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Urban fantasy is a genre that incorporates a wide range of fantasy styles as authors dream about what the world would be like if some aspect of our myths was actually interwoven into our real world. The first book of my new Preternatural series is dedicated to Larry Correia for his Monster Hunters International series which focuses heavily on how regular humans would function on such an earth. Thank you, Mr. Correia, for many hours of enjoyable reading.
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Deputy Sheriff Joanna Donovan eyed the entrance to Theodore Roosevelt Middle School and wondered for the hundredth time if this errand had been concocted by the sheriff to embarrass her. Was this the local department’s equivalent of sending an apprentice mechanic off to find a left-handed screwdriver? Hadrian’s Well may be a tiny little town in the back end of Colorado but even it couldn’t depend on a middle school teacher for expertise in a murder investigation, could it? 

The whole situation made her furious. Joanna had made detective in the Chicago PD before politics brought her career down in flames. She was a good cop. She didn’t deserve to be exiled out here where civilization centered on the weekly high school football game. 

She yanked open the front door of Theodore Roosevelt amazed that in the twenty-first century the principal wasn’t controlling public access to the classrooms. Apparently, anyone could walk in. It was simply asking for trouble but teaching the basics of modern school security to these hicks wasn’t the reason she was here this morning five minutes after the opening bell. Today she had to play chauffer for a seventh-grade teacher to see what he could discover about a crime scene that an ex-Chicago police detective couldn’t. The insult was almost enough to make her quit this backwater job and get out of police work altogether.

The main office sat directly to the right of the entrance and Joanna strode right in without knocking, sizing up the secretary as she did. The woman was old—old enough to have retired already if she wanted to—and she assessed Joanna right back through her ancient horned-rimmed glasses. “May I help you, officer?” 

One step closer to embarrassment, Joanna kept her cop face on and stated her business. “I need to speak to your principal.” 

The secretary eyed her curiously as she reached for the intercom button. Before she could touch it however, movement in Joanna’s peripheral vision showed her a fifty-something year old woman approaching the open doorway to Joanna’s left. “I’m Principal LeClaire. How may I help you, officer?”

Here it was. The moment Joanna had been dreading and there was nothing she could do but get on with it. “Sheriff Tucker sent me, ma’am. He’d like to consult with your biology teacher, Evan Drake, on a case he’s working on. I know it’s during school hours, but—”

Joanna broke off because the principal’s business-like expression had cracked showing fearful anguish—not the humor she had feared. “Oh, no,” the older woman whispered before continuing with greater volume. “Are there ... please tell me there weren’t any deaths this time.” 

The response genuinely surprised Joanna. No protests, no confusion, not even any real questions as to why the sheriff would want this Drake—just an immediate assumption that matters must be bad if the sheriff was calling the man in. And it was bad—even by Chicago standards—not that Joanna could admit that at this time. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I can’t comment on an ongoing investigation. But if you could take me to Mr. Drake?”

Principal LeClaire squelched her concerns, becoming all business. “Yes, of course, I’ll take you right there. I was about to go down anyway to collect the permission slips.”

The principal bustled past Joanna into the hallway. Despite being taller than the older woman, Joanna had to hurry to keep up. 

“Permission slips?” she asked.

“Ironic, isn’t it?” LeClaire replied. 

Joanna didn’t understand her, but she didn’t want to admit to her ignorance. “I...suppose,” she offered tentative agreement. 

“Yes,” LeClaire continued. “Today’s the first class. Will this business you’re investigating serve as a public lesson? Maybe we can get a few more parents to agree to let their children learn what Mr. Drake can teach them.”

Joanna definitely didn’t understand the connection the woman was making, but before she had to display her ignorance, a stream of students began passing them in the hallway.

“Go straight to the library,” the principal told them. “Just because your parents will not let you attend Mr. Drake’s lecture does not mean that you have license to goof off in any way.”

“Yes, Mrs. LeClaire,” a little blonde twelve-year-old girl answered. She had a silver cross hanging around her neck, making Joanna suspect that the students’ Christian parents did not want their children learning about the birds and the bees from a male schoolteacher.

“Hey,” one of the young boys interjected. “It’s not like we don’t want to hear what Mr. Drake has to say. Everyone says these are the best classes in middle school.”

Mrs. LeClaire’s face twitched as if she was caught between pride in her teacher and annoyance that a student was legally evading class. “Just hurry along to the library,” she told the boy. “Mrs. Malone has an alternate assignment prepared for you.”

The students groaned and continued down the corridor. Joanna counted eleven of them, which had to be a fairly large portion of Mr. Drake’s class. They had this problem in Chicago too. Parents just didn’t want their kids learning about sex and how to prevent pregnancy and the spread of disease. Then those same parents turned around and blamed the schools when their little girls turned up pregnant. 

“Is that a typical number to skip?” Joanna asked.

“We lose about a third,” the principal admitted. “That’s why I’m wondering if this...situation you need Mr. Drake for might be public and disturbing enough to convince some of our parents that their children really do need to learn the facts of life.”

Joanna abruptly stopped walking. “Wait a minute. You mean those students aren’t skipping sex ed?”

An expression of surprise flashed across Mrs. LeClaire’s face. “What? No, of course not, we only lose two or three from our sexual education classes these days. Those are the children whose parents don’t want them to learn about preternatural biology.”

Joanna started walking again, still feeling stunned. “Are they insane? Those lessons could literally save their lives. In Chicago the school board voted to make the classes mandatory—absolutely no exceptions.”

“Perhaps you hadn’t noticed, deputy, but this isn’t Chicago. It’s Hadrian’s Well.” 

Mrs. LeClaire stopped in front of a classroom door and peered in through the little rectangular window. A man’s voice could be faintly heard through the glass. “As far back as the early twentieth century, all educated western men knew that no preternatural creatures actually existed in the world.”

Joanna was tall enough to see through the glass over Mrs. LeClaire’s head. The speaker, presumably Mr. Drake, was a tall thin man with gold-rimmed glasses, a clean-shaven chin, and wavy black hair. He was handsome in a slightly bookish way—pretty much what she would expect a male schoolteacher to look like if he weren’t a coach for one of the sports teams. 

Apparently unaware of their presence, Drake kept talking. “Then in 1921 British Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Howard-Bury led an expedition of the Royal Geological Society up Mount Everest in the Himalayas where he shot, killed, and recovered the body of the mythical metoh-kangmi or yeti, which was mistranslated into the more popular term, abominable snowman.”

The class was enthralled—unusually so in Joanna’s opinion. Perhaps it was that they were receiving forbidden knowledge, but it was more likely that their teacher’s innate charisma was responsible. He was handsome in his white dress shirt and thin tie, but it wasn’t just the young girls who were staring happily at him. The boys, too, sat with their eyes glued to the front of the room as if they expected to hear an awesome adventure story. 

Drake flipped a small gold coin into the air and caught it absentmindedly as he continued speaking.

“The discovery of a creature heretofore believed to be a primitive and superstitious legend electrified western society. It opened up the floodgates of the imagination and everywhere people turned they began to find living, or not so living, legends sprinkling the globe, and even hidden in their own dark alleys and basements. Many were relatively benign such as the leprechauns, dryads, and pixies. But many others have proven to be very dangerous—hunting humans both for sport and for sustenance.”

That pretty much summed it up for Joanna. She fingered the non-regulation scarf that covered the unsightly scars on her throat. A lot more bad than good had been brought to light by good old Lieutenant Colonel Howard-Bury. But that didn’t stop the fools in Greenpeace and the Sierra Club from lobbying Congress to protect all of the monsters and even grant full civil rights to the ones who could speak. It was a madness that had infected ultra-liberal Chicago. And to think, she used to be liberal too before she found out firsthand just how dangerous the preternatural world could be. 

Mrs. LeClaire knocked briskly on the classroom door before opening it. “Excuse me, Mr. Drake, may I speak with you for a moment?”

Drake snatched his gold coin out of the air and crossed the room to stand in front of her. “Of course, Principal LeClaire, how may I help you?”

Mrs. LeClaire lowered her voice. “The sheriff’s department has requested your help, and while they won’t share any details...” She paused and looked disapprovingly at Joanna over her shoulder. “...it’s...the last one was very bad, wasn’t it?”

Drake touched the older woman reassuringly on the shoulder. “They’re all bad in their way, aren’t they? Sheriff Tucker is an experienced man. We’ll get through it.” 

He looked past the principal and offered Joanna his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Evangelos Drake.”

“Deputy Donovan,” Joanna responded. She took advantage of the opportunity to further assess this man she’d been sent to fetch. He had incredible eyes behind those glasses—mostly green but flecked with hints of gold the way hazel eyes sometimes concealed other colors within them. His handshake was far firmer than she’d expected of a man as thin as Drake, yet stopped short of squeezing her uncomfortably. He kept himself neat—almost too neat for her personal preference—although that was far better than sloppy. Behind him his desk exhibited the same manic sense of order, the papers neatly stacked and the odds and ends—calendar, penholder, knick knacks—all perfectly organized. Overall, he made a good impression—for a middle school teacher that is. 

Drake let go of her hand and returned his attention to the class. “I’m sorry, but we will have to delay this lecture until later in the week.”

A collective groan rose up among the students, but Drake ignored their response and continued issuing instructions. 

“Open your supplemental textbooks to chapter one and read about the threefold classification system for the preternatural. We will have a quiz on this material tomorrow so make certain you pay attention.”

“Where are you going, Mr. Drake?” a young girl in the first row asked. She had saucer-wide eyes and gazed at Drake with rapt attention. Joanna would be very surprised if the little girl didn’t have a crush on her teacher.

“Yeah, are you in trouble?” another student called out.

“Why are the cops here?” a third asked.

Drake smiled—radiating reassurance to the room. “No, I’m not in trouble, but a matter has arisen that requires my immediate attention. I’m truly sorry. I think these preternatural classes are the most important subject you study in middle school. So read carefully while I’m gone. In the future, what you’re learning today could literally save your life.”

He turned to Principal LeClaire. “Do you have someone to take my class?”

“I’ll do it myself until we can arrange for a substitute,” she told him. “Do be careful, Mr. Drake. I’d hate to have to replace you. I don’t think there’s another person in Hadrian’s Well who knows as much about the preternatural as you.” 

Drake maintained his reassuring manner, smiling warmly at the short woman before making a little joke. “That’s very kind of you to say. Will you be sure to remember it when it comes time for my next performance review?” 

Mrs. LeClaire frowned but did not answer him. Instead, she stepped deeper into the room and addressed the class. “Why haven’t you taken out those textbooks yet, students? I want a book open on each of your desks in the next ten seconds.”

The entire class scrambled to comply with the principal’s instructions.

Drake gave a quick nod of satisfaction and turned back to face Joanna. “Are you ready, deputy? I assume the sheriff is waiting on us.”

Joanna stepped out of the doorway and then walked side by side with Drake back toward the front of the building. The teacher was taller than she and he asked no questions, both things she appreciated in a man. Very few people in her experience were truly comfortable with silence, but Drake appeared to be one of the few. They reached the front of the building and exited together in the early morning air. It was hot for September but there was a good chance of rain in the forecast—something Joanna feverishly hoped would not happen now—at least until they were done with the crime scene.

Her black and white sat before them in the fire lane, directly in front of the school. “We can take my patrol car. Someone will bring you back here to the school when the sheriff is finished with you.”

“Do I get to ride up front?” Drake asked with the same warm smile that he had used when teasing the principal. 

To her surprise, Joanna found herself teasing back. “I don’t know. Have you done anything that would merit locking you in the back?”

Drake’s warm smile brightened further. “I’m quite certain I have, but it would absolutely scandalize my students if they looked out the window and saw me in the backseat of a black and white. They’re very impressionable at this age, you know.”

Much as she really didn’t want to, Joanna was beginning to like Drake. 

“Well, we couldn’t have that, could we? We have to protect those vulnerable little minds. I guess—for their sakes—you can ride up front with me.” 

Drake opened the front passenger door and got in. Joanna mirrored his actions on the driver’s side and started the engine. 

“Are you going to tell me what this is about yet?” Drake asked as she pulled onto Silver Street in front of the school. 

“Sheriff Tucker didn’t want me to predispose you toward any answers. He wants to see what you make of the scene.” While she was starting to like Drake, Joanna still thought the sheriff was being foolish. A crime scene was no place for a schoolteacher no matter how much he supposedly knew about the preternatural. It was just one more reminder of how far she’d fallen from her days in Chicago if her new department’s best expert spent his days teaching seventh graders. 

Drake did not completely accept her reticence. “Well can you tell me if there was a death involved?”

An image of the crime scene flashed before Joanna’s mind. She thought she’d seen it all back in Chicago but this one had plowed new ground for her. The amount of blood had been staggering and pieces of the victim had been strewn far across the aptly nicknamed Dead Man’s Field. “Yes, there was a death involved.” 

Drake fidgeted with his gold coin, absentmindedly turning it about between his fingers. If he hadn’t been doing the same thing in front of his class, she’d have called it a nervous mannerism. 

“The death is a homicide?” he clarified.

Joanna hesitated before answering. She should have simply refused to answer the first question. Now they’d gotten into subject area where even not answering would provide Drake with information the sheriff didn’t want him to have yet. “I think that’s one of the matters Sheriff Tucker would like your opinion on.” 

Drake accepted that statement in silence for several moments. Then the coin disappeared as if by magic and he took his glasses off and began to polish the lenses with his handkerchief. “One last question, have you identified the victim?”

Joanna was becoming annoyed with the man. “I already told you that the sheriff wants you to hit the scene cold.”

“Deputy,” Drake interrupted. His sharp voice transformed Joanna’s irritation to anger, but then he kept speaking and she felt ashamed of her response.

“Please, I’ve been teaching in this little town for eleven years. There’s a good chance I know the victim—I may have even taught the person. Can’t you just—”

Joanna felt like a cold-hearted bitch but she wasn’t going to lose her new job by failing to follow such a simple clear-cut order. “I’m sorry. I can’t discuss that with you.”

Drake’s face hardened and he lapsed back into silence.

He stayed that way for the rest of the drive.
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Joanna drove off the road onto the grassy field before putting the car into park. She did not turn off the engine.

Ahead of them, Hadrian’s Well’s small sheriff’s department had arrived in force, even Buck Trapp and Luisa Santiago who were technically off duty. A few civilians had found the scene and a young girl in her late teens was trying to get past George Yancy with a camera. No representatives of the state police were here yet—and for all she knew Tucker hadn’t called them. She didn’t know the details yet but there was bad blood between the two offices and Tucker didn’t want the state involved in his cases. 

Drake got out of the car and scanned the field ahead of them. Crows had been a problem when they’d first arrived this morning, and they kept trying to come back. Buck Trapp was walking through the crime scene with an air horn scaring the birds back up into the air while he destroyed God alone knew how much evidence with his big clumsy feet. 

Drake wiped his forehead on the sleeve of his white shirt. Then the gold coin appeared in his hand again and he began working it dexterously across the backs of his fingers. He didn’t look as if he belonged out here, but then, Joanna didn’t feel as if she belonged either—not at amateur hour in the boondocks. 

“Evan,” Sheriff Tucker called out. He reminded Joanna of Brian Denahy in the old western Silverado. He had a tough, no nonsense, air about him which Joanna could admire. Hopefully he didn’t also share that character’s penchant for corruption. Joanna had had as much of that as she could stomach in this lifetime. 

“Sheriff,” Drake returned the greeting. He didn’t stop scanning the crime scene until the sheriff hiked over to him and extended his hand. Then the coin disappeared, and they shared a firm shake.

“Sorry to pull you out of your classroom, but as you can see, this is a bad one.”

“Indeed, it is,” Drake answered. His coloring was still good, but Joanna figured he’d turn green real fast when he actually got a look at the body parts. Two of her fellow deputies, George Yancy and Luisa Santiago, had lost their breakfast when they first arrived. George didn’t bother her so much but Luisa—women had to be tougher than men to be taken seriously in this business. It made them all look bad when one of them started to vomit. 

“This is the guy you’ve been waiting on, Matt?” Hadrian’s Well’s other new deputy asked. Bob Tucker had worked a few years outside of Dallas before coming out here. The reasons for his change of venue weren’t common knowledge, but from what little she’d seen Joanna suspected incompetence was high among them. The man was incredibly sloppy in his appearance and personal habits like that tended to flow over into the job. She doubted that Tucker would have hired him if Bob wasn’t his cousin.

Bob stopped beside the sheriff and sized Drake up with a disdainful sneer. “What is he? A high school teacher?”

Drake turned his attention back to the crime scene. “Middle school,” he corrected him.

“Middle school? Matt are you—”

“Shut up, Bob,” Sheriff Tucker snapped. “Don’t make me regret hiring you.”

“But—”

“You want me to put on the little rubber booties and gloves?” Drake asked.

“Nah,” the sheriff responded. “You know we’re not that formal around here.” 

Joanna closed her eyes for a moment and suppressed the urge to shout at both of them.

Drake began carefully picking his way into the crime scene, scanning the ground ahead of him before he took each step. He started to reflexively flip his coin but thought better of it and went back to fidgeting with it. 

“I don’t see why you don’t let me call in some dogs, Matt,” Bob told him. “We know that werecoyotes did this. We’re wasting daylight.” 

“Most dogs won’t track lycanthropes, deputy,” Drake observed. “The animals are too smart for that.” He crouched down and examined the ground for several seconds. “Not that that’s likely to be an issue in this case.” 

Curious as to what Drake had found, Matt and Bob Tucker walked into the crime scene and joined him. Suppressing a sigh, Joanna followed them. Off to her left, the teenaged photographer took their picture with her digital camera. 

“What do you got there?” the sheriff asked.

Drake didn’t immediately answer him. He got up and looked around again. His tongue visibly pressed against his front teeth suggesting he was deep in thought and not that conscious of his appearance. 

“Have you identified the young man yet?” Drake asked. 

Joanna grudgingly gave him points for figuring out the victim’s gender.

“Yes,” the sheriff answered. “It’s Jack Crane. That’s his car over yonder. How did you know the victim was male?” 

Drake shrugged before resuming his slow circuit of the crime scene. “His shoe is too big for your average girl, and that piece of chest over there doesn’t appear to have a breast attached to it.”

Off to Joanna’s left, the young wannabe reporter swallowed hard on a retching sound. A quick glance showed Joanna that the girl had turned green but not yet lost her breakfast. Drake didn’t even look pale.

The teacher stopped and examined the ground again, looking at the coyote tracks. Joanna did not have much direct knowledge of lycanthropes—they tended to be more of a rural problem than an urban one. But she knew enough to know that they were in big trouble if this was a whole pack of them. Not for the first time this morning, she wondered how many silver bullets Hadrian’s Well even owned. Fire, the other effective weapon, was a better tool for terrorists than for law enforcement.

“I taught young Mr. Crane five years ago,” Drake noted. “His parents wouldn’t give him permission to take the preternatural section of my course. They thought that even knowledge of the subject could endanger his immortal soul.” He didn’t have to complete the thought. Joanna wondered if the Cranes would regret their decision, or if it would have helped Jack if he’d sat through Drake’s class. 

The blonde teenaged girl finally succeeded in slipping past George Yancy so she could approach Drake and the sheriff. “Hey, Mr. Drake, how are you doing? Can you confirm Deputy Bob’s theory that werecoyotes killed Jack Crane?” 

Joanna noticed that the almost child was carefully not looking at the piece of human being setting on the blood-soaked ground two feet from Drake’s right foot. 

“How are you, Samantha?” Drake asked as he stepped away from her, working his way in a seemingly haphazard fashion across the crime scene. His eyes never stopped scanning the ground and his tongue pressed against his upper teeth as if he needed another way to fidget now that he couldn’t flip his gold coin. “I thought you got accepted to the University of Colorado.”

The girl blew a shot of air out of her mouth strong enough to ruffle her blonde hair. “I didn’t get a big enough scholarship, so I’m working to get enough money to go next year. And it’s Sam, you know, not Samantha.” 

Drake pulled a very small tape measure out of his pocket, extended the tape about six inches, locked it in place and set it on the ground next to a patch of dirt. “Take a picture of that for me,” he told the girl. “I’m surprised the local paper pays enough to help you. I didn’t think they had any full-time staff.”

“They don’t,” Sam agreed. “I’m working part time at the Dairy King. I just heard this squawk on my dad’s old police scanner and thought maybe I could get lucky.” She lifted her camera and snapped a couple of pictures. “Is this a werecoyote paw print?” 

“No,” Drake told her. “That’s a typical coyote’s paw print. I’m disappointed you don’t remember this. The average lycanthrope is—”

“Significantly larger than the typical specimen of their analog species,” Sam recited in the bland voice of rote memorization. “Oh, I remember well enough. It’s just that I don’t know how big a typical coyote’s paw print should be.”

“Hmmmm,” Drake mused. “I never considered that problem before. I think I’m going to have to make some changes to my course.” Joanna felt just a little bit impressed with Drake after the interaction. She’d had too many teachers who weren’t able to consider the possibility that they didn’t already teach perfectly. 

Drake stood, picking up his tape measure, then continued zig-zagging his way across the field. 

“Are you trying to tell us that werecoyotes didn’t kill this boy?” Bob Tucker asked. He sounded outraged at the idea.

“Of course, they didn’t,” Drake told him. There was absolutely no diplomacy in his voice. Evan Drake had already had enough of Deputy Bob Tucker which gave him another tally mark in the positive column in Joanna’s mental bookkeeping. “The sheriff knows that. Why do you think he called me out here?”

“But they ripped his body into a dozen pieces,” Bob protested. “That’s not normal coyote behavior.”

“No, it isn’t,” Drake agreed. When he squatted down to examine a piece of what was probably the boy’s forearm, Joanna noticed he’d gotten blood on his nice leather shoes. The mess did not appear to concern Drake—yet another mark in his favor. 

Sheriff Tucker put a calming hand on his cousin’s shoulder. “You’re right about that last part, Bob. Coyotes don’t naturally act this way—not unless they’re sick or starving.”

“Or unless they’re influenced,” Drake added, “by something preternatural.” 

“That’s what I feared,” the sheriff admitted. “You think we’ve got maybe one lycanthrope dominating the whole band of coyotes?”

“You sound hopeful, sheriff.” 

“I guess I am,” Sheriff Tucker admitted. “One lycanthrope is something we can probably handle. And frankly, I don’t know what else could cause this.”

“There are lots of things out there that could cause this, sheriff. And I haven’t seen any sign yet of even a single lycanthrope. How closely have you searched this field?”

“I pulled the men out when I determined that all the tracks I was finding belonged to normal animals. I figured it was better to call in our expert before we completely messed up the scene of the crime.”

Joanna’s brow tightened with disapproval. She’d protested when the sheriff had made her stop searching the field. She’d also protested his decision not to call in the state authorities to assist in the case. They had far more resources than little Hadrian’s Well. And while Drake clearly knew more than she’d expected when the sheriff sent her to pick him up, he wasn’t really an expert, and he clearly wasn’t professional.

“I appreciate you waiting for me, sheriff,” Drake said, “but this is a big field and time may matter. If you’d pick out your best people, what we’re looking for is any kind of a print that wasn’t made by a coyote or a teenager. It’s time to get systematic about this.”

Sheriff Tucker started calling out names. “Buck, Nat, Carl, Luisa? You up for this?”

Luisa Santiago looked embarrassed to be singled out. “’Course, sheriff.”

“Good. Joanna, I know you’re from the city and probably can’t track at all, but you’ve got cops eyes. Just sing out if you see anything unusual.”

“Matt?” Bob Tucker asked. He was clearly offended that the sheriff had turned to so many others before him. 

Sheriff Tucker sighed. “And you, Bob. Alright, let’s form a line. Daylight’s wasting.”

“It is indeed,” Drake agreed. “And whatever killed this boy, we really don’t want to face it in the dark.”

****
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Joanna found the print. It took forty-five minutes of slow going and false alarms, before she found a strange double impression in a dry patch of earth about twenty-five feet from Jack Crane’s car. “I think I’ve got something, sheriff,” she announced.

The whole line stopped, and Bob Tucker started to walk over to her.

“Don’t you move, Bob,” the sheriff warned him. “You stand your ground and wait for my orders. I do not want to have to search this field a second time because you’re curious about what Joanna found.”

Bob did not like being reprimanded. His face reddened and contorted into a grimace, but he did as he was told. 

Evan Drake paid no attention to the sheriff’s warning, crossing the field to crouch by Joanna’s side. For a thin man, he had a pretty good build. It wasn’t just skin and bones on his frame, but more lean muscle than she’d initially realized. Perhaps it was the choice of clothing and the middle school setting that had biased her first appraisal, but looking down on him here Joanna decided that Mr. School-Teacher Drake worked out.

She realized that she had let her mind wander and silently chastised herself. Drake was examining the indentation she had discovered—his tongue pressing against his upper front teeth while his hand clenched on his coin.

“Well now we know,” he muttered.

His face popped up and he scanned the terrain in the immediate vicinity.

“What have we got, Evan?” Sheriff Tucker asked as he squatted down beside the schoolteacher.

“Sheriff, I’m sorry to tell you that you have a nosferatu on your hands.”

Joanna shivered as painful memories dredged up in her brain—the smell of blood and death combined with an overpowering sense of helplessness.

Her hand instinctively rose to the scarf covering the scars on her throat. 

Fortunately, Bob Tucker’s voice distracted her. The sheriff’s cousin had disobeyed his orders and walked over to voice his objections. “You mean you think a vampire did this?” He glanced down at the print and laughed. “I can see you don’t know nothing about tracking. Vampires are basically human with pointy teeth. Whatever Joanna found there, it sure wasn’t made by a human.”

“There is nothing even remotely human about a vampire,” Joanna said. 

Drake gave her an appraising look as if she’d just moved a step higher in his esteem. 

“Nothing human on the inside,” he agreed, “but this isn’t a vampire print—it’s nosferatu. It’s related to the vampire in the same way that a tiger is related to a lion—they’re both dangerous cats but no one would ever mistake one for the other.” He extracted his tape measure again and set it on the ground near the impression. “Samantha, you want to get a picture of this print? It’s a lot more unusual than the coyote tracks.”

“I sure do,” the girl said. “And it’s Sam, Mr. Drake. Sam!”

Sam hurried forward to take another picture. 

Drake shifted his attention to the sheriff. “Has anyone else gone missing?”

Sheriff Tucker’s shoulders sagged just a little, as if his worst fears had just been realized and he couldn’t conceal how depressed it made him feel. “The high school is checking for us.” His voice was flat—completely devoid of emotion—as if he were afraid of what would come out if he let any of his feelings show. “There were five students who didn’t come to class this morning. The school’s got people trying to track down their parents and find out if those kids are really home ill. Am I going to find another one missing?”

Drake stepped away from the sheriff and deputies, intently scanning the ground ahead of them. “I’m afraid so, sheriff. It’s the nature of this beast. A typical vampire will mesmerize and seduce his prey, draining it over a period of days or even weeks.” Joanna shivered again—that wasn’t the way it had happened to her, but she knew it was true nonetheless. “A nosferatu is far less patient. It prefers to suck its victims dry in an orgy of bloodletting.” He paused and pivoted around so he could catch the sheriff’s eye. “A girl was killed last night as well.”

Bob Tucker had had enough of Drake. “There is no way you can know that! You’re just making wild guesses to make you look—”

Bob broke off when Drake reached down into the grass and picked up a gold necklace by the two broken ends of its chain. A delicate cross dangled beneath it for all to see.

The moment of silence was interrupted by the sound of Sam’s camera. Joanna twisted about to snap at the girl until she saw the expression of horror on the teenager’s face. Sam looked even more green than she had when encountering the body part, but she took another picture just the same. The professional part of Joanna’s psyche respected that, even as the human portion wanted to cry for the teenager who was discovering just how evil the world could be.

“She was a good kid,” Drake observed in a quiet, pensive tone of voice. “Not too bright, but a good kid none the less.” 

“You recognize her from that?” Joanna voiced the question all of them were wondering.

“Diane Strong,” Drake informed her. “She sat three seats back and two seats in from the left—five years ago, I think. She was very proud of this cross. Her aunt gave it to her for her confirmation.”

Sheriff Tucker half took control of his investigation again. “What do you suggest we do, Evan?”

“You know what we have to do, sheriff,” Drake answered. “We have to track them and hope we find them before dark.”

“Track them?” Sam asked. Despite what she’d seen today—a naïve teenager remained at her core. “Is there a chance Diane’s still alive? She was a year behind me in high school.”

“No, Samantha,” Drake told her with a sad shake of his head. “Diane’s not alive anymore. We need to find her before she becomes nosferatu like the monster that did this to her.”
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“Evan,” Sheriff Tucker called out. “Get back over here. We’re not ready to track the monster yet.”

Evan Drake ignored the sheriff. While Tucker had been on the radio listing the supplies he wanted brought out to him from the stationhouse—wooden stakes, crosses, holy water, flashlights and EMTs to take care of any casualties—the middle school teacher had resumed examining the scene of the crime. Ten minutes later and he was disappearing into the edge of a wooded area about three hundred yards beyond Jack Crane’s abandoned car.

“Go get him, Donovan,” the sheriff shouted at her. “Or failing that, stay with him and try to keep him from doing anything utterly stupid like going hunting in a cave for this thing by himself.”

Joanna smothered a curse and hurried across the field toward the schoolteacher wondering again how she got stuck with the babysitter duty. While there were deputies on this force with more years in uniform, she couldn’t believe in her heart that any of them had more experience. Where the hell did Sheriff Tucker get off treating her like a gofer? Why not send George Yancy or Ed Nelson after him? All they were good for was directing traffic and there wasn’t any of that out here.

She jogged to the tree line and stopped while her eyes adjusted to the much darker interior under the leafy canopy. Drake was perhaps thirty feet into the woods, kneeling on one knee while he checked for more sign. 

“Hey,” Joanna yelled. “Didn’t you hear the sheriff calling to you?” 

Drake spared a quick glance in her direction. “Yes, my hearing is quite good. Thank you for inquiring.”

Joanna felt her temper rising even higher. “Then why the hell aren’t you listening to him?” 

Drake looked up again. She couldn’t be certain at this distance, but she thought that he looked puzzled. “I’m not under the sheriff’s authority.”

Sometimes Joanna absolutely hated civilians. She began to stride toward him through the trees. “If the sheriff tells you what to do, you damn well better listen to him.” 

Drake got up again and flipped his gold coin high up into the air. “Perhaps I was unclear,” he said as he caught the spinning piece of metal. “I did listen to the sheriff. I just didn’t choose to follow his instructions. Daylight is wasting and we don’t know how long it will take to track the nosferatu down.” 

“You’re not even armed,” Joanna spoke the words like a curse. 

“Neither are you,” Drake informed her. “That pistol you’re wearing will be worse than useless against the nosferatu.” 

Joanna wasn’t so certain about that. She’d employed a trick with her pistol that had saved her life against the vampires, but as it had also cost her her job, she didn’t mention the point to Drake. “Against the nosferatu, maybe not, but what if the coyotes come after you?” 

Drake hesitated. “That would be a significant difficulty, but I doubt your pistol would be of much help to us even then unless you’re an Annie Oakley type—one bullet per kill.”

Joanna had been the best pistol shot in her academy class, but nobody could guarantee one shot kills against multiple fast-moving targets like a band of coyotes. “You’re right,” she said, hating to use the words even though she was twisting his meaning about to get him to do what she wanted. “We are in trouble if the coyotes show up. So why don’t we go back to the sheriff and wait until he’s ready to track this monster in force?”

“Find anything?” a young female voice asked.

Joanna whirled around to find the teenager with the long blonde hair entering the trees behind her. “What are you doing here? Didn’t the body parts in the field out there prove to you how dangerous this is?” 

Sam shrugged. “I’ve got to take some risks if I’m going to get the best pictures. How are you doing, Mr. Drake?”

Joanna had learned to truly hate reporters at the end of her tenure on the Chicago PD, but this little girl mouthing journalistic platitudes infuriated her for a completely different reason. Were all the civilians in this little town insane? “Get back to the sheriff right now,” she ordered.

Sam’s shoulders settled into a stubborn, mulish posture. “No. I have every right to be here. Ever heard of freedom of the press?”

Joanna’s blood pressure shot higher. “You’re not a journalist. You’re a kid with a camera. Now get out of here before I take you in for interfering with a police investigation.”

Before Sam could respond, her former teacher added calm words of support for Joanna’s position. “Samantha, Deputy Donovan is correct. It is truly dangerous out here. And while the people probably do have a right to know, their rights aren’t worth risking your life over in this case.” 

Drake’s support lessened Joanna’s ire toward him, but it had absolutely no impact on the stubborn set of the girl’s jaw. She must have been hell in the classroom. “This is my big break, Mr. Drake. If I can get actual pictures of the nosferatu or even its lair, I can probably get picked up by the Associated Press. Not only would that mean a lot more money, but it might even be the kind of credential that would snag me a bigger scholarship when I apply again for financial aid next year.”

Joanna felt for the kid. She didn’t want to, but she couldn’t help herself. Still, paying for college wasn’t worth the risk to her life either. “You’ve already got photographs of the prints,” she reminded her.

“Anyone could get those,” Sam said, “and they’re digital images, not photographs. I need something a lot better.”

“Then come along,” Drake said. “But if we find the daytime roost of the nosferatu, you have to promise to follow my instructions. I’m already going to have to attend two funerals this week. I don’t want to have to go to yours too.” As he finished speaking, Drake started walking deeper into the woods. 

“Wait a minute,” Joanna snapped at him. “I told you to go back to the sheriff.”

“If you’re coming as well, deputy,” Drake called back over her shoulder, “you might make yourself useful by marking the path for the sheriff and his men. He’ll catch up to us a lot faster if he doesn’t have to find the nosferatu tracks himself.”
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Drake actually looked pretty good tracking the creature, Joanna conceded. She wouldn’t have expected it from her first glimpse of the man in his classroom, but he was clearly very comfortable in the outdoors—much more so than herself, she reluctantly admitted. He looked rather prim and proper with his thin black tie and gold-rimmed glasses, and that nervous habit of playing with his coin was downright geeky, but muscles rippled beneath his shirt when he crouched down to examine sign and the ass beneath his black pants was a thing of artistic beauty. 

He glanced up and caught her staring but clearly misunderstood the nature of her thoughts. “I’m not sure. What do you think?” 

It was the first time he’d asked for her input, and it took Joanna by surprise. “What? I’m not much of a hunter.” 

Sam had been looking rather bored with their slow progress, but now she perked up and came to life. “What’s the problem?”

Drake stepped back away from the signs he’d been studying and let Sam take a look at them. Joanna crept forward to peer over the girl’s shoulder.

“It’s another coyote print,” Sam said with a shrug, “or at least part of one.”

Joanna concurred. “What’s the problem?”

The tip of Drake’s tongue slipped past his teeth and hesitated, almost like he was tasting the air. “I haven’t seen a clear nosferatu print in twenty minutes. We’re following the coyotes, not the creature.”

“But...they’re together, right?” Sam asked. 

Joanna immediately understood the problem. “Not necessarily,” she told the girl. 

“That’s the problem,” Drake agreed. “It might keep the band with it for protection, or it might send them off as a diversion.”

“I suppose,” Joanna said, “that it could even order them on some kind of lengthy circuit and get the best of both worlds. Anyone tracking them would waste hours following the coyotes and it would still have the beasts around for protection in the daytime.” 

Sam looked around them uncertainly. “So, what do we do?” 

The radio on Joanna’s shoulder burped before she could answer the girl. “Donovan?”

She pressed the transmit button. “I’m here with Drake and Sam, sheriff.”

She released the button.

“We’re finally getting our act together,” the sheriff informed her, “and we’re going to move out. Where are you?” 

Joanna didn’t answer immediately. In the woods didn’t seem a particularly helpful response. 

“May I talk to him?” Drake asked. 

Joanna unhooked the radio from her uniform and handed it to him. “Sheriff, it’s Evangelos Drake. We’re about a mile into the woods moving vaguely in the direction of Widow’s Creek, but I’m suspecting we’re off the trail. The coyotes came this way, but there’s damn little sign of the nosferatu.” 

“I hear you,” the sheriff responded. “What do you think it means?” 

“I’m wondering,” Drake transmitted, “if we’re being purposely misled. There’s an obvious place for the creature to hide—especially if it’s new to the area and hasn’t had time to fashion a more secure roost.”

“I hear you,” the sheriff repeated. “You’re thinking of the Devil’s Caverns.” 

“They’re big, they’re dark, they’re fairly well known both in spelunking and occult circles, and they’re relatively close by.” 

To Joanna’s ears, Sheriff Tucker did not sound convinced. “That last reason would seem to bide against our creature hiding there.” 

Joanna agreed with him. She had personally never heard of the Devil’s Caverns, but a tourist spot did not seem like a good location for a man-eating monster to hide out in.

Drake flipped his coin high into the air. A ray of sunlight penetrating through the trees flashed across it, making the gold sparkle brilliantly in the forest gloom.  “I disagree, sheriff. The caverns are huge. There is no guarantee anyone would notice the monster. And if they did—well the nosferatu likes to kill and it’s not like a vampire lying comatose in its coffin. It tends to sleep through the day, but it doesn’t have to do so.” 

When he released the pressure on the transmit button, Joanna couldn’t resist asking him a question. “How do you know these things? I thought I knew a lot about vampires, and I didn’t even know there was a separate creature called a nosferatu.”

Before Drake could answer her, the sheriff’s voice crackled through the radio. “I don’t know if I agree with you on this one, Evan, but I’ve learned to trust your instincts on these matters. We’ll give your idea a try. Will you wait for me if you reach the caverns first?” 

Drake actually considered the sheriff’s request before answering. “All right, sheriff, you have my word. So long as I don’t think any lives are immediately at risk, I’ll wait for you.”

He handed the radio back to Joanna.
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“You really think it’s hiding in the Devil’s Caverns?” Sam asked. 

Drake was leading them briskly through the woods, walking so quickly that Sam had to practically trot to keep up with him. Joanna was taller than the teen and her longer legs made the pace easier for her, but even she was breathing hard after a few minutes. 

“Seems likely,” Drake said. The woods were thicker here, and he had to weave in his path to skirt the trees which made it harder to keep up with him. “The caverns run very deep and there’s always the well itself if it really needs to retreat. Then when you take into account the evil reputation of the place, it seems likely they will appeal to its nature.”

“I’m new to this area,” Joanna reminded them. “Why are they called the Devil’s Caverns?” 

“There’s a legend,” Sam told her. “No one’s quite certain if it’s true or not but—” 

“It’s not true,” Drake contradicted her. 

“I don’t know, Mr. Drake,” Sam argued. “When I was in your class, you taught us that most old legends have a kernel of truth in them—but that we had tended to discount them for centuries because humans didn’t believe in the preternatural. Can we slow down a little?”

Drake did not slow his pace. “But this legend is a lot closer to home and it’s been looked at closely. None of the supernatural or preternatural elements can be confirmed today.”

“That doesn’t mean it’s not true,” the girl stubbornly held to her argument.

Drake wasn’t having any of it. “In the ninety-two years since western society discovered that it shares this planet with the preternatural, no one has ever documented the existence of either a devil or a dragon, Samantha. And while that’s negative evidence, it still has to factor into your evaluation of the accuracy of the legend.”

“You’re just saying this because your ancestor—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Joanna interjected. She grabbed both Drake and Sam by the arms and forced them to stop walking for a minute. “Slow down both of you. Who said anything about a dragon? And what’s this about your ancestor?”

Drake actually looked embarrassed. He put his coin away, took off his glasses and wiped the lenses with his handkerchief. 

Sam stood with her hands on her hips looking like she’d won points in a contest between them. 

“It’s not actually certain that the man was my ancestor,” Drake said.

“Yes, he was,” Sam insisted. She turned her attention to Joanna as if seeking support for her position. “How many people could really be named Hadrian Evangelos Drake?” 

“I was named after my grandfather,” Drake protested. 

“Wait a minute?” Joanna interrupted. “Hadrian? As in Hadrian’s Well? This town is named after your family?”

“Not the whole family,” Sam corrected her. “It’s named after his ancestor. This is the town legend. I’m surprised you haven’t heard it yet.”

“We should start walking again,” Drake told them. “Otherwise, the sheriff will beat us to the caverns.”

“And you wouldn’t want that, would you?” Joanna phrased the sentence as a question, but it was really a statement of fact.

“Our sheriff is a good man,” Drake told her, “but small town police aren’t trained to deal with the preternatural.”

“But you are?” Joanna pressed him. Her tone was not precisely sarcastic, but then it wasn’t not sarcastic either. 

“What? No. I’m not trained at all for this sort of thing. I’m a schoolteacher. I just, I had an interest, and when I came to this town, it quickly became apparent that I just knew a lot more about the preternatural than anyone else did. We had a little problem with a jackalope and...” 

Drake shrugged. He wasn’t bragging, he was just reluctantly stating things as he perceived them. Looking at him, Joanna could almost believe he didn’t want the special stature he’d earned with the sheriff. But then, he was also racing to make certain he was present when they went after the nosferatu. 

“We’ll walk while you talk,” Joanna told him. “I want to hear the story.” 

Drake sighed and started through the woods again.

“I don’t get you, Mr. Drake,” Sam said. “You absolutely love to tell a good legend. Your class was full of them. But you never want to talk about this one.”

“That’s because it’s embarrassing, Samantha. When I tell this story it sounds like I’m trying to make myself look important because I might be descended from the man who saved the town.”

Joanna was getting tired of all the delays. “So, what happened?” 

“It was a long time ago,” Drake said. “There are no good records of the period—just some archeological remains, oral traditions, and a fragment of a memoir/diary that was mostly written twenty years after the incident.” 

“How long ago are we talking?” 

“1842,” Sam chimed in.

“You know, Samantha,” Drake observed. “I don’t think you got a single date right on any of the quizzes you took in my class, but that one you rattle off like it’s your middle name.”

Sam just smiled.

“1842?” Joanna prompted them.

Drake dodged a tree and resumed the story. 

“Hadrian’s Well didn’t exist yet. What we had instead was a small community of Spanish ranchers who weren’t too happy with the revolution in Mexico. They were nominally Catholics, but if the legends are correct, they were actually the opposite of that.”

“Satan worshippers,” Joanna guessed. 

“Right the first time,” Drake told her.

“They were preying on the local Indians,” Sam added. 

“Preying is a good word,” Drake agreed. A faraway expression covered his face. “They were scarcely human—the Spaniards, I mean. They didn’t have a good track record anywhere with the native peoples, but here at Hadrian’s Well, they raided the Ute for human sacrifices as part of their satanic rites of worship. They were especially interested in kidnapping children for rites that had more in common with ancient Aztec practices than with modern Satanism.” 

Joanna nearly tripped over a tree root, but Drake’s hand shot out and caught her before she fell. He was surprisingly strong for such a thin man, but she’d already figured out he had good muscles beneath the dress shirt he was wearing.

“Thanks,” Joanna said as she got her feet settled beneath her again.

Drake smiled at her. “These woods can be pretty treacherous. I think I heard that you’re from Chicago, right? I’ll bet you didn’t have a lot of opportunity to get out in the woods while you lived there.”

“It’s a different lifestyle there,” Joanna agreed. She didn’t like the way her body was responding to that smile. This was official police business—not an opportunity to flirt no matter how handsome the schoolteacher might be. “But I don’t think that’s important now. Can you explain why the natives didn’t do something about the Spaniards? You said it was a small community of Satan worshippers, surely they had the numbers to stop the deprivations.” 

“If that argument was sufficient,” Drake pointed out, “then the Spaniards would have been driven out all through Latin America and what became the American Southwest.”

Joanna didn’t like being treated as if she were a student in his seventh-grade class and she tried to think of a way to counter that argument. “But the Spanish army—”

“The Spaniards at Hadrian’s Well cheated,” Sam interrupted. 

Joanna ducked beneath a low hanging branch. She was getting very tired of the woods. “What do you mean they cheated?”

“They summoned a devil,” Drake told her. His voice, unconsciously she presumed, had dropped to little more than a whisper. 

The answer surprised Joanna. While the existence of the preternatural was now established fact, the existence of demonic and celestial beings was still a matter of faith and debate. Most people believed that the stories of the demonic were actually grounded in more mundane—if such a word could be used to describe them—preternatural creatures. “Surely not,” she protested.

“That’s what the legend says,” Sam told her in a bright cheery voice. “It stood seven and a half feet tall, before you took the horns into account, and had a man’s chest and legs and a horse-sized dong—”

“That’s a part of the story the students never fail to leave out,” Drake observed with a wry smile. “Teenagers are always impressed with the reputed size of the creature’s appendage.” 

“But,” Sam continued as her face flushed beet red, “it had cloven hooves instead of human feet and huge claws at the ends of its fingers.” 

“And the cult used this creature to control the natives?”

“It terrorized them,” Drake confirmed. “Or so the legends say. If they tried to flee, it killed a couple of adults and drove the others back to their homes.”

Not only was that terrible, Joanna’s cop instincts found it to be at least remotely possible. Humans could be every bit as cruel and frightening as the preternatural. The only thing clearly off was the term devil. “So, what do you think the creature was? Obviously, it wasn’t an actual devil. Could it have been a minotaur or some offshoot of satyr?” 

“Wait until you hear the rest of the story,” Drake advised her. “It only gets more fanciful.”

Joanna considered that a moment also. It would be hard to reconstruct the legend after so much time and Drake, for personal reasons it seemed, was clearly inclined to doubt it all.  

“So, what happened?”

“A wagon train came through the area,” Drake explained. “It was made up of American and European immigrants looking to start a new life. There’s some confusion over where this alleged caravan was actually heading. Some people say it was going to Oregon, some to California. Everyone agrees that it did not intend to come here. There’d been a series of bad storms and they’d lost their trail and made the mistake of setting up camp in what is now Hadrian’s Well.”

“And?”

Sam jumped in, rushing to tell this part of the story. “The Spaniards with their pet devil attacked the travelers that very first night and grabbed a bunch of children.” Enthusiasm bubbled in her voice as if she were relating a good piece of gossip back in high school. It was obvious to Joanna that the girl didn’t really believe the legend—not in any meaningful way—but she obviously enjoyed telling it. 

Sam continued. “They took all the children back to the Devil’s Caverns and prepared to sacrifice them—real blood thirsty stuff. They planned to cut out their hearts and drink their blood.”

So that was how the cavern got its name. It was the lair of the Satan worshippers and their preternatural creature. 

“The survivors in the wagon train were in an understandable state of disarray,” Drake added in more calm, professorial tones. “The attack had caused widespread panic. Several of the families unparked their wagons and immediately hit the trail again, despite it being near midnight. But...” Drake’s voice trailed off. 

Sam chucked him lightly on the arm with her fist and continued with a grin. “But Hadrian Evangelos Drake rallied the men and women to go after their kids. He was a miner looking to strike it rich in the Rockies. He didn’t even have a family with him, although he obviously had left one behind or Mr. Drake wouldn’t be here. But he was so angry at what had happened that he grabbed up his pickaxe and set out to rescue the children.”

Drake appeared to be blushing. 

“Your ancestor did that?” Joanna asked just so she could see if his face could grow redder.

“Well, there’s some debate over that point.” 

“I say again,” Sam stated, “note the similarity of their names.”

“I thought you said their names are identical,” Joanna said.

“My point exactly, what kind of modern mother would torment her kid with the name Hadrian Evangelos Drake if it wasn’t a family name?”

“Anyway,” Drake said, “the people from the wagon train followed him and they saved their kids. Look there’s the sheriff’s people up ahead.” He raised his hand and waved to the deputies, increasing his pace slightly as he did so.

“You can’t cut out all the good stuff, Mr. Drake,” Sam informed him. She was grinning over his embarrassment when she returned her attention to Joanna. “So, Hadrian set off by himself, but pretty quickly about twenty men and women, including all the surviving parents of the kidnapped kids, armed themselves and followed him. They caught up just in time to see him entering the caves up ahead. There are huge caverns inside and all he had was a little wax candle which he lit and stuck in his hat.”

Joanna remembered hearing somewhere, perhaps on the History Channel, that that used to be the way miners lit the tunnels where they worked—with candles on their hats. The little detail lent a measure of credence to the overall story. 

“A couple of the people following Hadrian had brought lanterns and torches and so they were able to catch up with him just as he entered the second cavern—the one where the Satan worshippers performed their services. They had made a sort of altar out of stone—you can still see it—and they were getting ready to murder the first child.”

Joanna realized that she and Sam had stopped walking. Drake reluctantly halted as well about ten paces ahead of them. The sheriff, seeing that there must be some sort of problem, started through the trees toward them followed by his cousin, Bob.

Sam continued her story. “Hadrian is supposed to have let out a bellow that echoed through the caverns and laid into the Spaniards with his pickaxe. For a moment, everyone was stunned by the ferocity of his attack. Then the Spaniards started fighting back and all those parents went rushing in to help Hadrian. For a minute or so, it looked like they were going to win even though the Spaniards outnumbered them. They were fighting for their kids, and they had surprise on their side. But then a different sort of bellow filled the cavern, and the devil sprang up out of the rock and the travelers started to die. Isn’t that right, sheriff?”

The sheriff glanced at Drake and offered Sam a sneaky smile. “That’s certainly how my pop told it to me, and we should know after all—it was Bob and my great, great, great,” the sheriff counted off the generations on his fingers, “grandpa who was the child tied to that stone altar waiting to be killed.”

Joanna reassessed the sheriff. She’d understood that he was from an old Hadrian’s Well family, but she hadn’t quite understood that it was literally a founding family. 

“You tell the story, sheriff,” Sam suggested. “You tell it great.”

“Sheriff, we’ve got a creature to track down,” Drake reminded him.

“I know that, Evan,” Sheriff Tucker said, “but it might actually be helpful for Joanna to know what happened here and some of what we can expect to find inside the caverns.”

He returned his attention to his newest deputy. “Hadrian Drake tried to save the day. He launched himself at the devil holding nothing but his pickaxe and buried the steel deep in the monster’s chest.”

“He’d have been wiser to have stuck a cross in its face,” Drake muttered.

“For a moment or two, the pure ferocity of his attack drove the devil back,” the sheriff continued. “But then that creature from hell lifted Hadrian Drake off the ground and threw him down Hadrian’s Well.”

“Threw him down what?” Joanna asked. She’d thought she’d been following the story just fine, but now she was no longer certain.

Drake offered the explanation. “It’s a hole—a natural well—in the middle of the second cavern. It’s reported to be bottomless, but that seems rather unlikely in light of what we know of the composition of the earth’s crust. Modern cavers have descended pretty deep. What’s the farthest anyone claims to have gone, sheriff?”

“Oh, I’ve heard fifteen hundred feet,” the sheriff confided, “but I’m not sure I believe that one. It’s more than a few hundred, that’s for sure.” 

“So, there is a huge natural...chasm in the middle of the second cavern?” Joanna asked.

“More well, than chasm,” the sheriff said. “It’s about twenty feet across at the mouth. You’ll see it when we go inside.” 

“And the nosferatu might be hiding in it?” Joanna asked. 

“It’s certainly possible,” Drake said. “Although I’m hoping, if it’s there, that it will be hanging from the ceiling with the bats. After all, it can’t really fly so it may be reluctant to go down in a hole like that.”

“But if it’s down there...”

“We’re going to have to wait for it to come up again,” Drake confirmed. “We cannot go down the well on ropes to fight a creature like that.”

The sheriff frowned as if he hadn’t fully considered that problem. 

Sam evidently wanted to return to the legend. “The Spaniards were supposed to have thrown their
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