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      For my sister, Melissa,
who is less fragile than she thinks.
I should know, having leaned on her
shoulder often enough.
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      Lares

      
      
         Though far and near the bullets hiss,

         I’ve ’scaped a bloodier hour than this.

         George Gordon, Lord Byron, The Giaour

      

      




      
      1.

      
      
      
      
         Incident report filed by
Special Deputy Jameson Arkeley, 10/4/83

		 (recorded on reel-to-reel audiotape):

      

      
      Through the rain there wasn’t much to see. The all-night diner stood at the corner of two major streets. Its plate glass windows
         spilled a little light on the pavement. I handed the binoculars to Webster, my partner. ‘Do you see him?’ I asked.
      

      
      The subject in question, one Piter Byron Lares (probably an alias), sat at the diner’s counter, hunched over in deep conversation
         with a middle-aged waitress. He would be a big man if he stood up, but leaning over like that, he didn’t look so imposing.
         His face was very pale, and his black hair stood up in a wild shock of frizzy curls. An enormous red sweater hung off him
         – another attempt at camouflaging his size, I figured. He wore thick eyeglasses with tortoiseshell rims.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know what they teach you at Fed school, Arkeley, but I’ve never heard of one of them needing glasses,’ Webster said,
         handing me back the binoculars.
      

      
      ‘Shut up.’ The week before I had found six dead girls in a cellar in Liverpool, West Virginia. They’d been having a slumber
         party. They were in so many pieces it took three lab technicians working night and day in a borrowed school gymnasium just to figure out how many bodies we had. I was not in a good mood. I had beaten one of the asshole’s minions
         to dust with my bare hands just to find out his alias. I wasn’t going to slow down now.
      

      
      Lares stood up, his head still bowed, and took a leather wallet out of his pocket. He began to count out small bills. Then
         he seemed to think of something. He looked up, around the diner. He rose to his full height and looked out at the street.
      

      
      ‘Did he just make us?’ Webster demanded. ‘In this weather?’

      
      ‘I’m not sure,’ I said. About a gallon of bright red blood erupted across the diner’s front window. I couldn’t see anything
         inside.
      

      
      ‘Shit!’ I screamed, and pushed my way out of the car, across the sidewalk, the rain soaking me instantly. I burst inside the
         diner, my star bright on my jacket, but he was already gone and there was nobody left alive inside to be impressed. The waitress
         lay on the floor, her head nearly torn off her body. You read about them and you expect vampire wounds to be dainty little
         things, maybe a pair of bad hickeys. Lares had chewed most of the woman’s neck off. Her jugular vein stuck out like the neck
         of a deflated balloon.
      

      
      Blood spilled off the counter and splattered the ceiling. I unholstered my service revolver and stepped around the body. There
         was a door in the back. I had to stop myself from racing to it. If he was in the back and I ran into him in the shadows by
         the men’s room I wouldn’t survive my curiosity. I headed back out into the rain where Webster already had the car running.
         He’d been busy rousing the locals. A helicopter swooped low over our heads with a racket that was sure to get complaints tomorrow
         morning. The chopper’s spotlight blasted holes in the shadows all around the diner. Webster got us moving, pulled us around
         the alley behind the restaurant. I peered through the rain at the Dumpsters and the scattered garbage. Nothing happened. We had plenty of backup watching the
         front of the restaurant. We had heavy weapons guys coming in. The helicopter could stay up there all night if it needed to.
         I tried to relax.
      

      
      ‘SWAT’s moving,’ Webster told me. He replaced his radio handset.

      
      The Dumpster in the alley shifted an inch. Like some homeless guy inside had rolled over in his sleep. Both of us froze for
         a second. Long enough to be sure we’d both seen it. I brought my weapon up and tested the action. I was loading JHPs for maximal
         tissue damage and I had sighted in the pistol myself. If I could have gotten my gun blessed by a priest I would have. There
         was no way this psychopath was walking away tonight.
      

      
      ‘Special Deputy Arkeley, maybe we should back off and let SWAT negotiate with him,’ Webster told me. His using my official
         title meant he wanted to go on the record as doing everything possible to avoid a violent takedown. Covering his ass. We both
         knew there was no chance of Lares coming peacefully.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, you’re probably right,’ I said, my nerves all twisted up. ‘Yeah.’ I eased my grip on the pistol and kicked angrily
         at the floorboards.
      

      
      The Dumpster came apart in pieces and a white blur launched itself out of the alley. It collided with our car hard enough
         to knock us up onto two wheels. My door caved in and pinned my arm to my side, trapping my weapon. Webster grabbed for his
         own handgun even as the car fell back to the road surface, throwing us both up against our seat belts, knocking the wind out
         of me.
      

      
      Webster reached across me and discharged his weapon three times. I could feel my face and hands burning with spent powder. I could smell cordite and nothing else. I was deaf for a good thirty seconds. My window exploded outwards, but a
         few tiny cubes of glass danced and spun in my lap.
      

      
      I turned my head sideways, feeling like I was trapped in molten glass – I could see everything normally but I could barely
         move. Framed perfectly in the shattered safety glass was Lares’ grinning, torn-up face. Rain was washing the blood off his
         mouth but it didn’t improve his looks. His glasses were ruined, twisted arms of tortoiseshell and cobwebbed lenses. At least
         one of Webster’s shots had gone in through Lares’ right eye. The white jelly inside had burst outward and I could see red
         bone in the socket. The other two bullets had gone into the side of his nose and his right cheek. The wounds were horrible,
         bloody, and definitely fatal.
      

      
      As I watched, they undid themselves. It was like when you run over one of those shatterproof trash cans and it slowly but
         surely undents itself, returning to its former shape in seconds. A puff of white smoke in Lares’ vacant eye socket solidified,
         plumped out into a brand new eyeball. The wound in his nose shrank away to nothing and the one in his cheek might as well
         have been a trick of the light. Like a shadow it just disappeared.
      

      
      When he was whole and clean again he slowly removed the broken glasses from his face and threw them over his shoulder. Then
         he opened his mouth and grinned. Every one of his teeth was sharpened to a point. It wasn’t like in the movies at all. It
         looked more like the mouth of a shark, with row after row of tiny knives embedded in his gums. He gave us a good, long look
         at his mouth and then he jumped over our car. I could hear his feet beating on the roof, and he was all at once on the other
         side. He hit the ground running, running toward Liberty Avenue.
      

      
      The SWAT team arrived at the corner before he did, sliding out of an armored van, four agents carrying MP5s. They wore full helmets and riot armor, but it wasn’t standard issue. Their commanding officer had insisted I give them a chance to
         modify their kit. We all knew what we were getting into, he told me. We’d all seen plenty of movies before.
      

      
      So the SWAT guys had crucifixes hot-glued all over them, everything they could get, from big carved-wood Roman Catholic models
         with gruesome Jesuses hanging from them to dime-store nickel-plated crosses like you would find on a kid’s charm bracelet.
         I bet they felt pretty safe under all that junk.
      

      
      Lares laughed out loud and tore off his red sweater. Underneath it his torso was one rippling mass of muscle. White skin,
         hairless, poreless, writhed over the submerged lumps of his vertebrae. He looked a lot less human with his shirt off. He looked
         more like some kind of albino bear. A wild animal. A man killer.
      

   




      
      2.

      
      
      
      
         Incident report filed by
Special Deputy Jameson Arkeley, 10/4/83

		 (continued):

      

      
      ‘Don’t fucking move!’ one of the cross-covered SWATs shouted. The other three dropped to one knee and raised their MP5s to
         their shoulders.
      

      
      Lares rolled forward from the waist, scooping his arms through the air like he could reach over and grab them from a distance.
         It was an aggressive movement. It was meant to be aggressive. The SWATs did what they’d been trained to do. They opened fire.
         Their weapons spat fire at the rain and bullets tore through the dark air, narrowly missing our unmarked car. Webster shoved
         his door open and stepped out into a big puddle. I was right behind him. If we could catch the bastard in a crossfire maybe
         we could damage him faster than he could heal.
      

      
      ‘The heart!’ I shouted. ‘You have to destroy his heart!’

      
      The SWATs were professionals. They caught their target center mass more than they missed him. Lares’ big body spun around
         in the rain. The helicopter came roaring overhead and lit him up with the spotlight so we could better see what we were shooting
         at. I fired three rounds into his back, one after the other. Webster emptied his clip.
      

      
      
      Lares pitched forward like a tree falling down, right in the gutter. He put his hands down to try to stop his fall, but they
         slid out from under him. He lay there unmoving, not even breathing, his hands clutching at handfuls of the tiny yellow locust
         leaves that clogged up the sewer grate.
      

      
      The SWATs traded hand signals. One of them moved in, weapon pointed at the back of Lares’ neck, ready to take a brainstem
         shot, a traditional kill shot. He was aiming at the wrong place, but I didn’t think it mattered at that point. There were
         no visible bullet holes in Lares – they must have healed instantly – but he wasn’t moving. The SWAT stepped closer and kicked
         at one overly muscular leg.
      

      
      Lares spun around on his side without any warning at all, far faster than a human being could move. He got one knee under
         him and grabbed at the SWAT’s arm to pull himself up. He had no trouble whatsoever getting a grip on all those crosses. The
         SWAT started to react, bringing his MP5 up, ducking down in a firing crouch. Lares grabbed his helmet in two hands and twisted
         it right off. The policeman’s head came with it.
      

      
      For a second the decapitated SWAT stood there in a perfect firing crouch. Blood arced up from his gaping neck like a water
         fountain. Lares leaned forward and lapped at it, getting blood all over his face and chest. He was mocking us. He was goddamned
         making fun of us.
      

      
      The SWAT leader started shouting, ‘Man down, man down!’ into his radio, but Lares was already up and coming for him. He plowed
         through the rest of the SWATs in a single motion, his fingers tearing at their armor, his mouth fastening around the leader’s
         neck. Those sharklike teeth bit right through the SWAT leader’s padded collar. They bit right through a wooden cross and snapped
         it into pieces. I made a mental note: the cross thing was a myth.
      

      
      The SWATs died one after the other and all I could do was watch. All I could do was stare. I brought up my weapon as Lares turned and jumped right at us. I would have fired, except
         I was afraid I would hit Webster. Lares was that fast. He went low, diving to grasp Webster around the waist. My partner was
         still trying to reload his weapon.
      

      
      Lares tore Webster’s leg off at the thigh. He used his mouth. Blood was everywhere and Lares drank as much of it as he could
         get down his throat. Webster didn’t start screaming for a long, horrible second or two. He had time to look at me, his face
         registering nothing but surprise.
      

      
      When Lares had finished feeding, he rose to a standing posture and smiled at me. His half-naked body was caked with gore.
         His eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks were glowing pink and healthy. He leaned toward me. He was a good seven feet tall and
         he towered over me. He reached down and put his hands on my shoulders. His eyes stared into me, and I couldn’t look away.
         The hand holding my weapon lost all strength and dangled at my side. He was weakening me, softening me up somehow. I could
         feel my brain itch – he was hypnotizing me, something, I didn’t know. He could kill me anytime he wanted. Why was he wasting
         time with my brain?
      

      
      Over our heads the helicopter chewed angrily at the air. The spotlight lit up Lares’ back and made his hair glow. His eyes
         narrowed as if the light hurt him a little. He grabbed me around the waist and hauled me up to dangle over his shoulder. I
         could barely move. I tried to kick and hit and fight, but Lares just squeezed me harder until I felt my ribs popping like
         a string of fireworks. After that it was all I could do to breathe.
      

      
      He didn’t kill me. He had such strength in his arms that it would have been easy to kill me, to squeeze me so hard that my
         guts shot out of my mouth. He kept me alive, though, I assumed as a hostage.
      

      
      
      He started to run. My body bounced and flopped on his shoulder. I could only see what was behind us. He was running toward
         the Strip District, toward the river. When I was planning this takedown I had convinced Pittsburgh Traffic to shut down a
         big patch of city, to keep the streets empty. I wanted a safe environment in which to pull off my showdown. Lares must have
         sensed the unusual quiet of the streets. He ran right out of my safe place, right into traffic, cars slaloming all around
         us, steam from the pouring rain rising from their hot lights like the breath of angry bulls. Horns shrieked all around us,
         and I panicked and called out for God – if one of those cars hit us it might not damage Lares at all, but I would surely be
         crushed, broken, impaled.
      

      
      I could barely see for pain and wet eyes and the stabbing blare of headlights. I was barely cognizant of the fact that Lares
         had run out onto the Sixteenth Street Bridge. I could feel the helicopter above me, following me, its rotor blades pulsing
         in the dark. I felt Lares bend and flex his legs and then – freefall. The asshole had jumped right off the bridge.
      

      
      We hit the freezing waters of the Allegheny River so hard and so fast that I must have broken half a dozen bones. The cold
         surged through me as if I were being stabbed with icicles all over my body. My heart lurched in my chest and I felt my entire
         circulatory system seizing up. Lares pulled me down, down into the darkness. I could barely see his white, white face framed
         by floating black hair like dead seaweed. Breath surged out of me and I started swallowing water.
      

      
      We must have been under only a few seconds. I couldn’t have survived any longer than that. Yet I remember him kicking, his
         legs snapping through the water. I remember the helicopter’s searchlight slanting down through the murk, now this way, now
         that way, now too far away. Then I couldn’t see anything. Air hit my face as if a mask of ice had been nailed onto my skull, but at least I could breathe. I sucked a great
         lungful of cold, cold air down inside of me until my body burned. Lares dragged me up over the fiberglass gunwale of a boat,
         a boat that bobbed and tilted alarmingly under our combined weight. He dragged me, only half alive, belowdecks.
      

   




      
      3.

      
      
      
      
         Incident report filed by
Special Deputy Jameson Arkeley, 10/4/83

		 (concluded):

      

      
      Slowly, achingly, warmth returned to my fingertips, my toes. My brain spun inside my head for a while, and I couldn’t make
         any sense of my surroundings. My ears rang. I felt like death had passed within inches of me.
      

      
      Lares bent over me, his fingers probing in my ears and mouth. He tore my shirt away from my neck and shoulder and probed the
         veins, tapping at them to get the circulation going. Then he left me, unbound, all but forgotten. He hadn’t said a single
         word to me. I wasn’t supposed to be a hostage, I realized. I was going to be a midnight snack. I’d made enough heat for him
         that he felt he had to run home, to go to ground. That didn’t mean he had to go hungry.
      

      
      My eyes eventually adjusted to the near-absolute darkness of the boat’s hold, and I began to make out some details. It was
         a cramped little space that smelled of diesel fuel and mildew. It was cold, not as cold as it had been in the river, but icy
         cold all the same. I guess if you’re dead you don’t need central heating. The usual boat stuff filled most corners of the
         room – life preservers like giant orange candies, a pair of aluminum oars, folded tarpaulins and sailcloth. Five coffins were leaned up against the shelves and bulwarks or lay flat
         on the floor. They were relatively plain, dark wood affairs in that elongated hexagonal shape that says ‘coffin’ whenever
         you see it, even though I don’t think anyone had built a coffin like that in fifty years. They had brass handles, and they
         were all propped open so I could see the overstuffed satin linings. One of them was empty. It was the biggest, and it looked
         about the right size for Lares. The other four were all occupied.
      

      
      The bodies in the coffins were decayed beyond recognition. They were bones, mostly, tied together with scraps of flesh. Some
         showed old brown stains where blood had washed over them. One had nearly a full head of long white hair like uncombed cotton.
         One had a single eyeball still in its head, though it was shrunken and dried up like a white prune. None of the skulls were
         human. The jaws were thick, sturdy bone full of broken teeth. Just from the teeth I knew they were all vampires. Maybe they
         were Lares’ family, in a perverse way. Maybe there was a whole lineage of them sleeping in that cramped little ship’s hold.
      

      
      There was something about them that made my skin crawl. It took me a long time to realize what it was: The bones in those
         coffins weren’t dead. They were moving. Just barely, almost imperceptibly, but the bony hands were reaching out. The necks
         were craning forward. They wanted something. They were desperate for it, desperate enough to strain their dried-up sinews
         to get at it. As decayed and dilapidated as they might be, these corpses were still undead and still aware of their surroundings.
         Vampires were supposed to live forever, if they weren’t killed. I guess maybe they didn’t stay young forever, though. Maybe
         that was too much to ask.
      

      
      Lares caught my attention as he started moving around the little space. He looked different. I focused my eyes and saw that the curly hair on top of his head had been a wig – it was gone now, and his head was as white and as round as the moon.
         Triangular ears poked out on either side. Those weren’t human ears. I was finally seeing what a vampire really looked like.
         It wasn’t pretty.
      

      
      Lares knelt next to one of the coffins, his hands bracing him on the wooden lip. He lowered his head over the body and his
         back began to shake. One of his laughing eyes kept me pinned the whole time. With a horrible retching sound he vomited a half-pint
         of blood into the coffin, right over the corpse’s face. He clutched at his sides and heaved again, and again, until the skull
         was bathed in clotted gore.
      

      
      Steam rose from the hot blood in the cold room. Steam wreathed the skull, the rib cage of the corpse. Steam coalesced like
         watery light around the bones, wrapping the vampire’s remains in illusory flesh and skin. The body plumped out and began to
         take on something like human form as the blood dripped into the corpse’s mouth.
      

      
      Lares moved to the next corpse. He started coughing and blood flecked his lips. Like a mother bird feeding her young, he coughed
         himself into a spasm until blood dangled in thick ropes from his mouth. Where it touched the corpse, steam rose up and a second
         transformation began. Skin like old mildewed paper rattled as it stretched around the second corpse’s ruin. Dark skin, crisscrossed
         with scars. This one had a tattoo on his bicep. It read ‘SPQR’ in jagged, sloppily done letters.
      

      
      The pink hue I’d seen in Lares’ cheeks before was gone. He was white as a sheet again. If he was going to feed all of his
         ancestors, he would need to find another blood donor, and soon.
      

      
      I didn’t like my chances.

      
      He managed to vomit up blood all over a third corpse, just with what he had inside of him. He was throwing up death. The death of the waitress in the diner. The deaths of the SWATs
         we’d foolishly thought were safe under twenty pounds of crosses. He was throwing up bits of Webster, the good cop, throwing
         up part of Webster’s body.
      

      
      Lares turned to look at me directly. His whole body was shaking. Trembling, even shivering. Feeding his grandparents had taken
         everything he had. Before he’d fed on the waitress in the diner, had he been this shaky? He tried to meet my gaze, but I refused
         to let him hypnotize me again.
      

      
      I looked down at my right hand. I was still carrying my sidearm. How I could have held onto it through being carried over
         Lares’ shoulder, through the shock of hitting the river, through being dragged into the boat, was a mystery. The cold must
         have turned my hand into a solid claw around the weapon.
      

      
      Lares lurched toward me. His speed was gone. His coordination was shot. However, he was still a bulletproof vampire.

      
      I knew it was hopeless. The SWATs had hit him center left with full automatic machine-gun fire, but the bullets had never
         even pierced his skin. They hadn’t even grazed his heart, his only vulnerable part. I had nothing better to do at that moment,
         though, than to shoot every last bullet I had.
      

      
      I discharged my weapon into his chest. I shot him. Again and again until I was deaf with the noise and blind with the muzzle
         flash. I had three bullets left in my gun and I put all of them into his chest. The hollow-point rounds tore him open, splatted
         the boat’s hold with bits and strips of his white, white skin. He tried to laugh, but his voice came out as a weak hiss, air
         escaping from a punctured tire.
      

      
      I saw his rib cage torn open, exposed, flayed. I saw his lungs, slack and lifeless in his chest. He came closer. Closer. Closer.
         Close enough – I reached out with my left hand and grabbed at the twisted dark muscle that had once been his heart.
      

      
      He howled in pain. So did I. His body was already repairing the damage I’d done, his cells knitting back together around the
         gunshot wounds. His ribs grew back like scissor blades crunching down on the more fragile bones of my wrist, trapping my hand
         inside of his body. His skin grew back over my arm and pulled at me, pulled me toward him.
      

      
      I plucked his heart out like pulling a peach off a tree.

      
      Lares’ face turned dark with horror, his eyes wild, his mouth flapping open as if he couldn’t control it, blood and spit flying
         from his chin. His nostrils flared and a stench like an open sewer bellowed up out of every one of his orifices. The heart
         leaped in my hand, trying to get back where it belonged, but I used the tiny shred of strength left in me to squeeze, to hold
         on. Lares slapped at me with his hands, but there was no real strength left in his muscles. He dropped to his knees and howled
         and howled and howled. It started to sound like mewling after a while. He was even losing the strength to scream.
      

      
      Still he wouldn’t just die. He was holding on to what strange kind of unlife he had ever possessed, clutching like a junkie
         at an empty syringe, trying through sheer willpower to not die.
      

      
      His eyes met mine and he tried to suck me in. He tried to hypnotize me, to weaken me once more. It didn’t work.

      
      When he finally stopped moving it was nearly dawn. I held his heart in my clenched fist and it felt like an inert stone. The
         other vampires, the decayed ones, came slithering out of their coffins, reaching for him, reaching for me. They didn’t understand
         what had happened. They were blind and deaf and dumb, and all they knew was the taste of blood. I kicked them away and, through
         the pain, through the shock, managed to get to my feet.
      

      
      
      I found a can of gasoline in the engine room. I found a matchbook in the disused galley of the boat. I set them all on fire
         and stumbled up and out into the cold rain, pitched headlong onto a narrow wooden dock, and waited for the sun to come up,
         waited to see if the local police would find me first, or whether hypothermia and my injuries and shock would finish me off.
      

   




      Congreve

      
         A fool there was and he made his prayer

         (Even as you and I)

         To a rag and a bone and a hank of hair

         (We called her the woman who did not care)

         But the fool he called her his lady fair.

           Rudyard Kipling, The Vampire
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         Twenty years later:

      

      Pennsylvania State Trooper Laura Caxton pulled apart a road flare until red sparks shot across the leather elbow of her uniform
         jacket. She dropped the sputtering flare on the road and turned around. She’d felt something behind her, a presence, and on
         this particular night she had reason to be seriously creeped out.
      

      
      The man behind her wore a tan trench coat over a black suit. His hair was the color of steel wool, cut short and close to
         his head. He looked to be in pretty good shape but had to be at least sixty. Maybe seventy. In the flickering light of four
         in the morning, the creases on his face could have been wrinkles or they could have been scars. His eyes were hooded by deep,
         pouchy lids, and his mouth was nothing more than a narrow slot in the bottom half of his face.
      

      
      ‘Good evening,’ he said, his voice thick and a little hoarse. His face folded up like a gas station road map. He was smiling,
         the kind of smile you give a child you don’t particularly like. The smile submerged his tiny eyes entirely. ‘You don’t have
         a badge on your uniform,’ he went on, making it sound like she’d forgotten to wash behind her ears.
      

      
      ‘We don’t wear them,’ she told him. This guy was starting to piss her off. ‘The state policeman’s good conduct is the only
         badge he needs,’ she said, more or less quoting what she’d been taught as a cadet. The black suit and the trench coat gave
         him away at once – he might as well have had fed written on his back in big white block letters – but she scanned his chest
         and found his badge, a five-pointed star in a circle. The badge of the U.S. Marshals Service. ‘The Sergeant said he was going to call the
         FBI,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘And they called me, just like they’re supposed to. I only live a few hours away, and you could say that I’ve been waiting
         for this for a very long time. Please, don’t make me wait any longer. When I arrived your sergeant told me to find you. He
         said you were the last one still here who saw what happened.’
      

      
      Caxton nodded. She unstrapped her wide-brimmed trooper’s hat and scratched the top of her head. Fatigue and shock were fighting
         over which got to make her sit down first. So far she’d beaten both of them back. ‘I suppose that’s right.’ She held out her
         hand. Maybe her dislike of this man merely stemmed from how much she disliked this night in general.
      

      
      He didn’t take her hand. He just stood there as if both of his arms were paralyzed. ‘My name is Special Deputy Arkeley, if
         that’s what you wanted. Can we just get on with this and worry about the civilities later?’
      

      
      Maybe he was just an asshole. She shrugged and pushed past him, assuming he would probably follow. When she got to the top
         of the rise she turned around and pointed at the roadblock just in front of the Turnpike on-ramp. The DUI enforcement trailer
         stood in the middle of the road, abandoned for the time being. Orange lights up on sawhorses stabbed at the dark, their light
         skittering around the dead tree branches that arched over the road. The strobing light made Caxton’s eye sockets ache. ‘We’re Troop T. We’re highway patrol for the
         Turnpike, and that’s all. We were not prepared for this.’ He didn’t look like he cared. She went on. ‘Three fellow officers
         and I were working a standard sobriety check right here. Nothing special, we do this every Saturday night. It was about fifteen
         minutes past ten and we had three cars lined up for us. Another car, a late-model black luxury vehicle, stopped about fifty
         feet short of entering the line. The driver hesitated, then attempted to perform a U-turn. That’s something we see a lot of.
         People realize they’re going to fail the tests, so they try to evade us. We know how to handle it.’
      

      
      He stood there as quiet as a church mouse. He was just listening, his posture said. Absorbing whatever she was going to give
         him. She went on.
      

      
      ‘Two units, troopers Wright and Leuski, had been at station in their patrol cars there and there.’ She pointed to where the
         cars had been waiting on the shoulders of the road. ‘They engaged the subject in a classic pincers maneuver and forced him
         to a stop. At that time he opened the door of his car and rolled out onto the road surface. Before Wright and Leuski could
         apprehend him, he ran to the west, toward that line of trees.’ She pointed again. ‘The subject evaded arrest, though not before
         he left some evidence behind.’
      

      
      Arkeley nodded. He started walking away from her, toward the subject’s abandoned vehicle. It was a Cadillac, a CTS with a
         big blocky nose. A little pale mud flecked the running boards, and there was a bad scratch down the driver’s-side door, but
         otherwise the car was in immaculate condition. It had been left just as it had been abandoned except that its trunk had been
         opened. Its flashers pulsed mournfully in imitation of the brighter lights up at the roadblock.
      

      
      ‘What did your people do then?’ Arkeley asked.

      
      
      Caxton closed her eyes and tried to remember the exact series of events. ‘Leuski went after the subject and found the, well,
         the evidence. He came back and opened the subject vehicle’s trunk, believing he had enough in the way of exigent circumstance
         to warrant an intrusive search. When we saw what was inside we realized this wasn’t just some drunk running away so he didn’t
         have to face the Intoxilyzer. Wright called it in, just like he was supposed to. We’re highway patrol. We don’t handle these
         kinds of criminal matters; we turn them over to the local police.’
      

      
      Arkeley frowned, which fit his face a lot better than his smile. ‘I don’t see any of them here.’

      
      Caxton almost blushed. It was embarrassing. ‘This is a pretty rural area. The cops here work weekdays, mostly. Someone’s always
         supposed to be on call, but this late at night the system tends to break down. We have a cellular number for the local guy,
         but he isn’t answering.’
      

      
      Arkeley’s face didn’t show any surprise. That was alright. Caxton didn’t have the energy left to make excuses for anybody
         else.
      

      
      ‘We put in a call to the county authorities, but there was a multi-car pileup near Reading and the sheriff’s office was tied
         up. They sent one guy to collect fibers, DNA, and prints, but he left three hours ago. They’ll have more people here by morning,
         they said, which leaves us standing watch here all night. The Sergeant noticed this.’ She indicated the car’s license plate.
         It was a Maryland tag. ‘There was clear evidence of an alleged criminal crossing state borders. And it was bad, pretty much
         bad enough that the Sergeant felt that bringing in the FBI made some sense. Now you’re here.’
      

      
      Walking around behind the car, Arkeley ignored her as he studied the contents of the trunk. She expected him to gag or at
         least wince, but he didn’t. Well, Caxton had met plenty of guys who tried to look tough when they saw carnage. She stepped around to the trunk to stand beside him. ‘We think there
         are three people in there. A man and two children, genders unknown. There’s enough left of the man’s left hand to get prints.
         We might get lucky there.’
      

      
      Arkeley kept staring down into the trunk. Maybe he was too shocked to speak. Caxton doubted it. She’d been working highway
         patrol for three years now and she’d seen plenty of wrecks. Despite the barbarous nature of the murders and despite the fact
         that the bodies had been shredded and heavily mutilated, she could honestly say she’d seen worse. For one thing, there was
         no blood in the trunk. Not so much as a drop. It also helped that the faces had been completely obliterated. It made it easier
         to not think of them as human beings.
      

      
      After a while Arkeley looked away. ‘Alright. This is going to be my case,’ he said. Just like that.

      
      ‘Now, wait a second – you were brought in as a consultant, that’s all.’

      
      He ignored her. ‘Where’s the evidence the subject left behind?’

      
      ‘It’s up by the tree line. But goddamn it, tell me what you meant by that. How is this your case?’

      
      He did stop then. He stopped and gave her that nasty smile that made her feel about six years old. He explained it to her
         in a voice that made her feel about five. ‘This is my case because the thing that killed those people in that trunk, the thing
         that drank their blood, was a vampire. And I’m in charge of vampires.’
      

      
      ‘Come on, be serious. Nobody’s seen a vampire since the eighties. I mean, there was that one they caught in Singapore two
         years ago, the one they burned at the stake. But that was a long way from here.’
      

      
      He might as well not have heard her. He walked up toward the trees then, and she had to rush to catch up. He was about four inches taller than she was and had a longer stride. They
         pushed a few branches aside and saw that the wild trees grew only a single stand deep, that beyond lay the long perfect rows
         of a peach orchard, its dormant trees silver and gnarled in the faint moonlight. A wicked-looking five-strand barbed-wire
         fence stretched across their path. They stopped together when they reached the fence. ‘There it is,’ she said. She didn’t
         want to look at it. It was a lot worse than what was in the car’s trunk.
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      Arkeley squatted down next to the fence and took a small flashlight out of his pocket. Its beam was impressively bright in
         the gloom. It traveled the length of the evidence, a human hand and part of a forearm. The skin had been torn right off, leaving
         exposed bone and tendons and flayed blood vessels like fleshy creepers. At the stump end the blood vessels curled up on themselves
         while the remaining flesh looked crushed and raw, hacked at with a not-so-sharp knife. The arm was tangled inextricably into
         the barbed wire. There would be no way to remove it without cutting the fence.
      

      
      Caxton had seen lots of bad things. She’d seen decapitations and eviscerations and people whose bodies were turned almost
         inside out. This was worse. Because it was still moving. The fingers clutched at nothing. The muscles in the forearm tensed
         and pulled and then fell back, exhausted. It had been doing that for nearly six hours since it was torn off the body of the
         subject.
      

      
      ‘What does it mean?’ Caxton asked. She was tired of fighting and thought Arkeley might actually know. ‘How does that happen?’

      
      
      ‘When a vampire drinks your blood,’ he told her, his voice almost friendly, ‘his curse gets inside of you. It eats at you,
         at your corpse. He can make you rise and you do his bidding because he’s all that’s left in your heart and your brain. You
         live for him. You serve him. The curse burns inside of you and makes you an unclean thing. Your body starts to decay faster
         than it should. Your skin peels off like a cast-aside shroud. Your soul curdles. We call them half-deads. In Europe they used
         to be called the Faceless.’
      

      
      ‘This guy was a vampire’s slave?’ Caxton asked. ‘I’ve heard about vampires having slaves, but I didn’t know you could cut
         their arms off and they would keep moving. They don’t talk about that in the movies.’
      

      
      ‘He was disposing of his master’s victims. That’s why he didn’t want to be stopped. He was heading out to the woods to bury
         the bodies in shallow graves. Shallow enough, maybe, that when they came back to life they would be able to claw their way
         out and rise to serve their new master. We need to cremate the corpses.’
      

      
      ‘The families might not like that. Especially since we don’t know who they are.’ Caxton shook her head. ‘Maybe we can post
         a guard down at the morgue or something.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll take care of the paperwork.’ Arkeley took a Leatherman multitool out of his breast pocket and snipped at the barbed
         wire with a tiny bolt-cutter. Soon enough he had the flayed arm free. He clutched it to his chest, where the fingers tried
         to grasp at his buttons. They were too weak to get a good grip.
      

      
      ‘I assume you’re going to take that thing without even giving me a receipt,’ she said as he stood up, cradling the arm like
         a pet. ‘I could shoot you for interfering with an official investigation. You’re supposed to be a consultant!’
      

      
      He heard her. He didn’t face her or do anything, really, but she could tell he’d heard her. His body stopped moving and sagged in place as if he’d been switched off. The words that
         came out of him next were like wind escaping from a dying set of bagpipes. ‘Nobody ever knows what it’s like,’ he said. She
         had no idea what he meant. ‘They think they do. They’ve seen all those movies, all those idiotic movies. They think vampires
         are something you can reason with. Something you can explain away. They don’t understand. They don’t understand that we’re
         fighting animals. Wild beasts.’
      

      
      ‘At least tell me what you plan on doing with the evidence.’ She couldn’t bring herself to call it an arm.

      
      He nodded and started up again. His power source replaced. ‘There’s a hospital near Arabella Furnace with the facilities I
         need. You can call there tomorrow and talk to them about getting it back, if you really want it. My advice is to burn it,
         but apparently we haven’t reached the point yet where you’re comfortable taking my advice.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the number of this hospital?’ she asked.

      
      ‘I’ll tell you tomorrow. I’m going to be in Harrisburg, at the state police headquarters. I want you to report there so you
         can repeat everything you told me to the Commissioner.’
      

      
      Caxton must have looked shocked. Honestly, she didn’t know why the Commissioner would want to hear her report in person. But
         she knew better than to ignore a direct order from a Fed.
      

      
      ‘Go home now. Get some sleep, and I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he told her. Then he walked away, into the night.

      
      The Sergeant grabbed her shoulder when she came back to the roadblock. She must have looked like she was going to pass out.
         ‘I’m okay, I’m okay,’ she told him, and he backed off. He didn’t say a word when she announced she was going home.
      

      
      The drive back to the house flickered in and out of her consciousness. She couldn’t remember falling asleep at the wheel, but whole mile markers would go by without her noticing
         them. She stopped at the first diner she found and drank two big cups of coffee. It helped a little. She kept her speed down
         on the back-country roads she used for the last third of the journey, lightless, often unpaved stretches of track where the
         trees pressed in close on either side, their curving arms flashing at her in the headlights, the gray weeds that sprouted
         up out of the ground before her waving like seaweed.
      

      
      She couldn’t escape the feeling that the whole world had changed. That something horrible and new had come to life in the
         darkness outside, the chilly blackness that filled up the sky. Something big and dangerous and toothy, still made shapeless
         by her ignorance. It infected everything, it had gotten inside her head. Her teeth felt encrusted. She could sense the dirt
         under her fingernails. It was just exhaustion and low-grade fear, she knew, but it still made her itch inside her own skin.
         Everything had turned bad. The old familiar roads she’d driven a thousand times, ten thousand times, seemed more bendy, less
         friendly. Usually the car seemed to know the way to go, but tonight every turn and jog of the path took more strength out
         of her arms. She rode the brake down every hill and felt the car labor beneath her as she crested another rise.
      

      
      Eventually, finally, she pulled her patrol car carefully into the wide driveway next to the Mazda and switched everything
         off. She sat there in the driver’s seat for a moment, listening to the car ping, listening to the thinned-out rise and fall
         of the last of the year’s cicadas. Then she popped open the door and slipped in through the garage. The ranch house she shared
         with her partner was perfectly quiet inside and mostly dark. She didn’t want to disturb the stillness, didn’t want to track
         any horror into her own home, so she left the lights off. She unstrapped her holster and hung it in the closet as she passed through the kitchen with its humming refrigerator, passed through the hall, unbuttoning her uniform shirt, pulling it down
         over her arms. She wadded it up inside her hat and put them both on the chair next to the bedroom door. Inside Deanna lay
         sleeping in their queen-sized bed, only a tuft of spiky red hair sticking up above the covers at the top, and, at the other
         end, three perfect little toes that had sneaked out from underneath. Caxton smiled. It was going to feel so good to climb
         into that bed, to feel Deanna’s bony back, her sharp little shoulders. She would try as hard as she could not to wake her.
         Caxton unzipped her uniform pants and pulled off her boots one at a time. Suppressing the groan of pleasure it gave her to
         have her feet finally free, she stood there for a moment in just her bra and panties and stretched her arms above her head.
      

      
      Behind her something tapped on the window. She pulled the curtain aside and shrieked like an infant. Someone stood out there,
         a man, his face torn into strips of hanging skin. She screamed again. He slapped a white hand against the window, the fingers
         wide. His face beckoned at her. She screamed again. Then he broke away and ran. As Deanna stirred behind her and freed herself
         from the duvet, Caxton couldn’t look away from the dark silhouette that loped across the garden behind the house. She watched
         until he slipped between the dog kennels and Deanna’s shed and disappeared from view.
      

      
      ‘Pumpkin, what is it, what is it?’ Deanna shouted again and again, grabbing Caxton from behind.

      
      ‘He only had one arm,’ the trooper gasped.
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      The state police headquarters in Harrisburg was a brick box with big square windows, surmounted by a radio mast. It sat just
         north of the city in an underdeveloped patch full of road-salt domes and baseball diamonds. Trooper Caxton spent most of the
         day sitting around out back, waiting for Arkeley to show up. It was supposed to be her day off. She and Deanna were supposed
         to go up to the Rockvale Square Outlet stores and get some new winter clothes. Instead she sat around watching the civilian
         radio operators come out for their smoke breaks and then hurry back inside again. It was a chilly November day.
      

      
      The sun was up, though, which was a wonderful thing. Caxton hadn’t been able to sleep after the half-dead tapped on her window.
         Deanna had somehow managed to curl back up under the warm sheets and doze off, but Caxton had sat up and waited for the local
         police to come and pick at the dead plants in her garden. She’d sat up and talked to them and watched them make a hundred
         mistakes, but it didn’t matter. There was no evidence in the garden, no sign the half-dead had ever been there. She had expected
         as much.
      

      
      
      Now, in the sun, in the fresh air, she could almost pretend it hadn’t happened. That it was some kind of dream. She sat on
         a picnic table behind the headquarters lunch room with her hat in her hands and tried to will herself back into having a normal
         life.
      

      
      There was the question, of course, that kept tugging and pulling at her. The question of why. Why the half-dead had come to
         her house. Her house specifically. If it had gone after Wright or Leuski, that might have made a certain amount of sense.
         Those two had chased the thing right into barbed wire. But why her? She’d been running the Intoxilyzer. She’d been in the
         trailer the whole time. It just didn’t make sense.
      

      
      If she concentrated very hard, she could not ask herself the question for whole long minutes at a time. She refused to let
         it rattle her. She was a state trooper, for fuck’s sake. A soldier of the law – that’s what they’d called her when she graduated
         from the academy. A soldier, and soldiers don’t panic just because somebody tries to give them a little scare. She told herself
         that enough times to start believing it.
      

      
      She read case reports and pursuit logs to fill the time, which was only slightly less boring than watching the smokers come
         in and out. Arkeley came for her at three o’clock. By that point she was ready to sign out and go home. ‘I’ve been waiting
         here all day,’ she told him when he stepped through the back door to collect her.
      

      
      ‘I’ve spent all day getting search warrants and court orders. Which one of us had more fun, I wonder?’

      
      ‘Stop talking to me like a child,’ she demanded.

      
      His smile only deepened.

      
      He led her up to the Commissioner’s office, a corner office with two glass walls on the top floor. The other two walls were
         lined with deer antlers and the head of one very large twelve-point buck. A rack of antique fowling guns sat immediately behind the desk, as if the Commissioner wanted to be able to perforate anyone who brought him bad news.
      

      
      Arkeley would have been a good candidate. After Caxton finished giving her report and Arkeley had made an introductory statement,
         the Commissioner gave him a look of pure hatred. ‘I don’t like this, but you probably already guessed as much. The nastiest,
         ugliest multiple homicide in decades, and you just come in and take it away from us. A U.S. Marshal. You guys guard courthouses,’
         he said, leaning way back in his chair. He was bald on top, but it hadn’t reached his forehead yet. The bottom button of his
         uniform strained a little at keeping his gut in. He had a full colonel’s birds on his shoulders, though, so Caxton stood at
         attention the whole time he was talking.
      

      
      Arkeley sat in his chair as if his anatomy was constructed for some other kind of conveyance, as if his spine didn’t bend
         properly. ‘We also capture the majority of federal fugitives,’ he told the Commissioner.
      

      
      ‘Trooper,’ the Commissioner said, without looking at her. ‘What do you think of this piece of shit? Should I run him out of
         town?’
      

      
      She was pretty sure it was a rhetorical question, but she answered anyway. ‘Sir,’ she said, ‘he’s the only living American
         to have successfully hunted vampires, sir.’ She stayed at attention, staring up at the brim of her hat like she’d been taught.
      

      
      The Commissioner sighed. ‘I could block this.’ He gestured at the paperwork spread across his desk. Most of it was signed
         by the lieutenant governor. ‘I could hold it all up, demand verification, demand copies in triplicate. I could stall your
         investigation long enough for my own boys to take care of the vampire.’
      

      
      ‘In which case, young man, more than a few people would die in a most horrible fashion.’ Arkeley wasn’t smiling when he said it. ‘There’s a cycle to these things. At first the vampires
         try to hide among us. They disguise themselves and bury their kills in privacy and seclusion. But over time the bloodlust
         grows. They need more and more blood every night to maintain their unlife. Soon they forget why they were trying to be discreet.
         And then they just start killing wholesale, with no moral compunction and no mercy. Until this vampire is brought down, the
         body count will continue to rise.’
      

      
      ‘Why have you got such a hard-on for this?’ the Commissioner demanded. ‘You’re willing to make enemies, just so you can horn
         in on this.’
      

      
      ‘If you’re asking why I chose to take this case, I have my own reasons and I’m not going to share them with you.’ Arkeley
         stood up and picked his papers off the desk one at a time. ‘Now, if you’re done pissing on my shoes, there are some things
         I need. I’d like to talk to your area response team. I need a vehicle, preferably a patrol car. And I need a liaison, someone
         who can coordinate operations between the various local police agencies. A partner, if you will.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, alright.’ The Commissioner leaned forward and tapped a few keys on his computer. ‘I’ve got a couple of guys for you,
         real hotshots from the criminal investigations unit. Cowboy types, grew up in the mountains and learned how to shoot before
         they started playing with themselves. I’ve got six names to start—’
      

      
      ‘No,’ Arkeley said. The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. At least it felt that way to Caxton. ‘You misunderstood.
         I didn’t ask to be assigned someone. I’ve already picked my liaison. I’m taking her.’
      

      
      Caxton was looking at her hat. She didn’t see Arkeley point. It took her way too long to realize he meant he wanted her to
         ride with him.
      

      
      
      ‘Beg your pardon, sir,’ she said, when the rushing in her ears had passed, ‘but I’m a patrol unit. Highway patrol,’ she reiterated.
         ‘I don’t feel I’d be appropriate for what you want.’
      

      
      For once at least it seemed he was willing to explain a decision. ‘You said I was the only living American to kill a vampire.
         You must have read something about me,’ he told her.
      

      
      She’d read everything she could find while she waited for him to show up. It wasn’t much. ‘I read your incident report on
         the Piter Lares case, yes, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Then you’re the second-best-informed person in this building. Commissioner, I want you to release her from her current duties.’

      
      ‘For how long?’ the Commissioner asked.

      
      ‘Until I’m done with her. Now. You,’ he said, looking at Caxton, ‘follow me and stay close. I keep a certain steady pace,
         and I expect you to match me, or you’ll forever be asking me to slow down.’
      

      
      She looked at the Commissioner but he just shrugged. ‘He’s a Fed,’ his expression seemed to say. ‘What are you going to do?’

      
      Arkeley led her down to the area response team’s firing range out back. The ART was the antiterrorism squad, but they were
         also the ones who were called in to break up protests in the capital. They had the equipment and the tactics for mass arrests
         and crowd control, and they had a sizeable budget for less-lethal weapons (which Caxton knew used to be called nonlethal weapons,
         until somebody got accidentally killed). The ART guys were all gun nuts and gadget freaks and had an experimental weapons
         firing range
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