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CHAPTER I
Baby Snatchers
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I was stunned; I couldn’t move. I just stood there, leaning against the wall, chewing on my thumb. What the fuck did I just see? Julie. A vampire baby snatcher? And Sarah. The baby-snatching getaway driver. 

Julie was dead, wasn’t she? Didn’t Detective Dietrich tell me that when he pulled me out of that abandoned coal mine at Land’s End? Julie, crucified and murdered out of spite by the vampire who made me, didn’t make it. That’s what Dietrich had told me. But here she was with my own progeny. The two of them couldn’t have looked more maniacal as they made their escape with a freshly hatched newborn. 

I had given chase when I saw Julie, but Sarah had screamed out of nowhere and scooped up her compatriot. It was straight out of a movie. Quite the smash-and-grab. They weren’t counting on yours truly to spoil the party.  

A cloud of smoke and the acrid smell of burnt rubber filled the air as I tried to wrap my head around what had just happened. Headlights and brake lights looked like neon tubes in a time-lapse photo as cars zipped by. Why I was drawn to Alta Bates in Berkeley was crystal clear now. Two nights in a row Julie’s vampiric magnetism had attracted me to the area. There was some sort of connection, a psychic bond between me and her. She obviously had been casing the medical center. I didn’t know if the bond was because of our lifelong friendship or our kinship as creatures of the night. I didn’t make Julie. Allegedly, I’d made Sarah, although I still doubted that. I didn’t know how the hell that had happened. My memory lapses had become few and far between, but there were still some gaps, and they were annoying as hell.

The amnesia I’d experienced when I’d first become a vampire made some kind of sense. I was a baby, in essence; I didn’t know what was going on, and my body was still adjusting to its new reality. A baby. Now I was chasing vampire baby snatchers. My entire existence had become the truest example of irony ever imagined. 

True, I had dispatched a few douchebags since I’d developed the ability to kill with impunity. But I had made the conscious decision not to become some kind of Satanic avenging angel. And now I was faced with a real dilemma. On the one hand, what the hell did I care what Julie and Sarah did with an infant? I mean, I had a pretty good idea what they were going to do. But seriously, what the fuck did I care? On the other hand, what was left of my human conscience couldn’t let them do what they were going to do. I’d never had kids, and I knew kids were out of the question now, but I just couldn’t let these two dingbats murder a newborn. I just couldn’t. On the third hand, there was a big part of me that wanted to really know what the fuck was going on with them. 

This little team-up together happened awfully quick. It had only been a few months since I’d last seen Andrei and Sarah. I knew they had a history; Andrei had admitted as much. Sarah, however, said she was in love with me. Sarah said I turned her. Sarah said a lot of things. And Julie ... well ... that was the shocking surprise. 

The last time I’d seen Julie, she’d died in my arms. Andrei’s smug ass and I had duked it out in a battle royal that ended with him at the bottom of a lagoon and me trapped in an abandoned coal mine. Jonas had told me that Andrei was nowhere to be found after the donnybrook at Sutro Baths. Did Jonas know about this turn of events with Julie? He was full of surprises, especially that whole oh, yeah, he’s a fucking vampire thing.

My thoughts wandered to Whitney and those memories tugged on my heartstrings like a fiddle player plucking out a tune. That poor girl. I’d really liked her. I saw so much of myself in her, except, you know, the murdering, blood-drinking parts. Since the turning, the nights with Whitney had been the best I’d spent while roaming the streets of San Francisco in the dead of night. As damaged as she was, her artistic abilities and her sensibilities spoke to me. It pained me that I didn’t do more to look out for her. It stung that it was Jonas who took her out. That had been one helluva way to find out that my dear detective was a vampire. 

It made sense in hindsight. All the clues were there. I never did read him as a prey animal like I had so many others. Hell, I couldn’t read him at all. His comfort level with what I was had always been off-putting, considering he empathized with me more than he should have, all the while playing up the detective angle. We were playing each other and didn’t know it. My failure to see what he was cost Whitney her life. 

And now. Yeah, now. What now? 

My inability to protect Whitney weighed heavily on me as I contemplated what to do about Julie and Sarah and the helpless baby they’d spirited off into the night in a red BMW convertible. My experiences with Christina and Sarah were attributable to the fact they had been tainted by vampires, not because I was becoming some weird lesbian vampire. 

One of the odd conclusions I had drawn during the time I was this ... this ... thing, was that we were all a little different. We all brought something different with us to the other side. I was still developing my abilities. I was still trying to understand what I was and what I could be. Survival was the most important thing. Now that I had pretty much figured that out, I supposed the rest would come. Many of the things I was capable of came to me in moments of crisis. Fight-or-flight responses tended to trigger new capabilities. I had spent the past few months refining my powers, learning to control them, and trying to figure out what else I could do.  

I had already established that Andrei was a pervert. He had been stalking me since I was twelve, maybe even younger. I had seen him become fog. Lord only knows what other abilities he had. But as far as the two women were concerned, I didn’t understand why they were zipping around in a car. Sarah had already demonstrated some shape-shifting ability during our daring Streets of San Francisco car chase escape from the cops. Quinn Martin would have been proud.  

Maybe because I had overcome my need for such modes of transportation, maybe because my powers were developing at an astronomical rate, maybe because I worked at it ... I took BART for the pure pleasure of it, for the want of feeling human once in a while, and I drove when I wanted to be reminded of the tortures of Bay Area traffic. The latter didn’t happen very often, but I had developed an affinity for German-made cars, BMWs in particular. So, every once in a while, I boosted one. 

So, it was highly doubtful that Julie and Sarah had developed any additional abilities, or they didn’t know how to use them. Maybe the personality traits from their mortal lives that were enhanced by the turning weren’t helpful to them in their new state. Maybe I was a Russian fighter pilot.  

Leaning against a wall and gnawing on my digits wasn’t getting me anywhere. And it was certainly not helping the infant that was in imminent danger from a duo of box blonde bloodsuckers.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER II
Queen of the Night
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Julie and Sarah had disappeared into the heart of Berkeley in a cloud of exhaust and burnt rubber smoke. A lesser person wouldn’t know what to do. A lesser person would have been paralyzed with inaction. A lesser vampire wouldn’t know how to pursue her quarry.

I am not a lesser vampire. 

I am Elizabeth.

I am Elizabeth Danae Rubis. 

And I am the Queen of the Fucking Night.

I took out the pack of cigarettes and a lighter, spun the wheel with my thumb, and put flame to paper and tobacco as I pursed my lips around the filter, all in one smooth motion. Drawing the air and smoke into my lungs as I had taught myself, the tissues inside my dead body burned. Yeah, I know, I didn’t smoke when I was alive, and the nicotine really did nothing for me, but the affectation was a simulation of life that helped me blend in with the mortals. And this moment called for a cigarette.

Tilting my head back and casting my gaze skyward, I forced the smoke from my lungs through my trachea and blew the most beautiful, perfect, round smoke rings. A burning in my eyes and an ache in my brain were followed by the flapping of leathery wings. A squadron of bats appeared overhead. Something shifted. I made the mental connection with the lead and saw as she saw. I took gentle control and willed her and her compatriots in the direction Sarah and Julie had headed. 

I no longer experienced the headaches or “nosebleeds,” or whatever they were. Hours and hours and night after night of practice had mitigated the symptoms of communing with the children of the night. The shift no longer felt forced, it was natural, comfortable even. Critters were still drawn to me. It was a bit unnerving at first, but I’d gotten used to my roommates in short order. And my predatory cat, Blackfoot, didn’t hunt them. She didn’t exactly cozy up to the spiders and bugs, but she didn’t try to eat them either. Birds, on the other hand ... let’s just say the parrots of Telegraph Hill learned to stay away. 

After using my furry, flying friends to find Serge Da Rocha, I was using them to find my best friend and my alleged progeny. Did I really just think that sentence? The colony of bats sensed what I wanted before I wanted it and before I could extinguish my cigarette they were on the girls’ trail and in hot pursuit, Anthony Edwards and Tom Cruise be damned. 

They left Berkeley and headed east into Oakland along Route 13 and banked southeast along Tunnel Road past Claremont and came to rest in a grove of trees along Lake Temescal. I could see through the eyes of my connection that Sarah and Julie had stopped and parked at the Temescal Beach House. The way they had torn out of Berkeley, I was surprised they hadn’t drawn the attention of the local police.

“Well ain’t that some shit,” I said, as I threw the cigarette down and screwed it into the ground with my booted foot. Now, I could have called the cops. There are a few payphones around, those few that haven’t been put on exhibit in museums, and I probably could have found one in short order. I knew Dietrich’s pal Tim by name. I’m sure he would have liked to know that there was a vampiric baby-napping ring operating in NorCal. Especially if this crew was connected to his nemesis, Andrei. But I was pretty sure Tim, and his SWAT team were no match for two vampires. Hell, they couldn’t handle little ol’ me.

I scrambled to the top of the building I had been leaning against and took my sprinter’s stance. Within three or four steps, I was flapping into the crisp late fall air on my way to Oaktown. The baby-snatching duo wasn’t very subtle. They had parked in plain sight in the main driveway of the beach house right off Broadway.

Temescal Beach House was an East Bay Regional Park that featured an actual beach in the middle of the city. I was a bit surprised that they would choose a place near so much water. Temescal was damn near one hundred years old and was a popular spot for events such as weddings. This pricey venue was not what I pictured when I thought of vampiric activities. Dusty, musty old, abandoned warehouses, lofts, back alleys, and crypts were more like it. 

There could only be one thing at the end of this trail of breadcrumbs, and I intended to find out what the fuck was going on. There was no way an event was going on. It was a bit late, but they couldn’t possibly be that brazen, could they? 

After transforming back into my “default” state, I surveyed the scene while using the trees as cover. As I took up a position, I watched Sarah and Julie as they sat in the BMW and appeared to be arguing. Hands were gesticulating wildly, and heads were snapping back and forth. The car’s windows muted their voices, but if body language was any kind of tell, these two were on the verge of an epic cat fight.

I could have used my winged friends for a closer look or listen, but I didn’t want to raise suspicions. These new vampires might not have been fully developed, but there was no telling what abilities they could manifest. If my own experience was any indicator, they at least had enhanced senses, especially hearing.

Sarah and Julie finished their argument and appeared to take simultaneous deep breaths and sigh. Julie reached between the two front bucket seats and scooped up the newborn as if she were the child’s mother. Considering what I thought they had in store for the baby, I was shocked at the care and concern. I half expected her to grab the kid by the ankle and drag the infant from the car, and bang its head on the seats, the door frame, and the ground for that matter. 

Julie’s driver moved with grace and power as she flung the driver’s door open. She pivoted in the leather seat and swung her legs out. The soles of her shoes made a solid clap as they hit the pavement of the driveway. Sarah stood straight up, placed her hands on her hips, and arched her back in a stretch as if she had just driven eight hours from San Diego nonstop. After showing no one in particular how limber she was, Sarah surveyed the area. Her eyes narrowed as she cast her reconnaissance in my direction. 

I rotated my body behind a large tree with a wide trunk. It wasn’t wide enough to conceal all of me, but with the darkness and the shadows, it was enough to keep Sarah from seeing me. 

“Would you hurry up?” Julie’s shrill, high-pitched voice pierced the night air. 

“Would you shut the fuck up? I want to make sure nobody followed us.”

“Who the hell would have followed us? We left ... her back in Berkeley.”

“Yeah, well, something doesn’t feel right.”

“Yeah, well, I’m thirsty.” 

“Yeah, well, you’re the one with the cold feet.”

“Look, bitch, I don’t know you that well, and this is a baby, for crying out loud. I just don’t like this idea.”

“Well, bitch, my maker abandoned me, I don’t have to answer to her. But I’ve got nothing better to do, so ... let’s do this.”

I rolled from behind the tree and took full view of them again. Julie let out an uncomfortable laugh that ended with something that sounded like, “I’m the one waiting on you, bitch ...” or some such. Maybe I imagined that’s what she said.

The unlikely couple, and the infant, headed for the main entrance to the pavilion. 

Julie led the way, but Sarah sprinted to catch up and pull the door open for Julie so she wouldn’t have to try to balance the child awkwardly while she tried to enter the facility. Jules clutched the infant close to her chest as she walked in, and Sarah let the door close behind them as she breezed in. 

I stepped forward, reached up and grasped a low-hanging branch with my right hand, and contemplated my next move. Numerous thoughts rolled around in my head as I waited. As I debated what to do, my thoughts wandered. I remembered what I thought I knew about Andrei’s modus operandi—identifying victims as adolescents, the method of dispatch. And then there were the traits that manifested after the turning, or the things that were enhanced. I knew how I had been affected, but Dietrich, Andrei, Julie, and Sarah continued to mystify me. Despite what I knew about myself, I was pretty sure I wasn’t done evolving. That being the case, what I knew about Andrei was probably only the tip of the fang, as it were.

The baby thing was new ... right? I mean, why were Julie and Sarah doing this? Why not attack adults like I had learned to do? I was mortified when I’d killed a child. I’d stayed my hand from killing more. Sarah was my “mistake” or “accident” or whatever. Julie? Well, God only knows how the hell that happened. I was there when she died. Dietrich told me she was dead. But we were all examples of death gone wrong. 

Andrei never seemed to want to bond with me. He never seemed to want a relationship. He didn’t want to mentor me or teach me the ways of the Force. All that psychic bond bullshit in the vampire movies was just that, bullshit. I never wanted to be close to him, to learn from him, to understand him. I just wanted to kill the fucker, and I thought I had. 

Now, I felt like I had to understand him. For some reason, I thought he was behind this, that he was the puppet master pulling the strings. I needed to know why he was using Sarah and Julie to do his dirty work, I needed to know why he was using them to kidnap babies—there was no way this was the first, and I needed to know what the fuck he was going to do with this particular baby. I had a pretty good idea, but I needed to know more. 

I hoped I was wrong.

Given Andrei’s penchant for pomp and circumstance, I was in no real hurry. Despite his ability to stand on ceremony, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure exactly how he was going to do what he was going to do to this poor child. 

Her wail, yes, “her,” snapped me out of my contemplative state and spurred me into action. It wasn’t close like it should have been. That told me they weren’t just on the other side of the door. It was as if the baby cried out from a distance. It wasn’t like listening to Sarah and Julie arguing just moments ago - there was space and walls between me and that child. And there was no way in hell I was going to let that stop me. The question was how was I going to do this. 

Should I blast through the main doors like Ahhhhnold rescuing Alyssa Milano in Commando? Should I go all Black Widow and scramble up to the roof and drop in on the beach side of the building? Should I slink around the side with my back to the outer wall?

Well, there was no way I was going to go bursting into the event space on the other side of the main door without knowing what I was getting myself into. And since I was fairly certain that my quarry wasn’t inside the wedding/reception chapel/hall, I decided to employ my recon unit and reconnoiter. The colony of bats left the tree and took flight at almost the exact moment the thought entered my mind.  

It didn’t take long for me to make the telepathic connection with the lead as the colony banked left over the building toward the lake. Three vamps and a baby were nowhere to be seen. The stone patio was empty except for some outdoor lounge chairs, and the thin strip of beach was deserted. 

A one-woman SWAT team I was not, vampire or no vampire. However, Sarah and Julie would be no match for me, but if Andrei was here ... let’s just say I didn’t want to find out. He would be in his element. He was willing his charges to do bad things, very bad things. There was a purpose to this kidnapping. My imagination ran away with the possibilities. All of them ended with a dead baby.

The thought of calling the police popped into my head again. I had done it before. Almost had the bastard too. I was afraid if I did it this time and the Keystone Cops showed up instead of competent police officers, this trio would escape and the baby would be lost forever. It couldn’t have been my maternal instincts. I was pretty sure I didn’t have any. So, why was I so concerned about this one infant? 

Well, there was no way I was going to let Andrei get what he wanted, especially when I knew what that was for once. This demonic love triangle needed to be smashed. Sarah and Julie should not exist, they had no right to exist. A bit hypocritical coming from yours truly, but Andrei had killed Julie to spite me, and I’d made Sarah somehow. 

This baby didn’t deserve what was about to happen to her. That was all there was to it.

I willed a squadron of bats to break off from the main colony and break through the windows—all the windows. And break the windows they did. Simultaneously. It was epic. To the untrained eye, to the uninitiated, it looked like a Hollywood action movie stunt. A stunt that had taken weeks to coordinate, hours and hours of math, and dozens of pounds of explosives. I used bats. Unfortunately, there were casualties. They could sense my remorse. They bent to my will regardless. 

I communed with multiple bats at once and received a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the event hall. What I saw would haunt me the rest of my days.

Sarah and Julie had hold of the baby, one arm each, engaged in a macabre tug-o-war, the infant naked and wailing. Lord only knows when this child last ate; it was probably cold and scared. The element of surprise was mine, and I needed to use it to my full advantage. 

Since the main entrance doors opened from the inside out, and I wanted to be as dramatic and intimidating as possible, I directed a group of bats to blow the door outward. This had the effect of heralding my entrance. In all of my Queen of the Fucking Night glory, I blew into the main event hall like a hot dirty vengeful wind.

The combination of my pounding strut and swirling bats gave the impression of a shark slicing through a school of prey fish, only the bats weren’t my prey, they were my confederates. My squadron gave way and created a buffer of airspace as I strolled toward this duo of would-be baby killers. 

“Beth...” Sarah started. I backhanded her across the room. 

“Nobody. Calls. Me. Beth.”

Julie rose to her feet, backtracked across the room, and fell into a portable bistro table and water pitcher. I half expected her to go all Wicked Witch of the West and melt when the pitcher dumped its contents on her blonde curls. 

“I’m sorry, Elizabeth, I am so sorry.”

“I’m the one who owes you an apology for getting you into this mess in the first place, but this isn’t the time or the place.”

Scanning the room quickly to make sure Sarah and Julie didn’t get any bright ideas to outflank me, I approached Julie, who had ended up with the baby clutched in her arms. Sarah was still on the ground with the back of her hand held to her injured mouth. Julie was scared out of her wits. I wasn’t worried about either one of them.

I felt confident, powerful ... righteous. 

I knew I wasn’t going to get the explanation I wanted, at least not now, not tonight. My priority was to abscond with the child and return her to her rightful place. Interrogating Julie and Sarah was not an option right now. But I had the high ground, and the fuckers knew it. What surprised me was the absence of Andrei.

That sly grin curled my lips and revealed my fangs. My eyes burned an electric blue I still didn’t quite understand.

“I’m taking the baby, Julie.”

“Oh, are you now?”

“Yeah, and there’s not one goddamn thing you can do to stop me.”

“It was her idea!” Julie tossed her head in Sarah’s direction.

“Are you fucking kidding me? This was your idea.”

“Where’s Andrei?!”

“What? Andrei? Why would he be here?” Julie asked.

“You mean to tell me this is all your idea?” 

Julie tossed her head in Sarah’s direction.

And with that, I directed my winged posse to attack Sarah with impunity. She threw her arms in front of her eyes in an instinctive protective manner, before disappearing in a poof of leathery bat wings and flying off into the night. While she was stunned with the spectacle in front of her, I scooped up the baby from Julie’s arms and headed for the exit. Julie made a move to rise to her feet. Her lips were pulled back, her fangs were bared, and she hissed at me. It was a weak hiss; it was more like a leak. 

“Julie, don’t. Where are the car keys?”

“I-i-i-n the ignition, I think.”

“Good answer.”

The bats continued to swirl about, and they flew alongside me like a fighter escort as I headed out into the night. My protectors dispersed as I broke the telepathic connection and headed for Sarah’s boosted BMW.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER III
Rats
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I searched Sarah’s car desperately for something I could swaddle the baby in. I found a sorry excuse for a windbreaker in the sorry excuse for a trunk and wrapped the child in that. I belted her in the passenger seat the best I could. She cooed at me as I looked down at her. Don’t even ask me why she felt comforted in my presence. That shit made no sense.

The coupe was responsive to me as I turned it over, threw it in gear, and tromped on the gas. Oh, my, it was like “buttah” as I tore out of the Temescal Beach House parking area and headed for Tunnel Road. Cops be damned, I was getting this kid back to the maternity ward before any angry bitch bats could catch up to us.

I did slam on the brakes once as Tunnel Road turned into Ashby Avenue and I saw California Highway Patrol on the shoulder. The nose of the car dipped as I looked over to see the CHP officer more concerned with paperwork than running radar. It lurched forward again as I mashed the accelerator to the floor.

The eight-minute drive seemed to take an eternity. Throughout all four hundred and eighty seconds I glanced at the rearview mirror frantically looking for a bat that wasn’t part of my crew. When I got to Colby Street, I found a parking spot and ditched the car. I exited the vehicle and zipped around to the passenger side and flung the door open. I liberated the baby from the seat belt and scooped her into my arms. She continued to coo. She didn’t fuss, she didn’t spit up, she didn’t whimper. She cooed. 

Within seconds we were strutting into Alta Bates like we owned the place. We blew past the emergency room entrance and headed for the main door. A rent-a-cop tried to stand but I shot him a look that froze his blood. “Don’t.” I glared at him, and he practically spit up. I looked down at the child. She was a cutie with a full head of dark curly hair—hopefully crib cap would be kind to her—and hazel eyes.  As I cradled the child in the crook of my right elbow, I pushed the elevator call button repeatedly. Damn OCD. You can’t tell me the elevator doesn’t come faster the more you press the button. 

The lift finally came. I started to board the car, but we had to wait for twelve people, twelve fucking people—how the fuck did they fit twelve people in here? —to get off. I turned to face the doors as a family of four tried to get on.

“Take the next one.” My new vocal range never ceases to amaze me. The look of sheer terror on their faces made me chuckle as the elevator took us to the third floor. I was relieved that no one was waiting for the elevator to take them down when the doors opened. My boots made a distinct sound as I pounded my way to the nurses’ station. 

“Um, hi, yeah, excuse me, I’d like to return this.”

“Um ... ma’am?”

“This baby, I’d like to return it.”

Unbeknownst to me, Nurse Ratched over here hit a silent alarm button or some such. Moments later, my acute sense of hearing picked up the distinct sounds of armed security guards or cops galvanized into action and headed in my direction.

“You did not.” 

The nurse peed herself.

I reached over the counter of the nurses’ station and grabbed at the alarm-button-pushing bitch, but the fistful of hair I aimed for slipped through my fingers as she pushed backward on her wheeled stool and zoomed away, leaving a trickle of urine behind. Great, another fight-or-flight situation. Oddly enough, I didn’t want to do either, I just wanted to return the baby. Despite the jostling, she stayed still and quiet in the crook of my elbow. 

As the security guards and cops approached from opposite directions, I turned toward the interior of the space, one hundred and eighty degrees from the way I came. I closed one eye and turned my head away as if I were bracing for impact as I held the baby out in a supplicating gesture.

“Don’t move, lady! Freeze!”

As if I was going anywhere.

“I didn’t take the baby, I rescued her. And
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