the past, he had come and gone quietly, secretly, often in disguise. This time, he arrived dressed for battle, with his son Mihnea and his men likewise prepared to fight. They crossed the wooden bridge and entered the fortified walls, dismounted, and made their way to where the gold was stored. Dracula made no attempt to speak to the monks. He had no time. 
His men formed a line and were soon busy moving barrels of gold from hand to hand to throw into the placid lake, while Dracula oversaw the operation. The commotion of so many unannounced visitors and the pounding of hammers on barrels drew the attention of the monks. A good number of them recognized the voivode and respectfully kept their distance. But one monk, with kind, bright eyes in a gaunt yet young-looking face, approached. His cassock was worn, but in good repair. His hands were aged by weather and hard work. He was a priest monk—a clerical position of the Orthodox, as the title suggested, both a priest and a monk. His beard and hair were gray, grayer than seemed appropriate for his apparent age. He was either older than he looked, or wise for his years. 
“Your Majesty,” the priest monk greeted him, “some of the villagers told me you had come again unto your own country. They were pleased to have you once again on the throne of your grandfather, Mircea the Old.”
Dracula, bedecked in fine armor and purple cloth, his sword at his side, nodded his head in small deference, but did not ask for the priest monk’s blessing. He hadn’t the time, and he was estranged from the Greek Church into which he had been baptized as a boy. 
“How is it you were you were released from the prison of His Majesty, Matthias Corvinus?” the priest monk inquired.
“Father,” Dracula addressed him. “I am occupied with matters of state. I haven’t the time to discuss politics. Some later date, perhaps.”
Dracula returned his attention to the task his men were performing. A good deal of gold had already sunk beneath the clear, deep blue waters. Mihnea, now very nearly a man himself, watched the operation quietly. Dracula could ask for no finer son. If only he had been legitimate, as were his younger brothers, still too young to go to war and so left behind in the care of their mother in Hungary. Three living sons. A good number. A blessing. 
“Why did you leave the Church of your mother and your country, your Majesty?”
“My father felt warmly toward the Latin faith. I think he would have preferred for me to be baptized into that church. It was only by happenstance that I was baptized in the Greek Church, by servants, during my father’s absence.”
“Your Majesty surely knows better than that. God does not allow such things to happen without His consent. All that we call happenstance is the hands of God.”
“If you mean to lecture me about apostasy, I would remind you and all those here” —Dracula indicated the other monks watching his men at work— “that Orthodox Constantinople has fallen to the rapacious Ottomans, while the Latin Pope gains power. If, as you say, God ‘does not allow such things to happen without His consent,’ then it follows that the Pope is favored by God, while the once illustrious Greek Church is not. Constantinople lies in ruins now, though I would recover that city for Christendom if it is given to me to do so.”
“The Emperor gave his life to defend the city.”
“Though he also agreed with the Council of Florence,” Dracula pointed out, “and allied with the Pope as well.”
“He was not crowned emperor in the way previous emperors were, for the people objected to that alliance. They put their faith and trust in God’s aid, not in armies and the riches which can be found in the world. Surely your Majesty does not suppose that God dwelt in the Hagia Sophia and nowhere else?”
“Constantinople,” Dracula repeated, “has fallen. There is no strong Christian power now but the Pope. And much good faith alone did the inhabitants of that city. Services were being held when the Turks smashed open the doors of the Hagia Sophia and stormed inside. Those who were not slain outright were sorely abused by the Ottoman lust for flesh and booty. Constantinople has fallen. There is no other stronghold for Christendom now save the Latin Pope.”
The priest monk’s kind eyes considered the voivode before him, his shining armor and purple cloth, his sharp sword, and his band of strong, loyal men; Dracula’s intelligent son standing by, listening to the conversation and watching all that transpired. 
“What profit is it to a man to gain the whole world, but to lose his soul?” the priest monk gently asked.
“Father, I repeat that I am occupied at the moment. I have done my best to serve God and shall continue to do so, so long as there is breath in my body.”
“Your Majesty, have you heard what your cousin, His Majesty Ștefan, was advised by his spiritual father to do in order to succeed against the Ottoman threat?” 
Dracula remained silent.
“He was advised to build a church after every battle to thank God. He has been very successful in defending Moldavia against incursions.”
“That is thanks to geography, Father. My cousin has the good fortune to rule Moldavia, which has mountains and fewer points of ingress, whereas our country of Wallachia is flat, and the Danube is no real protection against the Turks.” Dracula cast his eyes at the walls surrounding the monastery. Originally there had been only a small wooden church; now there was a sizeable structure of brick and stone, its interior lovingly and piously covered with exquisite images of saints, so that one’s eyes were gazing through dim windows into heaven itself. “I have made repairs to this monastery, Father,” Dracula reminded him. “I have built strong walls around it. It is a fortress.” This was more than true, for the monastery presided over its own town, complete with a mint and a residence for the voivode. The sounds of industry from the little town could be heard drifting on the air. Yet tranquility rested on the little church. Or was it the priest monk himself who carried the feeling with him wherever he went?
The more he considered the priest monk, the less certain Dracula was that he had met the man before. It had been many years since Dracula had last set foot on the soil of his country; perhaps the man had come to the monastery in those intervening years. If he had not met this priest monk before, the ascetic was taking a peculiarly familiar attitude with him. 
“Why do you throw your wealth into the lake?” the priest monk inquired.
“So that the Ottomans cannot seize it, should they overrun this stronghold, as they have so many others,” Dracula answered.
“You would rather your worldly wealth came to nothing than let your enemies have it?”
“Just so, Father. Would you have it otherwise?” The man must have come recently to the monastery, Dracula decided; elsewise he would know of the Son of the Dragon’s reputation for cunning, and his demand for respect from one and all, no matter their rank or affiliation. Not even priests were exempt from showing deference. Dracula knew no prince succeeded without strength. If he had shown just a bit more, had things gone just a little differently, he would not have been forced into years of exile and imprisonment. Just a little different…
But he had his throne back, and relations with his neighbors were better than they had ever been. His loyal men were ready to defend their land against the Ottomans. This time would be different. This time, he would not fail. This time, he would demonstrate, to all his enemies and allies, the sort of man he was and what manner of ruler; he would lead his country to prosperity and win much respect.
Since January, he had fought alongside the Serbian hero and heir to the Serbian throne, Vuk Brankovic—who would be known as Zmag Ogjeni Vuk, “The Fiery Wolf Dragon”—defeating Turks in Bosnia. In the summer, they had joined forces with Dracula’s cousin, Ștefan. Together, they had driven the Sultan Mehmet and his forces out of Moldavia, which the Ottomans had overrun as far as the capital of Suceava, raiding and pillaging large portions of the country. Dracula had succeeded in ousting from the Wallachian throne the pretender Laiotă Basarab. He had even resumed trade agreements with the Saxons, who had been so quick to slander him in the past, accusing him of allying with the Turks. The boyars had all sworn allegiance to him, and he and his cousin Ștefan had sworn allegiance to each other. These all seemed good signs to him. And this time he would be certain to slay the treacherous Laoită, as he had done with another pretender thorn in his side, all those years ago. He’d beheaded Dan the Third of Wallachia directly into the grave he’d forced the man to dig at sword point. 
“You know how to deal with your worldly wealth, your Majesty,” said the priest monk. “Would it not be wise to deal with your heavenly wealth with even greater care?”
“I am now, and have always been, loyal to Christendom. Has any other man done more than I have done to defend my country from the Mohammedans? Could even Scanderberg have claimed to have done what I have done?”
The priest monk’s kind eyes darkened a little, perhaps with sadness. “No, he could not claim to have done what you have done when he defended his homeland of Albania,” he agreed, quietly. He crossed himself and prayed for a space. 
Dracula’s men had nearly completed their task. Dracula needed time to make preparations, to meet the invading Ottomans on ground of his own choosing, not to be taken unprepared. He wished to show his son how he’d managed to impress the man who had conquered Constantinople—by being crueler than the Ottoman Sultan, Mehmet the Second. All cruel men understood was cruelty; that was their language. Dracula had learned to speak it, and speak it fluently. He wished to show his son how to be a strong lord in the face of overwhelming odds. Yet he had a certain feeling, a foreboding that troubled him…
Dracula cast his eyes on the priest monk, who was still praying. It was the opinion of the Russians who had visited Corvinus’ court that Dracula had traded his heavenly crown for an earthly one by converting to the faith of the Latins. But aside from any political motivation—and there had certainly been a great deal: he had agreed to marry Corvinus’ cousin before being taken prisoner—there remained the fact that Dracula had not seen much strength from the Greek Church. And now its capital, Constantinople, was fallen. The loss of Constantinople had shaken him—and all of Christendom—to his very bones. 
Refugees had poured into his country, fleeing the unthinkable destruction. They had spoken of the doom they had perceived preceding the city’s fall, the portents and signs which had warned them: the strange weather; the severe, harsh, pelting hail when they had prayed for help; the dense fog; the glowing in the sky; the eerie fire around the dome of the Hagia Sophia. Worst of all were the accounts of horrifying atrocities that the Turks committed—the capture and rape of innumerable children of both sexes, and of nuns, the razing of homes, the taking of so many slaves, the slaughter. The Divine Services were held even as the doors of the Hagia Sophia were burst open, and the invaders forced the clergy to cease.
The refugees’ eyes had been darkened wholly by grief. The fall of Constantinople, the center of civilization with its harbors and markets, the legal court, the university, the hospitals, the libraries, and Hagia Sophia itself, was the end of an era. The end of an age. It had felt like the end of the world itself. He, Dracula, was looking to the next one, the only bright possible future he could see. 
“My son,” said the priest monk, his voice more gentle than that of any father, so much so that it stirred something in Dracula’s very hard heart, so that he could not help but give his attention once more. “My son, victory rests in the hands of God. There is a little time, if you wish to make a confession. I know you are a proud man, and I know you have been taught that pride separates us from God’s mercy. Yet I know you have also been taught that God will rush to you, if you turn even a little towards Him. Before you and your men go to battle,” — his searching glance took in all the voivode’s men, including Dracula’s son Mihnea— “will you not take a moment for the sake of your souls?”
The gold was all gone. Any glint from treasure through some poorly made or broken barrel could only shine dimly at the bottom of dark waters, to be covered over by silt and hidden from sight. Perhaps unrecoverable. 
“Father, I presume you will pray for our victory and our safe return?” Dracula prompted the priest monk. The wise eyes did not smile. They closed. The priest monk nodded, and raised his hand to bless them.
“Of course,” he agreed. “May God bless you and have mercy on you all.” 
Dracula nodded curtly and passed by, his son following. Some of his men stopped to receive a blessing and to kiss the priest monk’s hand, and so trailed a bit behind. There was much to do, and Dracula lacked the force he wished he could bring to bear. The country was not wholly secured, his throne remained precarious—as it always was. But he had the aid of his cousin’s men; they should be of help, although they numbered only two-hundred. And the Hungarians sent by Corvinus added several thousand to his numbers. It was more than nothing, but inadequate for what he would likely need.
His small group crossed the small wooden bridge which connected the holy place to the shore—little knowing the bridge would be destroyed in later times, that the monastery itself would fall into disrepair before finally being restored centuries in the future—to rejoin the main force that waited on the other side of a rise. Soon they would all engage in battle. If they rode hard, they might be able to better their odds against Mehmet’s much greater force by finding a favorable battleground. 
 
 *****
 
The sun was winking on the horizon, the air turning chill and frosty. His breath fogged around his head. Warmth was running down his back. How cold his fingers had become; he could not feel them as he clawed at the grass and sod to pull himself along. Under darkness, he stood a chance of escaping. 
Mihnea had been captured. The Turks would take him to be delivered into Mehmet’s hands. Dracula dared not imagine what the Sultan would do to the son of his so-hated enemy. His loyal men had fallen, skewered by blades, pierced by arrows, to be mutilated and plundered by their murderers. 
Had he been betrayed? Perhaps. If so, he would avenge himself on whoever had betrayed him. More thoroughly than he had avenged his brother and father all those years ago. Twenty years ago; no, a few years more than that. So long ago as that? Was he really forty-five already? So old as that? His strength was not what it had been. Not only age, but incarceration, imprisonment, and exile had taken their toll, robbing him of youth and strength and vigor. He was an old man.
An old man who had been stabbed in the back, who had become separated from the others in the fighting, who was now crawling for a safe place to hide. If he could but live another day, he could turn this defeat into victory. He would gather more men. He would recover any lost fortresses, rally the peasants who showed him such earnest loyalty, make them victorious over the janissaries and hordes of Turks who would almost certainly return to Wallachia to prevent the Impaler from settling securely once more on that throne…
Had this been a plan of Corvinus’? Had that sly fox thought to himself that Dracula had two young sons who could be raised in Hungary to become heirs to the Wallachian throne? The Hungarians had fled the field of battle so quickly, leaving him exposed. The Moldavian force had been inadequate, but he refused to believe his cousin had betrayed him. No, Ștefan had pushed for Dracula’s return to the throne, and the good men Ștefan had sent had died to a man, as far as Dracula knew. 
Bitter, bitter, loss and defeat. He had helped both Corvinus and Ștefan to achieve their thrones. Now here he was, crawling under the safety of darkness, for the Turks did not like to engage at night. Whatever victory or betrayal his allies had intended, all his efforts would come to naught if he did not manage to survive the night.
He heard footsteps breaking fallen twigs and rustling the damp grass. He could not feel his own hands. He needed his hands to draw his sword and gut whoever was coming after him. It was all he could do to crawl. How long had he been bleeding? It was nearly night. Snow lay lightly on the ground, so very cold. 
The footfalls were close now. He must slay this assassin himself, there was no help, no ally. He pushed himself from the ground and fumbled for his sword, his head swimming, spinning from cold and exhaustion and blood loss. He could not hear nor see. No! He could not afford to swoon now. He prayed, or tried to. His mind could not pierce the haze….
He felt something curious. An impact to the back of the neck, which passed impossibly through to the front of his throat. Then there was falling. The freezing grass on his face and his cheeks, but not his hands, or his arms, or his legs or his back. He couldn't tell where he was. His head rolled impossibly upside down, onto his crown, the fresh air on his face, and he realized what had just happened.
He had beheaded Dan the Third, had ordered children slain, burned men alive. He had built no churches or monasteries, had confessed too infrequently.
No…
He had to save Mihnea, had to recruit his allies…
Had to pray for forgiveness.
Cold. 
The world drifted away from him, and he had a sense of falling, and of black.
 
*****
 
Lost…. Wandering…. Hopelessness….
 
*****
 
“…delights with me?” a woman’s voice asked him in Turkish.
He was standing in a graveyard. The dark of night all around him, though the dark was not impenetrable. He could see forms, outlines, even colors. Perhaps there was a bright moon overhead. He was not cold. He was not warm. He had never been so hungry in his life. Famished did not do the feeling any justice. It was agony, like dying. 
There was an open grave before his feet, and an elegant woman with piercing, hungry eyes kneeling before a fresh corpse, stinking from the onset of rot. The scent repulsed and excited him in unequal measure. 
The woman’s fingernails were long and claw-like.
A ghoul! he realized, and reached for his sword to defend himself from the evil monster. But his sword was not there. He looked down; his armor was gone, but he was dressed in his best clothes, a fine cloak, his jewelry. The clothes were stained from dirt or mud. 
“Isn’t that why you came?” the ghoul asked, inviting him with an eager smile. 
Her smooth skin and her white teeth enticed him as no woman had ever beguiled him before. Her black eyes were singing sweetly to him. He wanted to be lost in her mouth and her hair and give in to the hideous hunger on him. He ached for her, and for things he dared not acknowledge. 
To keep her at bay he raised a hand to cross himself… but could not. His fingers refused to obey him. He knew how they should move, but he could not make them.
Some evil sorcery, he concluded, and turned to run. Ghouls were quick monsters, but they could be escaped. His feet, at least, obeyed his will. No footsteps followed. 
He ran far out of the graveyard, searching for some indication as to his whereabouts and how he came to be here. Had he fainted from exhaustion and been carried to safety? But by whom? And to where? This was not Wallachia in December. The air was warm. He scanned the skies to see what constellations were overhead, to get his bearings. It was a dark moon, yet he could see as clearly as if the moon were full. There were city walls beside him. 
The ghoul was long left behind; she had made no effort to chase him. He ought to thank God for his deliverance, and puzzle out what had happened afterwards. 
A ghoul speaking Turkish to me? He studied the immense wall of brick and mortar beside him, stretching on and on. The scrub landscape which the wall faced. The scent of sea air. 
Constantinople?
Could it be? But how could he have come here? His mind wrestled with questions until another revelation struck him. He had run a great distance, but his lungs did not burn for air. Though he had been afraid of the monster behind him, he had felt no racing of his heart, no blood pounding. 
He considered his clothing again. Funereal garb. The best clothing, a purple cloak embroidered with gold. 
His blood did not run cold. He began realize it never would again. No heartbeat when his hand pressed to his chest. 
No, no, merciful God, no…!
He fell to his knees and screamed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER  1 
 
INTRODUCTIONS
 
One very dark and very wet day in late April, a moving truck rolled slowly down the narrow streets of Seattle’s Capitol Hill until it came to an empty parking spot in front of a little cluster of shops and restaurants. The truck pulled into the open space, and out stepped a group of men wearing long and baggy coats. The driver remained behind the wheel and fingered the bill of his cap. Most of the men looked East Asian, but the leader’s brown face, black hair and high cheekbones placed his ethnic origin elsewhere. Over his shoulders he wore what looked like the pelt of a black jaguar, complete with the head dangling between his shoulder-blades, the paws and claws loose beside his hands. The man’s gold eyes scanned the storefronts, settling on the sign for a yoga studio. He pointed to it, then nodded to his companions and led the way.
The door tinkled cheerily as the man wearing the jaguar skin let himself inside. The studio was cozy: wooden floors, mirrors across one wall, potted plants, and meditation music playing softly. A forty-something man, his long hair bound in a man bun, was leading the class. He stood up and approached the group as they filed inside. The men in coats stood behind their leader, the largest standing by the door, blocking it.
“Hi there…” the instructor ventured, eying the group confusedly. “My next class is in an hour. There’s some coffee shops if you want to wait….”
The gold eyes blazed like embers, and the instructor stepped back when they fixed on him.
“I don’t wish to wait,” the jaguar man replied. “And if you will all cooperate, I won’t take very much of the remaining time allotted to your lives.”
“I… I really think you ought to leave,” the instructor told him. The gold eyes burned him into silence.
“I wish to know, of the lot of this nest of whores, who among you has any faith?” the jaguar man said to the class. “Real faith. Not the sort that the modern, decadent degenerates you all resemble put on as a fashionable coat.”
“You need to leave, or I’m calling the police,” the instructor told him. He stepped forward to push past and open the door. The Asian man at the exit opened his coat to reveal an AR-15 hanging at his right side; there was a sword in a scabbard on his left. A noise like a startled kitten makes escaped the instructor’s throat.
“I h-have cameras,” he stammered, and pointed to one under the big front window. The jaguar man stared at it.
“Does it record sounds also?” he asked. The instructor nodded with all his might. “Out of my way,” the jaguar man told him, and pushed him aside to approach the camera. He looked up, and his gold eyes blazed. He spread his hands and bowed, then pointed to the lens. The jaguar paw fell away from his wrist, revealing a tattoo in the outline of what appeared to be the head of Anubis. He swept the gesture down across the class and to the instructor. 
“S-so if you don’t leave, they’ll be able to find you.”
“Excellent,” said the jaguar man. “In that case, I should offer my introductions. You may call me Ocelotl.” He bowed to the class. “And my question still stands. Who among you” —his gold eyes burned them all, one by one by one— “has faith?”
One young woman who crouched near the exit gasped, and his gold eyes fell to her. But she was looking at his wrist. He observed that she must have recognized the tattoo, and he glanced at his companions. He spoke to them in what sounded like Chinese, and one came forward, brandishing a gun, to corral her away from the others.
Protests rose, half-murmured; a palpable panic threaded through the group, but Ocelotl silenced them all with a look. He pointed to one of his companions, who pulled his automatic shotgun from his coat and held it at the ready.
“Again, and for the last time,” Ocelotl said. “Who. Has. Faith?”
“You can’t do this,” the instructor protested. “You can’t.”
Ocelotl gestured to one of his companions who had not yet acted. The man came forward, glared at the instructor, then turned his attention to a young woman kneeling on the floor in terror. No one had gotten up from their mats yet. The stranger loomed over her, then punched her in the face with such force she flew backwards. A few screams broke loose, and the other men raised their guns in warning. The instructor stared at the injured young woman on the floor as her body began to convulse and shake, but she made no sound. His thin fingers rose to cover his mouth.
“You won’t escape your karma,” he told Ocelotl.
“Karma. You claim to have faith?”
“I practice Hinduism,” the instructor told him. “I studied under a guru. I traveled to India during college—”
Ocelotl stalked towards him. “We shall see,” he said. 
The instructor dropped to the floor in a cross-legged position. “I won’t fight you. I’m a pacifist.”
“You are a coward,” Ocelotl corrected. “The faith you claim to follow commands that you bravely resist enemies—and surely you view me as an enemy.” He came to a stop before the instructor and seized the man’s hair. “My beloved son, I have use for you, especially if your faith should prove genuine. Go.” He inclined his head towards his companions, and shoved the man towards them. Once the instructor had been positioned against the wall, Ocelotl returned his attention to the rest.
“Why should we cooperate?” a middle-aged woman with salt-and-pepper hair near the back demanded. “What are you going to do? How do we know you won’t harm us?”
“I have made no promise not to harm any of you,” Ocelotl told her. “Nor will I. The offer I am making is this: if you lack faith, I can give your life purpose. I can help you to serve a higher cause and calling. To erase your sins, and help erase the sins of others.”
“Sins?” a college student in the middle repeated. “What are you, some kind of crazy fundamentalist?”
“Fundamentalist?” Ocelotl gave the word some thought. “I suppose. But not crazy.” 
“It isn’t Christian to treat people like this,” a young woman piped up.
“No?”
“No.”
“Have you any faith?”
“I’m a Christian,” she responded.
Ocelotl burst out laughing, and clapped his hands.
“Oh, very good. But we shall test that. Rise. Stand there, by him.” He indicated the instructor. She stood and timidly made her way over. Ocelotl pointed at her attire, the sports bra and yoga pants. “Is it Christian to dress like a whore?” he asked, and laughed. She glared at him.
“This is completely normal for a yoga class, and you’re a bad Christian,” she told him. “This isn’t what Jesus would do.”
“I am not Christian,” he told her. “But I intend to find out whether you are, as you claim.”
“What will you do to them?” a forty-something woman near the mirrors piped, her voice trembling. She hugged a fourteen-year-old girl with honey-colored blonde hair. Ocelotl gazed at her.
“I shall test whether their faith is real,” he said.
The young woman still convulsed in their midst. Another woman was trying to help her with trembling hands. The injured woman was lying in a puddle of her own urine, her feet and hands twitching, her arms shaking.
“As for the rest of you, I have told you that I am here to provide you all a purpose, which faith would have provided if you had any.”
“Why?” several of them asked.
“Because the world is sick, and rotten, and full of sin,” Ocelotl answered. “And I intend to do my part in setting that right. If you all cooperate, then so shall all of you.”
“What do you want us to do?” the college student asked.
“It is very simple,” Ocelotl said, and nodded to his companions. The one nearest the woman who had recognized the tattoo singled her out and grabbed her by the arm, wrapping a hand around her mouth to silence her. He made for the door with her in tow. “All I ask from you people is open hearts. Will you give me that much?”
Confused murmurs coursed through the room, rippling across the students. The mother near the mirrors nodded frantically.
“Yes,” she gasped with relief. The others echoed her, nodding and agreeing. Ocelotl held up a hand for silence, and nodded to his companions again and spoke to them in Chinese. One of them led the instructor and the Christian girl outside. Ocelotl’s gold eyes blazed with hot, yellow light, and he grinned, exposing teeth filed to sharpened points and inset with bits of jade.
“Thank you all,” he said to them, and folded his hands over his heart, “for your sacrifice.”
 
 *****
 
Junior police officer Brian Warren drove out to Echo Lake in search of his partner, Felix Akerman. Brian’s half-sister, Melissa, had been dating Akerman for several months. Even though he tried to pretend the dating thing wasn’t happening, Brian had learned about his work buddy’s off duty habits as a result. Akerman liked to give Melissa presents of fresh fish, something she’d found endlessly amusing, and she had decided to try her hand at cooking. Brian refused to admit that what she served up was tastier than restaurant fare. She’d mentioned that Akerman liked to visit Echo Lake when he had downtime. Today it wasn’t drizzling or raining; that meant Akerman would be out fishing, since he had the day off. His Shoreline apartment was only about 15 miles from Echo Lake, so not too much of a journey for Brian. 
He took an Uber—he didn’t want Melissa to find out about this meeting, so he hadn’t asked to borrow her car—which dropped him off at the park near the lake.
It had been a tough six months since he’d wound up in the hospital after a very strange series of events. Brian’s friend, Cammy, had been kidnapped by “invisible elves”, according to a strange woman who’d somehow been involved with all the craziness of that night. Brian had tracked Cammy to the Fremont Troll, only to run into that jerk from the bar who somehow knew about the dead wrestler who had come back to life as a super zombie. The jerk had turned into a wolf right in front of Brian’s eyes. And Dr. Acula himself, the creep with the fancy mansion in Snolqualmie, had shown up and used some sort of mesmerism on Cammy. After that there was a blank. Brian didn’t remember how he’d gotten hurt, but he’d woken up in a hospital with injuries that the doctors chocked up to him getting hit by a car, since he couldn’t account for what had happened. He certainly hadn’t told them what little he remembered. The nurses had told him that a very petite young woman, wearing a torn shirt and bloodied leggings, had brought him to the hospital, but she’d run off without leaving a name. It had to have been Cammy. She had somehow gotten him into a car—he had no idea whose, or how—and driven him there. No one had seen a man matching Dr. Acula’s description. She had done it alone, so clearly Mr. “I can’t eat garlic” hadn’t been interested in helping. So far as Brian could tell, Cammy had somehow saved his life. 
If it hadn’t been for all of the recovery time and physical therapy, he’d have tracked Akerman down sooner. But broken ribs, a punctured lung, a massive concussion, a broken wrist, and a bad shoulder injury take a while to heal. He’d been going to physical and occupational therapy for months.
Brian wandered around in the brisk morning air, getting the lay of the land, then walked across the grass between a small parking area and the lake. Some geese waddled around under an apple tree. They barely noticed him. There was a little clearing amongst the trees and bushes that surrounded the lake, a steep little incline down to the water. Akerman was standing on the muddy shore, barefoot, up to his calves in the water, wearing his police academy hoodie. He held a thin fishing rod, already cast into the water.
“Isn’t it cold?” Brian asked by way of greeting. Akerman whirled, surprised.
“Warren,” he said. “You like to fish?”
“Melissa told me you come here a lot.”
Akerman nodded absently. Just behind him on the grass was a cooler, what looked like a small tackle box, and his shoes. 
“I wanted to ask you something.” Brian didn’t step in the water, but he came right up to the edge. 
Akerman gave his attention. 
“About the Count,” Brian added. Akerman shook his head and looked out at the water.
“Leave it be, Warren,” he grumped.
“I’m going to kill him.”
Akerman’s attention snapped back.
“You what?”
“I’m going to kill him. I have all his vampire hunting equipment. Been mulling on that for months; still no idea why he had it all, but he’s got Cammy.”
Akerman shook his head. “She went over there herself. She chose to go, and she chose to stay.”
“I don’t know that she did!” Brian snapped. Akerman tried to shush him—there were homes across the water visible through the leaves and branches—but he went on, “All I know is something really bad happened about a year ago, then suddenly she’s living up there and won’t give me straight answers. He hypnotizes her, or something.”
“He doesn’t….”
“Doesn’t what?” Brian glared at him. A year ago, when Brian had arrested Dr. Acula, Mr. Fake-FBI-Guy, after finding his car trunk full of weapons, Akerman had been the one who’d made a phone call that had gotten the creep released, and Brian suspended. And somehow Akerman had known about those shady people who’d asked Brian all those weird questions at the hospital, asking him what he remembered about the zombie wrestler. They hadn’t told him their names, only given him a card with a phone number—which he still had, though he’d never called it. 
The other mystery out there was the redhead with her weird perfume, but Akerman had never mentioned anyone like her, so Brian didn’t know if Akerman knew about her or not. Or what her deal was. All Brian knew was she wanted someone to spy on the Count for her, and that she was probably also a vampire. Possibly some sort of turf war or negotiation, or maybe an old flame looking to get back together, or to get revenge. Either way, another unknown element to keep an eye out for.
“Nothing,” Akerman finished, glumly, looking away.
“You know a lot more about all this stuff than I do,” Brian said. “You owe me. I got in big trouble after that phone call you made, and I need your help.”
“You want my help killing Dracula?” Akerman echoed. “Are you out of your mind?! Yes, I made a phone call to some bad people who want me to do that sort of thing for them, but remember, Rookie, I told you to leave him alone!”
“You didn’t have to make the call.”
“You don’t know everything about me,” Akerman grumped. He reeled in his line and cast again. 
“Well, now you’re dating my sister and you owe me. So are you in or out?”
Akerman glared again. It was a little hard to take that baby face seriously, so Brian refused to. Akerman stepped onto the grass, wedged the fishing rod into one of the handles of the cooler, then walked back into the water and towards a low, overhanging branch. Squatting down, he lowered one hand into the lake.
“Well?”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Akerman hissed. Brian couldn’t quite see what he was doing with his hand; he stepped towards him.
“Don’t scare ‘im,” Akerman whispered.
“What, a fish?”
“No, a mermaid. Of course a fish,” Akerman snarled. 
“Akerman, this is serious. There’s an actual vampire, and for all I know he’s preying on people. Remember Councilman Wright? The one who was exsanguinated last year?”
Splash. Akerman stood up, a big mouth bass clutched in his hand. Akerman looked it over. “Decent enough,” he mumbled to himself. 
“The exsanguinated councilman, Akerboy,” Brian snapped. He knew Akerman resented all the kiddy nicknames that got tossed around at the precinct. Sure enough, he turned to face Brian, scowling.
“I told you to mind your own business. I told you this is a crazy town and crazy things happen,” Akerman retorted. He fetched a sharp knife from the fishing tackle box and started gutting the fish right then and there.
“Whoa, man, kill it first!” Brian told him.
“It’s dead now,” Akerman replied. 
“Does Melissa know you go all psychopath on fish?”
Akerman glowered at him, but kept on cleaning the bass.
“People get all hung up on that these days,” he grumbled. 
“Because it’s not the Dark Ages, Akerman! Listen: I could really use your help going after the literal Dracula. The Evil Ed to my Charlie Brewster—you know, like Fright Night, but for real. I’m going after the historical madman and current vampire lord, or whatever he is. You know more about what’s going on than I do, but if you don’t come, then I’ll go without you.”
Akerman dropped the guts in the lake, then looked up at him.
“You’re serious about doing this?”
“Yeah. Cammy’s in danger.”
“She’s been up there a whole year. If she was in danger, wouldn’t that show? Has it occurred to you that maybe she’s safer there than anywhere else?”
Brian stormed into the water and grabbed Akerman’s hoodie. He winced a little. Sometimes, if it was cold or wet, or both, his wrist ached. Or his shoulder, or his ribs. Or all of them. 
“He’s got her up there and no one’s giving me a straight answer, and for all I know he’s been eating people and he’s got her hypnotized or something!” he shouted.
 “All right!” Akerman raised his hands. “All right, I get it. But Warren, you have to slow down a second. Slow down.” He pried Brian’s hands from his hoodie. “I get it. All right? I just…” He clenched his jaw and let out a breath slowly. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”
“If you have some suggestion on how to not get myself dead, I’m all ears,” Brian told him. “If you don’t want to come, I get it. But give me something.”
“All right, all right.” Akerman rubbed his eyes. “Just… hold it.” He took some deep breaths. “We all need to cool down, ok?”
“What do you mean ‘we all’? You and me?”
“Listen Warren, if you’re serious, you need a plan, right?”
“Yeah,” Brian agreed. He hated to admit it, but he’d been trying all this time to find a tried-and-true way to kill vampires, but there were too many legends and myths out there. It sounded like staking and beheading were the closest to a sure thing, but if he was wrong… He’d just have to hope that the King of Vampires up there had genuine tools for killing members of his own species, and carried them around in his multi-million dollar vehicles for kicks. Otherwise, Brian was in for a bad time. 
“Give me a few days,” Akerman told him. “Don’t do anything yet. Let me think about it.”
“A few days?! But Cammy—”
“If she’s been up there this whole time, a few more days will not make a difference. Give me a few days to think of something, all right?!” 
Brian gritted his teeth, then spoke through them. “Ok, yeah. A few days.”
“Just don’t do anything stupid in the meanwhile,” Akerman told him.
Brian nodded. Having Akerman on board ought to increase his odds of making it out of there alive. Or at least, ending up regular dead if things went south. A few days. That was all the time Dracula had left. Or that Brian and Akerman had. 
 
 *****
 
Cammy was sitting at a small table in a busy downtown café, surreptitiously gazing about her through the hole in the adder stone she wore on a leather thong around her neck. A woman with bat wings and snakes for hair was ordering a low-fat latte with caramel swirl on top. Cammy quickly dropped the adder stone back under her shirt before the woman could see it when she turned away from the cashier. Without the stone, the woman looked like an attractive brunette with the features and figure of a classical Greek statue. Soft face, soft hands, serene expression, tall, stately. 
While the woman moved to a table across the room, Cammy busied herself with her phone, calling the only person she could talk to about this development. The man at whose mansion she was living, none other than Dracula himself. She’d moved in a year ago after winding up destitute and homeless. At first, she’d thought she’d learn all about fighting monsters, like a heroine in a tv show, but people had died, and it had been awful, and she’d had to kill her best friend. So instead of becoming a monster slayer she’d focused on school, and work, and avoiding the more dangerous supernaturals who’d also found sanctuary at his vast estate. She still didn’t quite understand why Dracula let satyrs live there. Even after a year, Cammy had only managed to talk to a handful of the other monsters up there: a shape-changing fox, a tanuki, and their child, as well as a few Icelandic elves, but hadn’t yet seen any of the ‘vampire ghost women’ she was assured were also up there somewhere. She didn’t even spend time looking for them anymore, and rarely saw the few friendly monsters, either. These days, the novelty of being surrounded by supernatural creatures she could only sometimes see had worn off some. Apparently people really could get used to anything. The phone rang four times, the buzz in her ear competing with the café’s hum, which she hoped would mask her call.
“Is this important?” was the greeting she got.
“I’m at a café, and there’s this woman who’s got bat wings and snake hair, like Medusa or something. I mean, she can’t be Medusa, no one’s turning to stone—”
“What is she doing?” he interrupted her. Was something bothering him?
“Nothing,” Cammy confessed. “She’s drinking a latte.”
“Then leave her be.”
“What if she’s dangerous?” Cammy persisted. “Shouldn’t we do something? What is she?”
“If she’s dangerous, all the more reason to leave her alone. Don’t do anything. I have no idea what she is. Nothing I’ve seen. I can’t talk right now.” The line went dead. 
Well. She was on her own, then. 
What are you doing that’s so incredibly important you can’t even be civil? she wondered. But what was she thinking? She knew he’d never be that terse unless he had reason to be. At least, he’d never been that terse without reason before. So it was just her and a bat-snake woman sitting across from each other in a busy café, and no one else knew what was up. 
“Great,” she said. 
The sun was out for a change, so clearly the woman didn’t mind sunlight. She drank coffee, so that meant she could eat regular food. 
That was all Cammy could figure out. Time to head to the internet. 
She had found nothing online except images and descriptions of Medusa when a young police officer let himself down in the seat across from her. Cammy almost threw her phone over her head in surprise, fumbled with it, and put on a smile she hoped looked natural. 
“Hope I’m not too late,” said her friend of many years, Brian Warren. 
“Hi, no. Not late,” Cammy assured him. She glanced at the woman, who was serenely sipping her coffee, bothering no one at all. The sun shone in through the glass windows, brightening the bustling space. Nothing was amiss. And now that Brian was here, Cammy didn’t want to risk using the adder stone again to take another look in case there was another monster hiding in plain sight. 
“I had to deal with this guy who held up a gas station, and he was high as a kite. Worse, so was the cashier. Neither one of them could tell me anything coherent.”
Cammy forced her eyes to focus on Brian’s face. His brown hair looked a bit mussed, there was a shadow of stubble on his chin, dark circles under his blue eyes. There was also something dark about his eyes as he swept them across the café. More than suspicion, but Cammy couldn’t figure out what.
“Sounds tough,” Cammy said. She watched Brian chug the cup of coffee he’d ordered. Her latte art had dissolved. Now that he was here she could finish drinking it. 
“Anything new with you?” Brian asked. He licked foam off his lip. 
“Not really. Just signing up for classes,” Cammy said, wondering what was going on with him. 
“You dealing with everything ok?” he asked. 
Cammy had figured that’s why he’d wanted to meet. 
In a few days it would be the anniversary of the death of a mutual friend—Heather—and shortly after that it would be Cammy’s birthday. Heather, Brian, and Brian’s sister, Melissa, used to celebrate Cammy’s birthday all together, but after what had happened last year, Cammy didn’t want to celebrate her birthday ever again. 
“Yeah, I mean… yeah,” Cammy answered, with vigorous nods for emphasis, trying to put on a brave face. Heather had been turned into a vampire, but Brian didn’t know that. He also didn’t know that Cammy had been the one who had put a stake—a broken broom handle, actually—through Heather’s heart to stop her bloodlust-fueled rampage. That wasn’t the sort of thing you could just tell people. 
Cammy noticed her hands were shaking, and thrust them under the table. She closed her eyes, drew breaths through her nose, squeezed her phone. Not now. Not the time to have a meltdown! There was some sort of monster sitting in the café. She didn’t know what it was, but she was the only one who could do anything about it. She couldn’t let herself go to pieces now. When she opened her eyes, Brian was gazing out the window. Good, maybe he hadn’t noticed her moment. 
“I saw this girl down at the precinct, and for a moment I thought it was Heather. It was like Heather had started using again, and gotten arrested. Then I remembered….” Brian fingered the cup. “Do you want to… do anything?”
“Hmm?” 
“About Heather. I thought we could do something. You know, to remember. Visit the park or something. You and me and Melissa. Unless you want your… friend to drive you.” 
Brian’s tone almost always became hostile when he was referring to Dracula. Cammy couldn’t blame him for being suspicious, but she wasn’t sure she could confide in him. 
After Heather went missing and Cammy had been evicted from the dingy apartment they had shared, Dracula had rescued Cammy from the same vampires who’d killed her friend. Then, inexplicably, he’d offered Cammy a place to stay in his weird mansion up past Snoqualmie Falls, with woodland and gardens and vineyards. Oh, and resident monsters. Brian didn’t know those details, of course. All he knew was that Cammy had moved in with a perfect stranger: a man of considerable wealth, who was enormously eccentric, secretive, and went by the most ludicrous name conceivable. 
The world was full of monsters, like in movies or books, but the rules weren’t what she’d expected for a magical Masquerade. There wasn’t a law set in stone not to talk about the supernatural or the creatures that went bump in the night. The monsters hid because there were humans who hunted them, and humans hunted them because some of the monsters hunted humans. Usually, the hunting happened out of sight, out of mind, but sometimes there was bleed over. Cammy still wanted to find out what was going on more than she’d wanted to be safe, and she’d been able to talk to some of the parties on both sides pretty openly. But she wasn’t certain Brian could handle the truth. He had been badly injured by a monster last year. Cammy couldn’t be more relieved that he didn’t remember what had happened. What would he say if he knew that one of her acquaintances was a werewolf? He already suspected that the man in whose mansion she was living was more than he appeared. Brian was a cop through and through; what would he think, what would he do if he found out that there were magical creatures that flitted around the periphery of human society? Some of them committed crimes out of malice, some out of necessity. He’d tried to stop the draugr, and he’d barely come out alive. 
“No—I mean, yes. I’d love to come with. When were you thinking?” 
“Melissa’s free on Thursday, so, evening?” Brian suggested. 
“I’ll make it work. Midterms are going to start next week, though,” she said. 
“Can I pick you up at”—Brian gritted his teeth—“your friend’s house?” 
Highly inadvisable. The mansion was guarded by monsters, plus her “friend” as Brian called him when he was trying to be polite, didn’t like people poking around. She knew that from firsthand experience. 
“I’ll check,” she told him. He snorted derisively and looked away as he sipped more of his coffee. “Hey, it’s not my house,” Cammy reminded him.
“I know,” he grumped. “It’s Dr. FBI’s summer home.”
“Dr. FBI” referred to an incident that had almost lost Brian his career, when he had arrested Dracula for impersonating a federal agent. In fact, Dracula was some sort of agent for a far more secretive government organization. Well, not agent. More like… an unwilling contract worker. But the Powers That Be which wanted the supernatural world dead weren’t keen on letting their greatest weapon get spotlit in the Justice System, where people were bound to ask questions. So they’d pulled some strings, and Brian had paid the price. Cammy still felt guilty about that. 
But she had nothing to say in response, so she glanced down at her phone. Brian set down his cup.
“Sorry. I’m on edge. It’s been crazy down at the precinct. There’s some missing persons reports that have been floating around, and when I hear those I think about Heather—”
“Missing persons?” Cammy interrupted.
“Yeah, a number of people going missing, all a few blocks apart. It might be racially motivated, or some sort of turf war. At any rate, most of them seem to be South Asian. But I’m not sure. I don’t work Missing Persons, I just hear chatter.”
“Do you know where?” Cammy asked. 
The warmth melted right out of Brian’s face and eyes. 
“Why?” he demanded. 
“No reason,” Cammy said. He continued to stare, his face unchanged. This was the worst change in him since he became a cop. It was like all he could see in anybody was a criminal just waiting to be caught. Even her. 
She averted her eyes. The bat-snake woman was watching the people pass by on the sidewalk outside. 
“I gotta go get some rest. It’s been a long shift,” Brian said. He stood.
“Thanks for meeting up,” Cammy told him.
“Yeah.” His voice was as cold as his expression. “Take care of yourself.” 
Cammy watched him stalk out the door, passing right by the bat-snake woman without a second glance, and disappear from sight. 
I should just tell him, she thought. He’d be ok. He could handle it. 
Who was she kidding? The minute she explained what was really going on, Brian would have an aneurysm when he figured out that her friend’s ridiculous name was not actually ridiculous. If he found out who and what the man actually was, and what had really happened to Heather, he might never forgive Cammy. 
She stared at the woman across the café. It was now or never. Cammy forced herself to stand, felt her stomach wobbling inside her. She drew more deep breaths, grabbed her bag, and made her way over. It was busy in the café; the bat-snake woman probably wouldn’t want to draw attention to herself in such a public, crowded space. That meant that Cammy could probably run for it if she had to. Probably. 
She stopped next to the woman’s table, trying to figure out what to say. Being direct might be the best bet, but that was only with friendly or neutral parties. She didn’t know about this one. 
The woman had noticed Cammy’s presence, and turned from the window to study her. 
“Can I help you?” the woman asked. Cammy thought she heard a slight accent, but she had no idea what the accent was.
“Um,” said Cammy, her stomach vibrating inside her, “What are you?”
The bat-snake woman’s expression remained fixed.
“I beg your pardon?” she asked.
“I mean,” Cammy glanced around the room, “you know, what are you?”
The bat-snake lady’s little smile melted away the same way Brian’s friendliness had. 
“Excuse me,” a man’s voice cut in. 
Cammy felt a hand on her shoulder. She looked up, and there was Malcolm at her side. He was addressing the woman very politely. 
“Pardon my young friend’s rudeness. I’m Malcolm Marrock, with the Order of Ophois.”
The woman snorted with amusement. She waved a finger in Cammy’s direction.
“Trainee?” she inquired.
“Not exactly,” Malcolm told her. “Guest of a friend of mine.”
“Well,” said the woman, smiling now, “I suppose it’s not so strange she doesn’t know me. This is only my third trip to the United States.”
“May I ask your business?” Malcolm asked, sounding innocent and friendly enough, though Cammy wondered if there was another message hidden under his winning smile. The Order of Ophois was a mercenary group of occultists, consisting partly of humans and partly of werewolves and other human-monster hybrids. They existed in an unhappy middle ground, so neither monsters nor monster hunters particularly liked them. Malcolm didn’t like them either. 
The woman finished her coffee. “Certainly. Vengeance,” she answered, and dabbed at her soft, pink lips with a napkin. “I’m Magaera.”
Cammy felt Malcolm’s fingers dig into her shoulder. It hurt. 
“I see. Thank you for your patience. I’m sorry to have troubled you.” Malcolm flashed an irresistible smile full of impossibly white teeth at her, and bowed his head. 
“No trouble at all. Good hunting to you, Ophois,” said the woman. 
Malcolm hurried Cammy out of the café and up the street to his cherry red muscle car. She recognized it by the beautiful mirror-polish wax job. This was the car he liked to remind everyone he had built himself. When they got to the curb, he sucked in a breath and clutched his hair.
“Do you have some sort of death wish?” he demanded. “You are going to get me killed one of these days, coming to save you.”
“I didn’t ask you to come.”
“No, you didn’t, but you know who did.” Malcolm ran his fingers through his slick, slightly curly black hair. “Do you have any idea who that was in there?” He pointed back the way they had come. 
“Who? Not what?” Cammy asked.
“Oh, she’s very much a Who. Magaera. One of the Furies.” Malcolm covered his face and swore in every language he knew. Or Cammy guessed he did. It sounded like a mix of Latin and Egyptian and French or whatever. She didn’t understand any of them, but he and her host were both polyglots, and she was beginning to occasionally recognize the languages, if not the actual words. 
“Furies?” Cammy repeated. She thought those were Greek demi-goddesses of some sort.
“Yeah, horrible spirits of vengeance. You don’t ever want to get in their way,” Malcolm told her. “They’re supposed to have bat-wings and snakes for hair and dog heads—”
“She didn’t have a dog head,” Cammy said. Malcolm shrugged.
“Probably the usual permutations that happen.” He shrugged. “Like with satyrs. They all have goat legs now because they’ve been depicted that way for centuries. They didn’t used to, but now they do.”
Cammy hadn’t known that. She’d never be able to look at satyrs the same way again. 
“You sure she wasn’t just lying? Like she was something else that doesn’t normally have a dog head but said she was a Fury to get us to leave her alone?” Cammy asked.
“I don’t know,” Malcolm snapped, “and I’d really rather not find out.”
Cammy crossed her arms. Typical Malcolm. He didn’t ever get involved unless he was getting paid to. But he was a mercenary, after all. 
A sleek, black, high-performance car pulled up along the sidewalk. The door popped open. The driver inside—Dracula—removed his sunglasses.
“Thank you, Malcolm,” he greeted. Malcolm saluted him with a finger.
“Anytime,” Malcolm answered flatly, then he stuck his hands under his armpits and leaned very carefully against his car, though he managed to make it look natural. In another walk of life, he’d have made a perfect male model: chiseled chin, high cheekbones, soulful eyes, perfect physique, and always dressed in that “effortless casual” that you saw on magazine covers. Malcolm knew it, too. He worked hard at maintaining appearances. Instead of trying to pass unnoticed, he made himself unforgettable. Cammy could recognize him by the scent of his cologne and hair product alone. 
“Cammy,” Dracula said, “I’ve got an assignment. Where do you want to be?”
Cammy nodded goodbye to Malcolm and slid into the passenger seat.
“What assignment?” she asked, closing the door. Dracula waited until she strapped in before he pulled away from the curb. He replaced the sunglasses. The black suit he wore matched the black car. He shifted gear and merged into traffic.
“Some missing people,” he said, and she knew immediately that it must be whatever Brian had heard about.
“All around the same area? South Asians?” she prompted.
He glanced toward her.
“Police have wind of this, I take it?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
For reasons she couldn’t guess, Dracula smirked to himself, then muttered in his native language. At least, she assumed it was his native language. He knew a lot of different ones, even more than Malcolm. “What’s going on?” Cammy asked. 
“I haven’t been told, and I don’t know,” he said, then looked to her again. 
“I’m in,” Cammy told him. 
“Very well,” he said. “That will save me the necessity of driving you back first.”  
His mansion was tucked up against the Cascades, far from the city, so it took a commute to get there and back. Cammy leaned back in her immaculate leather seat. He drove really nice cars, but this little beauty was his functional one, the one for “working.” 
The sun glinted off the large ring he wore, its face worn down from literal centuries of use, so she couldn’t make out the engraving. Aside from how well dressed he was—he never wore anything but perfectly tailored suits unless a job required dressing down—he didn’t look all that special. Not tall, not short; very powerfully muscular but not bulky; well-kempt hair but a gaunt face. Straight, thin nose; dark green, deep-set eyes, darkened over the centuries—or maybe during his life. He looked somewhere north of forty, though it was tricky to guess how far. 
He looked so little like the popular images of Dracula in pop culture that she wouldn’t have believed he was who he said he was if she hadn’t seen him in action with that strange sword, that terrible night when twenty vampires had surrounded her. He defied expectations. They didn’t matter to him. He used his real name and didn’t care who it confused, or whether they might figure out that he was the real deal. It drove Cammy nuts. But she had to concede he was right; it had been his name for centuries before anyone else started using it for their own purposes.
Bram Stoker had picked the name because, by the Victorian Era, its meaning had changed into something that worked for his vampire story. According to Dracula, Stoker hadn’t based his vampire on any particular member of the family, either; he’d just liked the name. And that had made all the difference. And Dracula resented every single minute of it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER  2
 
THE LADT OR THE TIGER 
 
“And how is Officer Warren?” Dracula asked his guest as he navigated his way downtown. He asked not just to be polite, but also because he found Brian’s unspoken infatuation with Cammy endlessly entertaining. Something about the modern man that made relationships nearly impossible to launch. Like the Victorian Era all over again.
Cammy crossed her arms. She was almost twenty-two, very slim, her short black hair flipping as she turned to pout out the window. Something about the modern way of life made twenty-somethings more like children than adults. She didn’t want to admit how she felt about Brian, either; her reticence was less intelligible to him than Brian’s.  
“Well?” he pressed. 
“We’re going to try to do something for… about… to remember Heather. He wants to pick me up.”
“When?”
“Thursday evening.”
“I’ll inform my tenants,” he offered. “Have him come up.”
He felt Cammy studying him out of the corner of her eye. He knew she didn’t know what to make of him, even after almost a full year living in his manor. No matter how many questions she asked, she never seemed to be able to take him at his word. That was the power of the narrative the world had adopted, and he was buried under it. Entombed, if he felt like waxing ironically poetic. 
He found a parking spot near an apartment complex. The brick facades were old, dirty, and crumbling; pigeons and crows rimmed the rooftops. Some tenants had their laundry hanging on the balconies, taking full advantage of the beautiful sunlight and unusually clear weather. 
“Are you going to stay out of trouble?” he asked Cammy. 
“Yeah,” Cammy said.
“Are you?” he repeated. 
“Yeah.”
He knew better. She never stayed out of trouble. That was how they’d stumbled across each other in the first place. He’d eliminated some vermin, and by coincidence—which he knew could have been nothing of the sort—he’d saved her. Then she had tracked him to his home and demanded to know what was going on. So he’d told her. 
He exited the vehicle and read the numbers of the top corners of the brick apartments, looking for the correct building. Cammy trotted behind him. She was slender, petite, looking all the smaller in her skinny, high-waisted jeans with a flannel shirt tied around her waist, a loose shirt hanging off one shoulder and her knit bag across the other. Oh, how fashions changed. 
Seeing the correct building, he stepped over a puddle, ascended the small flight of rust-stained concrete stairs, and found the apartment he sought. Once he stood in front of the door, he waved Cammy back with one hand and knocked. 
An agent from Special Services opened the door a crack. It was policy to secure a location until they had what they needed, or at least until they cleaned it sufficiently to prevent law enforcement or uninformed civilians from stumbling across anything difficult to explain. Usually, Special Services deployed five or more agents per job, if they had the manpower. 
Dracula stared at the man. His name was… Neilson? Something like that. His partner had been slaughtered by the draugr last year. He looked thinner and more wan than he had when last they’d crossed one another, or at least crossed paths. His shirt was wrinkled, and he had deep, dark circles under his eyes. 
The agent swung open the door and Dracula pushed past him. He knocked away the man’s drawn gun and waved Cammy in.
“Who is this?” the agent demanded when Cammy entered.
“This is Camellia Lilly, my guest,” Dracula explained. 
Neilson stared at Cammy, baffled, then looked to Dracula. It took him a few moments to think of a response to her presence.
“You brought a booty call with you?” he demanded. 
The man must have been taking notes from the other agents, or from Boese himself. He had been far more demure the last time he and Dracula had spoken. 
Cammy glared, her eyes blazing.
“Excuse you!” she said. “Rude! And not true!”
“Who authorized her to be here?” Neilson demanded, ignoring her.
“I did,” Dracula told him. “Now be silent. You are being very rude.”
Cammy sidled up beside Dracula as he took stock of the apartment. Torn curtains that looked more like dishrags, an overturned sofa. There was the usual linoleum floor in the tiny, attached kitchen. The grimy-looking refrigerator door was open. So he went over to the most interesting thing in the small apartment: the dead tiger lying half-hidden behind the overturned couch. 
“What is that?” Cammy asked.
“You have my adder stone,” he reminded her. “You tell me.” He’d lent her the adder stone after she’d moved in, in the hopes that should she see something dangerous she would know to avoid it. So far, it seemed she was using it to find creatures and seek them out instead. She pulled out the smooth little stone with a hole worn through the center. She wore it around her neck along with the key he’d given her for her room in his mansion. Cammy held the hole up to her eye and looked at the tiger.
“I don’t know. There’s some sort of… I’ve never seen it before. Glow?”
“If you please.” He held out his hand. She pulled the stone over her head and passed it to him. When he looked at the tiger’s corpse, he saw the faint, wavering haze of magic, but it was fading. It would be gone in an hour or two. He handed the adder stone back to Cammy. She turned in a circle as she put the stone back, her eyes searching for other clues. 
“Who lives here?” she wondered. 
An excellent question. She was perceptive, when she didn’t get in her own way, which was her unfortunate usual habit. Neilson remained silent, so Dracula stared at him unblinking until the man provided an answer.
“Supposed to belong to a woman named Cempaka Sin. Fake name, so far as we can tell.”
“The tiger’s female,” Dracula pointed out.
Cammy and Neilson stared at him.
“You mean, that’s the woman?” Cammy ventured, horrified.
“Perhaps,” he said. “Unless we find her elsewhere. Or she’s inside the tiger.”
He took the opportunity to look through the other rooms. The bathroom seemed ordinary, except that there was nothing in the medicine cabinet. There were no photos in the apartment at all, not even in the bedroom. The bed had a deep impression in the middle, much too large to fit the small women’s clothes that he found in the drawers and closet. Finally, with Cammy following behind, he went into the kitchen. What he would or would not find there ought to clinch the whole thing.
The contents of the refrigerator were still cool enough not to have gone bad. He spotted four cardboard Chinese takeout boxes, a durian fruit sliced in half and wrapped in plastic. In one drawer was unlabeled meat, about thirty pounds’ worth, wrapped in sealed plastic bags.
“I would say the tiger is the missing woman,” he asserted, picking up one of the bags.
“What makes you think so?” Cammy asked.
“Because this is probably human flesh,” he said. Cammy’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth. 
“Oh, that's so gross!” 
“Probably?” Neilson demanded pointedly. Dracula gave him his attention.
“Yes, probably. You can check, if you like.” He tossed the bag at the agent. Neilson sidestepped it and the bag sailed across the room to splat on the floor.
“You can check it,” Neilson retorted.
“But I won’t.” Dracula stood and returned to the tiger. 
“What happened?” Cammy wondered. 
“Someone came in and stabbed her,” he replied. 
“Stabbed her?” 
“Yes, in the chest. Here.” He pointed to five

OPS/images/EBOOK_-_Amaya_Tenshi_b01.jpg
= N3

////"

s =—--/
o ‘

AMAYA TENSHI





OPS/images/pasted-image.png





OPS/toc.xhtml
		Chapter 1






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





