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      Chapter One

      


      Kyiv, Ukraine; February 23, 2022:


       The blonde coed rolled her eyes as she sighed into the telephone receiver. “I’m not languishing in a backwater country, Mom; Kyiv is the seventh-most populous city in Europe. Yes, they speak English here… well, mostly Ukrainian and Russian but they teach English in the schools and at least half the people speak it.” Clarissa Hobbes glanced at her roommate, as the Ukrainian girl gathered her schoolbooks and headed toward the door. “I’ll catch up with you in class, Nastya,” she called out. The girl waved, closing the door behind her, and Clarissa refocused her attention on the phone in her hand. “I didn’t say nasty, I said Nastya. It’s my roommate’s name.”


 
“What sort of a name is that?”


 
“It’s Ukrainian, duh! It’s short for Anastasiya. Nastya told me it means resurrection. She’s a lovely girl, Mom, and I lucked out getting her as a roommate.”


 
“You’d have been better off staying at the local college. You must be freezing over there.”


 
Clarissa sighed. “It is cold. The temperature hasn’t risen above thirty degrees since I arrived six weeks ago. But I bought a gorgeous warm fur coat from one of the local shops.”


 
“I still don’t understand why you would leave the comfortable home you grew up in to travel to the other side of the world.”


 
“Mom, I’ve spent my entire life in Meadowbrook, just like every other Hobbes woman in our family has for generations. I jumped at the chance to participate in this student exchange program so I could see another part of the world and experience life and culture and cuisine from a completely different perspective before I return home to the small town I’ll probably never leave again.”


 
“Cuisine? Is that a fancy word for borscht and cabbage? Bad weather, bad food, and now bad news; you should come home immediately.”


 
“The winter semester’s half over; I’ll be back home in a month-and-a-half, anyway. But despite the cold, Ukraine is an absolutely beautiful country. Nastya and her sister Yulia have been taking me sightseeing to different oblasts every weekend. And the people here are the friendliest––”


 
“The Ukrainians may be friendly but their Russian neighbors aren’t. We watch the news every night. They said on TV that Russia has 150,000 troops stationed on three sides of the country. It’s not safe.”


 
Clarissa chuckled. “Everyone here says it’s just more sabre-rattling. Life’s perfectly normal: the shops are open, school’s in session, and no one’s worrying.” She glanced out the window at the bustling city street below, failing to notice the door opening behind her.


 
“That’s not my only concern.  You mustn’t become so involved with your college studies that you let your other studies lapse. I realize you’ve been practicing spells and honing your powers ever since you were a little girl but we Hobbes witches are charged with unique responsibilities that require your constant commitment to our heritage.”


 
Clarissa sighed, gazing through the window at the scenic snow-covered walkway. “I know.” She waved her arm and three miniature fire-breathing dragons appeared, suspended in the air before her. “I’m not slacking; I practice my witchcraft every night after my roommate has gone to sleep.” 


 
“You must do so discreetly, Clarissa. Sharing your living quarters with a mortal is fraught with risk.”


 
“I’m always careful. After six weeks of living together, I know her daily routine. Nastya has no clue I’m a witch.” She uttered a spell and the magical creations faded away. Clarissa pivoted swiftly at the sound of a thud behind her. She saw the Ukrainian girl collecting scattered school papers and shoving them back into the textbook she had dropped.


 
Nastya gave a sheepish look. “I forgot my homework.”


 
Clarissa frowned. “I’ll have to call you back, Mom.”





  

That Evening:


 
The suitcase was overflowing with clothes. The modest-sized valise had managed to accommodate all of Clarissa’s clothing from Meadowbrook with a little room to spare but now zipping it up seemed an impossible task. “How could I have bought so many clothes in such a short time?” Clarissa remembered the quaint shops and boutiques lining the main streets in the Kyiv shopping district and pondered the danger of impulse buying on a credit card while caught up in the euphoria of living in a foreign land.


 
Nastya poked her head through the bedroom doorway. A surprised look appeared on her face. “You’re packing?”


 
Clarissa sighed. “I can’t stay, Nastya. Not now.”


 
“But why not? I don’t understand. I told you I wouldn’t tell anyone. I haven’t even mentioned it to Yulia, and we’ve always shared everything since childhood.”


 
“And I appreciate that but it’s not that simple. This is like a really big family secret. No one outside of the Hobbes family — except for our coven —knows we’re witches. I’m going to be in big trouble for letting you find out but I can minimize the damage by leaving now.”


 
“I don’t believe those superstitious tales about witches being evil. I know you well enough by now to know you wouldn’t harm me and I think having a witch for a roommate is totally cool.”


 
“When my family learns about this, they’ll insist I come home immediately. It’s not that I want to leave Ukraine. I love your country, and you and your sister have been my best friends since I arrived. But there are rules about this sort of thing and by outing myself I’ve just broken one of the biggest.”


 
“You did nothing. I found out by accident and no one will ever know. I promise I’ll take your secret to the grave if only you stay, at least until the end of the school term.”


 
Clarissa sighed again. “I wish I could; I really do. But I’ve already made the plane reservation for tomorrow night. I know you mean what you say, Nastya, but all it would take for my secret to be exposed is one careless slip of the tongue. I hate having to go but I have no choice.”


 
“At least promise me you’ll — how do you Americans say it? — sleep on it tonight. Things always look brighter in the morning.”


 
Clarissa forced a smile. She knew the coming dawn would have to be her last Ukrainian sunrise yet she nodded anyway. “Okay, I promise.” She glanced down at the suitcase pondering if there was a spell that would make everything fit inside. Clarissa knew she would have to leave some things behind and wished the deep feeling of regret encompassing her could be one of them.





  

Kyiv, Ukraine; February 24, 2022; Dawn:

 

The light from her bedroom window awakened Clarissa. The morning sun was brighter than usual, and louder too. Clarissa shook the fog from her head and sat up in bed. Louder? she thought. Sunrise was always a quiet, peaceful experience. She wondered if a thunderstorm had passed through overnight. Clarissa knew winter thunder snowstorms were rare occurrences yet she scurried to the window hoping to catch a glimpse of the purplish-blue lightning bolts such unique storms produced. Instead of flashes of lightning, huge bursts of red and orange explosions filled the morning sky.


 
Nastya pounded on her door. “Come in,” Clarissa called out, still staring uncomprehendingly at the unexpected light show. Her roommate rushed in clutching her phone. “It’s all over the news. I heard the shells but my window faces the wrong way. Can you see anything out yours?”


 
Clarissa turned from the window, confused. “Is it some sort of Ukrainian celebration like the Fourth of July or Guy Fawkes Day?” She paused when she noticed Nastya’s frightened countenance.


 
Nastya shook her head. “They said it wouldn’t happen. The Russians are invading Kharkiv.” She passed her phone to Clarissa. “People are posting videos but the news reports claim the explosions can be seen as far away as Kyiv.”


 
“Large-scale amphibious landings were reported in Mariupol,” Clarissa read from the screen. “Russian troops are also crossing the border from Belarus.”


 
Nastya took her phone back. “I must call Yulia and tell her to stay with us. She’ll be safer here in the city. I doubt missiles fired from Russia can reach all the way to Kyiv.” Nastya phoned her sister and turned to Clarissa after she had clicked off the call. “She’s on her way.” The color had rushed from her face leaving the young woman unusually ashen. “Yulia said Boryspil International Airport was hit by missiles. That’s only twenty-nine kilometers away from Kyiv.”


 
“That’s the airport I flew into when I first arrived here.”


 
Nastya nodded. “It’s our largest airport. All the international flights go through Boryspil International Airport. But no one will be flying out from there now.”


 
“I’ll have to call the airline and find another way to get home. There must be another international airport in Ukraine.”


 
Nastya shook her head. “Yulia told me the president has closed Ukrainian airspace to all civilian flights. We’re at war and the skies are now a combat zone.”


 
Clarissa grimaced. “I guess I won’t be flying home after all.” She glanced at the overstuffed suitcase. “I suppose I should unpack.”





  

Kyiv, Ukraine; February 26, 2022; Afternoon:


 
Clarissa watched the two young women shaking in fear as they huddled together. “I can’t stand the noise anymore!” Yulia said. “Make it stop.”


 
Nastya gently stroked her younger sister’s hair. “It’s like thunder — loud and scary but it can’t hurt you as long as you stay away from the windows to avoid flying debris or bullets.”


 
Yulia looked up at her sister. “You know that’s not true. The Russians are bombing Kyiv. The missiles are destroying apartment buildings, bridges, and even schools. There were hundreds of civilian casualties in last night’s shelling. Russian soldiers are trying to infiltrate the city as we speak. We must seek shelter.”


 
“Where?” Clarissa asked. “Nowhere appears to be safe.”


 
Nastya ruminated. “Underground. There’s an underground parking garage two blocks from our apartment building. We’ll be safe there from the shelling.”


 
“Safe once we get there.” Yulia frowned. “Two blocks of open road is a long way when there are missiles and artillery shells falling out of the sky.”


 
Clarissa grimaced. “Let’s go. I’ll make sure you get there.”


 
Yulia stared at the American girl incredulously. “Are you mad?” Clarissa saw the disbelieving look in the younger girl’s eyes before turning to the penetrating gaze of her older sister. “Can you really protect us while we’re out in the open?” Nastya asked.


 
“I promise,” Clarissa replied with grim-faced determination. 


 
Nastya grabbed her sister’s hand and led her to the door. 


 
“You’re both mad,” Yulia said, “but I suppose we’ll be killed if we stay here.”


 
Not trusting the elevator, they took the stairs down to the ground floor and exited the building. “Take Yulia to the parking garage,” Clarissa said to Nastya. “I’ll cast a spell creating an invisible shield around the pair of you.”


 
“You’re not coming with us?” Nastya asked.


 
Clarissa glanced about. Frightened civilians were fleeing the high-rise apartments, scurrying to find sanctuary in basements, bomb shelters, and subways. Fragments of shell casings and debris from destroyed buildings were scattered as far as she could see and rising smoke, along with the acrid smell of spent explosives, filled the air. A body lay beneath the street sign at the corner, a cautionary visage for any not seeking shelter. The frightening sound of multiple explosions continued to reverberate, as did the cascade of children screaming, and the cries of the injured or grieving. Clarissa shook her head. “I’m needed here.”


 
“Aren’t you afraid someone will see you using your powers?”


 
“I think everyone is too busy trying to stay alive to notice me. Now run. I’ll cover you both.” She forced a parting smile. “Glory to Ukraine, my friend.”


 
Nastya nodded.  “Heroyam Slava. It means glory to the heroes. You’re truly one of us now.” She led her sister down the road to the underground garage.


 
Clarissa cast her spell of protection over the two women. It was as if an invisible, impenetrable umbrella followed above them as they fled down the street, warding off flying debris. She watched as they reached the parking garage, Nastya quickly waving at her before they descended into their subterranean shelter. Clarissa glanced up at the missile streaking across the sky. The spell was powerful and required more energy but she channeled her witchcraft targeting the missile and the speeding projectile crumbled into dust, scattering in the wind. She saw two more missiles flying overhead and destroyed them as well. Drained, Clarissa leaned against the wall of the apartment building she had shared with Nastya. Despite a lifetime of training, until now she had never had to use her magical abilities against a continuing barrage of threats. She realized not even a witch could end a war. She decided it was time to join Nastya and Yulia underground. Then, she heard the now familiar shrill whistle of yet two more missiles. They were close and, judging from their trajectories, targeting the two tallest buildings nearby — the apartment building Clarissa was propping herself against, and the hospital several blocks away. She forced herself to her feet, summoning what remaining energy and willpower she could, aware that at best she could destroy only one of the incoming missiles. Clarissa knew most of the frightened tenants had already evacuated their building but the hospital would be overflowing with the sick and wounded. She thought of all the innocent civilians in harm’s way — young and old; men, women, and children  — and it wasn’t really a choice at all. She strained, sweat dripping from her brow, as she uttered the arcane incantation and watched with a sense of accomplishment when the missile disintegrated as it neared the hospital. Exhausted, Clarissa looked up at the other deadly projectile. The shrill whistling grew louder but it appeared to approach in slow motion. There was sound and light, louder and brighter than on that inauspicious morning two days earlier when the terror had begun. Clarissa Hobbes never saw the missile strike the building or the subsequent debris that rained down upon her.


           
     
   





	
	Chapter Two



	
		The Mansion; The Present:


         The light of the full moon shone through the gaping hole in the roof and ceiling of both floors of the mansion, bathing the erstwhile werewolf in its luminous glow. At first, Benton Cartwright thought the binding spell Clarissa Hobbes had cast earlier that evening was preventing him from transforming into the feral beast but then he noticed his shredded clothes sprawled across the floor. The werewolf’s physical frame, being larger than Benton’s, had caused the beast to burst through the teenage boy’s attire at the time of his transformation. While Benton failed to recall his pulse-pounding fear of imminent attack by the Void Wraiths that had triggered his metamorphosis despite the binding spell, he was puzzled how he could now be human beneath the full moon’s light.


 
Benton perused his surroundings, attempting to glean what had happened. The mansion’s vampire inhabitants — Talia, Arabella, Aurelia, Balthazar, Gadsen, Jaxson, Audrey, and Zachary — lay motionless at his feet. Benton didn’t realize they were vampires or that they had been rendered unconscious by an earth spell tinged with ultraviolet light cast by the geomancer Ezekiel Croft who now towered over him. A dark cloak draped over the bearded man's shoulders enshrouded the intimidating figure down to his ankles. His black felt Puritan hat partially obscured his weathered face yet allowed strands of brown hair to protrude from beneath it, fluttering across his menacing glare. The only member of the household still standing was the dandy Elder vampire Sebastian who, while remaining conscious due to his symbiotic union with the alien symbiont known as the Nightcrawler, had nonetheless been rendered immobile by the geomancer’s spell. The tall Elder was, as always, impeccably well-dressed: attired in his charcoal-gray tweed long coat that matched his trousers, ending at his thighs. His vest, a lighter shade of gray, offset his white ruffled dress shirt, and a red carnation was anchored in the buttonhole of his wide lapel to the right of his bowtie. “You claim the supercollider complex was destroyed in a massive explosion?” Sebastian asked the geomancer.


 
“The tremendous energy it was releasing not only tore open a dimensional rift above us but left unchecked would have destroyed the planet,” Croft said. “As a geomancer, my powers come from the earth itself and I am charged with safeguarding it. After repairing the damage it had caused, it was necessary to destroy the supercollider.”


 
Sebastian frowned, realizing reporter Pete Riley had ended their phone call saying he was about to confront Prof. Allegra and prevent him from implementing Alexander’s plan to fire up the supercollider. Obviously Riley had failed to stop the professor, yet Sebastian worried his human friend might have been caught in the ensuing explosion. “Release me. “I must go there at once.”


 
Croft gave the dandy vampire a menacing look. “I’ve already told you, you may not leave until I‘ve determined whether you’re a potential threat, as well. I sense there’s more to you than appears on the surface. As a geomancer, I have an overriding duty to guard and protect the planet from preternatural forces that could endanger it. But you must wait until I’ve dealt with the other threat. By their very nature, werewolves are feral creatures unleashing devastation while acting without reason. After I’ve destroyed the werewolf, which I’ve now rendered helpless in its human form, I shall evaluate your unusual situation and decide if you should also be destroyed.”


 
Sebastian grinned, his eyes falling upon the faux carnation in his lapel buttonhole. “Unlike the others, I’m impervious to sunlight. Since you claim to have saved the Earth, I’ll allow you the opportunity to depart unhindered; however…” Sebastian glanced down at the naked teenaged boy still cowering on the floor, “should you attempt to harm the boy, I shall be quite willing to end your existence.”


 
Croft laughed. “You’ve demonstrated an unusual and intriguing invulnerability to sunlight for one of your kind but you’re nonetheless immobilized. You can do nothing to prevent the boy’s imminent death nor, if I so decide, your own destruction.” Croft advanced on Benton Cartwright. “It’s unfortunate I must kill a defenseless child but the beast into which you transform poses too unpredictable a threat.”


 
Clarissa materialized between Benton and the geomancer. “Who are you?” Croft asked the ghostly witch.


 
Benton gasped in surprise. “You can see her?” He realized Clarissa had appeared in her corporeal form and he believed she might now be vulnerable, as she was no longer an intangible spirit.


 
The teenaged girl glowered at the geomancer, appearing to grow larger and possibly even older as she spoke. “Be warned. The boy, Benton Cartwright, is under my protection and I shall not allow you to harm him.”


 
The geomancer grimaced, his countenance filling with a look of grim determination. “Ezekiel Croft retreats from no man nor woman. I draw my power from the earth itself, making me a most formidable opponent for any foolish enough to oppose me.”


 
Clarissa raised her arms. A glowing, flaming ball of fire appeared in the palm of each of her outstretched hands. “Then remain, and face the arcane magic of a Hobbes witch!”


 
Croft grinned. “Impressive… Were you not facing a geomancer. Fire is an earth element, and as such, completely within my control.” He raised his hands and sucked the fireballs into his open palms, absorbing the flames harmlessly.


 
Benton’s eyes filled with fear. “Clarissa, run! He’s too powerful. It’s me he’s after. Save yourself.”


 
Clarissa shook her head. “You know that, as your guardian, you’re my charge to protect.”


 
“But you’re tangible. You’ll be vulnerable in your corporeal form.”


 
“I’m already dead. He can’t kill me again.”


 
“Perhaps not,” Croft said, “although given enough time I might be able to exorcise your spirit. But as it is, I possess sufficient power to harm you or merely render you helpless. To me, you’re nothing more than a minor obstacle standing in the way of my sacred duty to destroy the preternatural threat you’re shielding.”


 
Sebastian communicated telepathically with the symbiont. Although the geomancer’s immobilized me, I don’t think he’s aware of you, my pretty. A surprise attack from an unexpected source might defeat our foe before he can muster his defenses. Sebastian felt the Nightcrawler’s tendrils release their grasp from around his heart as the symbiont leapt from his lapel and launched itself at Ezekiel Croft. The alien symbiont’s tendrils bore into the geomancer, sucking out his blood from each of the orifices it had created. The Nightcrawler turned ruby red as it engorged itself on its victim’s blood. Staggering from blood loss, Croft faltered but did not fall. He grasped the Nightcrawler with both hands and plucked it from his body, throwing it across the room. Sebastian frowned. I’ve never seen anyone do that before, he thought.  Just how much power does the geomancer wield?


 
Clarissa saw her opening and took advantage of it. She cast a spell encasing Croft in a block of iron from his neck down. “Iron should bind any magical being, even a geomancer.”


 
Croft glowered at her. “Damn you, witch! You’d never have been able to entrap me had I not been weakened by that alien creature.”


 
“I’m surprised you were only weakened,” Sebastian said, inviting the symbiont to return to his lapel in its form of a faux carnation. “Few have survived an encounter with the Nightcrawler.”


 
“Release me, witch!” Croft exclaimed as he noticed the vampires stirring, recovering from his enchantment.


 
Sebastian took a step forward. “I can move again. I must hasten to Mr. Riley, although I fear I may already be too late.” He turned to Clarissa. “Thank you, young lady, for your assistance. I look forward to getting better acquainted with you but I have an urgent matter to which I must attend. For now, the geomancer has been sufficiently weakened so that his enchantments appear to have been dispelled. I trust the others will be quite capable of dealing with him once they’ve completely awakened.” Sebastian raced to the foyer and once outside the mansion transformed into a bat, heading toward Prof. Allegra’s supercollider complex.





  



 
The vampire known as Claxton — his given name long lost millennia ago within the swirling mists of time — reentered the abandoned and forgotten mausoleum on the grounds of Arlington National Cemetery, fresh blood still dripping from his lips. He addressed a recently bricked-up wall within the crypt. “You missed a delicious evening, Gaunt.” Claxton licked the blood. “Can you smell it through the wall, Gaunt? Does this pathetic mortal’s blood call out to you, its sanguine liquid promising to satiate your unbearable thirst?” He laughed. “This is only the beginning of your torture, Gaunt. With each passing night, your bloodlust shall increase, becoming more and more excruciating while the need for blood will leave you enervated. Your addiction to blood means you’ll suffer the horrendous withdrawal pains of any addict denied his nepenthe. That is your future: eternal weakness and helplessness, trapped behind this wall forever.” He frowned. “No reply? No arrogant threats or pathetic pleas for mercy? How disappointing. Yet, sooner or later, be it days or centuries from now, you shall beg for a single drop of blood or, conversely, the final release from your torturous existence. At that moment, my satisfaction shall be complete and perhaps I’ll grant you one or both boons.” Claxton reached out to the wall, his fingers gently caressing the bricks before him. “Yet, as much as I’d enjoy breaking your spirit, I prefer a few more centuries to bask in your misery from such condign punishment.”





  



 
Brandon Riley pressed his foot down on the gas pedal. “I’m driving as fast as I can.”


 
His sister, Alexis Riley Wellington, frowned. “If you just tell me where you think Uncle Pete is, I can transform into a bat and fly there within minutes.”


 
“That’s what I’m afraid of. The last time I told you Uncle Pete was in danger, you flew directly to the military base and confronted Gen. Roddenberry. Your recklessness almost got you destroyed by Roddenberry’s silver bullet. If it hadn’t been for Jaxson —”


 
Alexis groaned. “Fine. We’ll rescue him together but you’ve got to fill me in. Tell me everything you know about the danger he’s — and we’re — facing.”


 
“I didn’t believe it at first, but that kid — Benton Cartwright – has some weird sixth sense that allowed him to see Alexander Reznikov in his true form.”


 
“You mean he saw him as a vampire?”


 
“No. I don’t know what happened to the real Alexander Reznikov but the Young Blood Jaxson invited into our home is actually an alien from another dimension. They can assume the form, or maybe even the actual bodies, of vampires and humans in our dimension when they cross over.”


 
“Cross over? From where?”


 
“The Void. It’s a microscopic dimension inhabited by amoeba-like creatures. Alexander funded a scientist named Prof. Allegra so he could build a supercollider to open a rift between dimensions. At least that’s what I overheard Uncle Pete tell Sebastian on the phone tonight.”


 
“Another alien invasion! Like the Hyperions but without spaceships.”


 
Brandon nodded. “Uncle Pete’s partner, Douglas Reynolds, was the first to get whiff of the story. He interviewed the professor, who rambled on about his discovery of the alien dimension but later clammed up about it, making Reynolds and Uncle Pete suspicious.”


 
“But we left Alexander Reznikov back at the mansion. How can Uncle Pete be in danger?”


 
“He told Sebastian Prof. Allegra was about to use his supercollider to tear open an interdimensional rift but that doing so would release a massive amount of energy that could destroy the mansion, the supercollider, or even the entire planet if Uncle Pete couldn’t stop him.”


 
“Then, he must have gone to confront the professor at the supercollider lab. Do you know where it is?”


 
“While you were away in Washington, DC, the whole town was buzzing about massive construction going on outside of the town limits. I’m guessing that mystery project was the supercollider being built. I don’t know of any other multibillion-dollar projects around here.”


 
“How much further is it?”


 
Brandon pointed ahead. “Judging from that rising cloud of smoke, I’d say we’ve arrived.” The siblings observed the debris scattered over the enormous vacant lot that once housed the supercollider lab. “There’s nothing left.”


 
Alexis scanned the area with her keen vampiric vision. “Wait, that looks like Uncle Pete’s jalopy.”


 
“There can’t be two of those antique junk heaps.” Brandon floored it, steering toward the car. 


 
Alexis gulped as they approached the vehicle. “Oh no! There’s a body lying beside the car.”


 
“No! Uncle Pete can’t be dead.” Brandon shuddered as he pulled up beside the jalopy, turning off the engine. “Check to see if he’s breathing,” he shouted to his sister, who had already jumped out of the car and was racing toward the prostrate form. Brandon caught up with her as she turned the figure over onto his back.


 
“It’s not Uncle Pete!”


 
Brandon perused the injured man. “I recognize him: that’s Douglas Reynolds, Uncle Pete’s partner.”


 
“He’s breathing.” Alexis gently slapped his face to bring him around. “Wake up.”


 
“Douglas, it’s Brandon Riley. Can you hear me? What happened? Where’s Uncle Pete?”


 
Reynolds raised his hand to his head. “It feels like an elephant kicked me.”


 
“You must have a concussion,” Alexis said. “Now answer my brother’s question: Where’s Pete Riley?”


 
“We were thrown out of the lab after Pete attacked Prof. Allegra. He went back to his car to get his Glock from the glove compartment before returning to the lab. He ordered me to go back home but I figured he’d need a lift after they kicked him out again so I circled around the complex to wait for him. There was a huge explosion, so powerful it threw me from the car. That’s the last thing I remember.”


 
Alexis gave her brother a worried look. “If Uncle Pete was in the lab when it exploded…”


 
Brandon gazed about the debris, as Douglas Reynolds struggled to his feet. “The collider was built on sixteen thousand acres,” Douglas said. “Pete could have been thrown clear of the explosion as I was. I don’t know if he even made it into the building.”


 
Brandon rolled up his sleeves. “I’ll get a flashlight from my car and we can start searching.”





  



 
The bat fluttered to the ground and transformed into a familiar figure draped in an Inverness cape. Sebastian perused his surroundings. “I say, I certainly hope Mr. Riley was nowhere near when the blast occurred.” He paused, acknowledging a telepathic transmission from the symbiont. “Yes, my pretty, I realize I can scour the entire area within a few seconds. It’s just that… I’ve seen this level of destruction before and experience tells me we’re unlikely to find any survivors. Nonetheless, I shall begin the search. I owe it to Mr. Riley to see he receives a proper burial. He is… Was… A good friend. It’s been a long time since I’ve said that about anyone, and I suspect it shall be an even longer time before I may say so again.” Employing his enhanced vampiric speed Sebastian sped across the grounds, pausing several seconds later at a pile of rubble. He choked, as he reached for the hand protruding from beneath the wreckage. “I recognize Mr. Riley’s scent. There’s a faint pulse but…” Sebastian shook his head as he cleared the debris. “No, my pretty. It would be pointless to attempt to bring Mr. Riley to a hospital. Humans cannot survive internal injuries such as he has sustained. I doubt he’d even survive the trip. I suppose it’s fortunate he’s unconscious and need not face the prospect of his imminent demise.”


 
Sebastian felt the vibration of the symbiont’s tendrils wrapped around his heart and it reminded him of the soft purring of a kitten. “Yes, I realize Elders aren’t supposed to feel emotions but then I’m hardly your typical Elder, now am I?” Sebastian shook his head. “No, I couldn’t do that. In all the time Mr. Riley has known I’m a vampire, he’s never broached the subject. Therefore, I must infer had he wished to be turned into a vampire himself he would have asked me to turn him. Not all humans appreciate the benefits of our existence; some would view it as a curse. I can’t make such a life-altering decision for Mr. Riley without his consent. I believe Mr. Riley’s most valued attribute, both as a reporter and a man, was his humanity — I can’t take that away from him.” Sebastian knelt and lifted the still warm hand yet again before returning it to rest atop the unmoving body.


 
The symbiont transmitted another thought telepathically “What do you mean by alternative?” Sebastian frowned. “Yes, I suppose with his vast powers, the geomancer might be able to help Mr. Riley but I doubt we could secure his cooperation; even then, there’s no time to bring him here before Mr. Riley expires in a matter of minutes.” A puzzled look appeared on Sebastian’s face. “What? What do you mean ‘We already possess enough of the geomancer’? I don’t understand.”


 
Sebastian felt its tendrils withdraw from his heart, as the faux red carnation leapt from his lapel and attached itself to Pete Riley. “No!” Sebastian exclaimed. “I told you why I couldn’t turn Mr. Riley. Besides, only a vampire can turn a human into one of my kind. You’ll simply bring about Mr. Riley’s death even faster.” Sebastian watched in horror, as the blood-red symbiont faded into a pale shade of pink and weakened, uncertain as to why but keenly aware that as its host he could not survive without it.



	

	


	
	Chapter Three



	
		
         Horrified and confused, Sebastian looked on as the Nightcrawler’s tendrils continued to penetrate Riley’s flesh. “What are you doing?”


 
Pete Riley’s unconscious form rose to its feet and, while the veteran reporter’s raspy voice was unmistakable, the words spilling from his lips were those of the alien symbiont now conjoined with Riley. “The geomancer’s blood can heal him. As we speak, it flows from me into your friend’s veins.”


 
“Then, that explains why you’re turning paler. But why would you give Mr. Riley the blood you drained from the geomancer, which you need for your own sustenance?”


 
“I’m only sharing some of the blood, although I’ll have to feed again later to replenish my strength. From our symbiotic bond, I realize the importance of this particular human to you.”


 
Sebastian looked askance. “You’ve never been terribly concerned about my desires before.”


 
“Leading a parasitic existence makes one self-centered. But I recalled what Dardiel told me at the Conclave of Elders.”


 
“You mean, after you destroyed the Conclave.”


 
“With your blessing.”


 
“They had condemned us to eternal entombment. There was no other option.”


 
“Obviously, I concurred. But Dardiel was correct. The Conclave will reform and possibly seek vengeance. As long as I remain on this world, I wish my host to be the planet’s apex predator; but as Dardiel pointed out, any other Elder vampire would be wary of a union with the Conclave’s slaughterer.”


 
A slight grin formed on Sebastian’s face. “So, my pretty, you’ve determined I’m your best option as a host and you wish to ingratiate yourself with me.”


 
“We’ll likely face many enemies, as I have on a multitude of worlds before. It’s best for a symbiont and host to work together toward their common goal of survival. We can’t afford any division or disunity as we have previously had on occasion.”


 
Sebastian twirled his ebony wood Victorian cane. “As I recall, those disagreements mostly revolved around your refusal to aid me in times of need.”


 
“Yet, my reluctance always yielded eventually to securing your safety, especially after you consistently forced me to act by endangering my host. Accept the Riley human’s resurrection as a gift… Or as an apology for my obstinance.” The Nightcrawler withdrew its tendrils from Pete Riley and returned to Sebastian’s lapel buttonhole, sinking deep into the Elder vampire’s chest and throbbing as it sent a tingling sensation through its tendrils once again wrapping around Sebastian’s  heart.


 
Pete Riley staggered groggily. “What happened?”


 
Sebastian leaned in on his Victorian cane. “I was rather hoping you’d tell me. Your phone call sounded quite ominous.”


 
Riley shook his head vigorously, as if to clear the mental cobwebs from his mind. “Prof. Allegra was under Alexander Reznikov’s vampiric control. An alien Void Wraith had taken over the real Alexander’s body a century ago, and it forced Allegra to construct the supercollider to tear open an interdimensional rift so his fellow Void Wraiths could cross into our dimension. I retrieved my Glock from the car and raced back to the building to stop Allegra. But there was an explosion before I could reach the lab.”


 
Sebastian nodded. “I know. That was because we had summoned a geomancer to aid in our search for Gaunt.”


 
“A geomancer?”


 
“An extremely powerful elemental sorcerer who draws his energy from the earth itself and therefore feels an almost religious zealotry when it comes to protecting the planet. When he learned of the dimensional rift, and the threat of the planet’s imminent destruction it posed, he used arcane magic to close it and destroy its source.” Sebastian pointed to the smoldering remains.


 
“Prof. Allegra! Where is he?”


 
Sebastian frowned. “If he was standing at the controls of the supercollider, then he was at Ground Zero of the blast. The professor, and anyone in the complex with him, would have been incinerated instantly.”


 
Riley sighed. “It wasn’t his fault; not entirely. Once he realized the implications of his project’s success he wanted to stop but he couldn’t resist Alexander’s compulsion. He begged me to stop him. That’s why I returned to my car to get my Glock.”


 
“A good thing you did, Mr. Riley. Had you remained in the building when the explosion struck you’d be little more than scattered ashes right now.”


 
Having spotted the two men, Alexis and Brandon rushed to them. “Uncle Pete!” Brandon exclaimed. “You’re alive!”


 
“A bit more disheveled than usual but still in one piece.” Pete glanced back at the smoldering remains. “Although I’m afraid my trilby was left behind in the scuffle.”


 
Alexis hugged him. “I’ll buy you another one of those awful hats, Uncle Pete. I’m just relieved you’re alive.”


 
“Douglas Reynolds is waiting back in your car,” Brandon said. “He had a concussion and we thought it best to let him rest.”


 
Riley cocked his head. “The kid’s still here? I told him to get away from the complex.”


 
“Apparently he obeys orders about as well as you do. He said he thought you’d need a lift back when you were done with the professor.”


 
Riley frowned. “Fool kid’s lucky he didn’t get blown to smithereens. Still, it shows he has the makings of a good reporter. I’ll drive him back to town and have him checked out at the hospital.”


 
Sebastian hesitated. “There’s something you should know. His father Channing Reynolds, along with one of Gadsen’s vampires, was taken over by Void Wraiths and attacked the mansion. Regrettably, they were both destroyed.”


 
A shocked look crossed Riley’s face. “Channing’s dead?”


 
“I presume he died the moment his body was taken over by the Void Wraith. But his body, and the alien inhabiting it, were eviscerated tonight.”


 
“By the same geomancer who closed the dimensional rift and caused
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