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	For Amber, who was there from the beginning and who will remain in spirit. And Banshee, Solo, Brownie, Jeckle, and Blackie, too.


	An intrepid proofreader dodged fangs and flying saucers to root out any errors in the tale you are about to read; if you find any, she will be deported with the rest of the illegal aliens to her home planet. 


	Special thanks to my characters, without whom I could not have written this book – for a writer is only as good as his characters – and to my readers, who inspire me and help me pay the light bill.
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               Look to the skies; but keep your neck covered, just in case! Follow the moonlight and see where the stars lead us.
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	Chapter One



	
		The suburb of Meadowbrook; Two months ago, Thursday, 5:47 a.m.:

         The blade of grass tickled Benton Cartwright’s nose. The fifteen-year-old stirred, the morning sun assailing his closed eyelids. He yawned, forcing himself to open his eyes before rapidly closing them. The harsh light hurt his eyes and, as he gradually awakened, he realized several things simultaneously: It was morning; he was outdoors; he was lying on the grass; and he was naked. I must still be dreaming, he thought, but the pebbles cutting into his prostrate form argued otherwise. He blinked his eyes and gazed about his surroundings. Benton recognized the familiar environment. The good news is, I’m outside my house and it’s so early no one else is on the street yet. He grimaced. The bad news is, I may have been lying naked on my front lawn all night. He made a mad dash for the door, relieved to find it ajar. He tiptoed inside so as not to wake his parents, quietly shutting the door behind him. Benton glanced down at the caked dirt and mud coating his body. I’d better take a quick shower first. 


 

As the water spray pelted his body, Benton ruminated. Was I sleepwalking? I never have before. He tried to remember the events of the previous night but couldn’t. Maybe I was at a party and drank too many beers. I wouldn’t put it past the seniors to drop me off in front of my house and run off with my clothes. That would be a rude prank but they’d know I couldn’t report them without getting in trouble for underaged drinking. The prickling sensation of the water completely awakened Benton. “If that’s even what happened. I wish I could remember; the whole night’s a blank.” He dried himself off and slipped into his bedroom to dress. At least Mom and Dad didn’t catch me sneaking in, he thought, glancing at his alarm clock. Mom should be starting breakfast about now and Dad’s probably at the kitchen table, drinking his morning coffee and getting ready to head to work. 



Benton strolled nonchalantly into the kitchen. “’Morning. What’s for break—?” He paused, glancing about the empty kitchen. He sniffed. “Nothing cooking: no eggs and bacon, no pancakes… not even the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Maybe Dad went in early today?” He checked the coffeepot. “No coffee… no grounds, either. Maybe they’re still sleeping?” Benton called out, “Mom! Dad!” He headed into the living room. “Where are —?” He froze at the entrance as his eyes took in the scene of carnage. Furniture was overturned and smashed; the stuffing had been torn from the shredded upholstery and strewn throughout the room: and broken glass was scattered across the floor. Then Benton saw the bloody bodies lying on the beige carpet, now dyed crimson in his parents’ blood. He trembled uncontrollably as he processed the scene before him and then Benton Cartwright screamed.

      

 

      Meadowbrook Police Department; Two months ago, Thursday, 8:35 p.m.:



The police officer shook his head. “Seventeen years on the force and I’ve never seen anything like that. It was all I could do not to puke out my guts in front of the kid. I can’t even imagine doing the coroner’s job collecting all the severed body parts.”



“Reminds me of a crime scene I had back when I worked in Oakdale,” his partner said. “A tiger got loose and mauled a half-dozen people. It was bad… real bad.” He shook his head. “But not as grisly as this.”



The cop nodded. “I’m going to have nightmares for years. Poor kid.”



“He probably hasn’t had time to dwell on it. The detectives questioned him for hours; then the psychologist; then Child Services — when he’s in bed tonight at the group home, alone with nothing to do and no one to talk to, that’s when the horror will come rushing back to him and the reality will set in.”



The cop frowned. “Group home? They haven’t identified his next of kin?”



“I heard his nearest relatives are out-of-state. That means Child Services will keep him in a group home for up to ninety days while they contact relatives to find him a new home and process all the paperwork.”



“Do you think anyone will take him?”



His partner shrugged. “I hope so but not everyone appreciates having a teenage boy dumped in their laps for the next several years.” He glanced at his watch. “They said they’d be bringing him back to the station at eight thirty. We should head downstairs now to meet him when he arrives and take him straight to the group home.”



The cop sighed. “No matter what happens, his life will never be the same. I hope we catch the guy who did this — it won’t bring his parents back but maybe it’ll give him some closure so he can move on.”
      

 

      The Meadowbrook Group Home for Boys; Two months ago, Friday afternoon:

      

A group of teenage boys played football on the front lawn of the Meadowbrook Group Home for Boys. Benton Cartwright sat on a log beside a creek that ran on the edge of the property. He mostly stared into the stream, watching the ripples in the water, but occasionally he lifted his head in the direction of the football game before returning his attention to the brook. It was on one of these occasions that he looked up and noticed the girl standing in front of him. She appeared about his age and days earlier he would have been eager to meet her but not today. Benton was sitting by himself at the far end of the property precisely because he desired to be alone with his grief. He returned his gaze to the brook.



“My name’s Clarissa.”



Benton sighed. Why couldn’t she just walk away? he thought. “Benton.”



“I know.”



“I guess everyone’s heard about the new kid by now.” Benton threw a pebble into the stream. “You’re the first one to talk to me, though. I think the others are spooked by why I’m here.”



“Spooked.” Clarissa let the word roll off her tongue. “I like that word.”



Benton cocked his head. “You’re weird, you know that?”



Clarissa nodded. “Yeah, but sometimes weird can be good.” She pointed to the boys playing football. “They’re not weird but then, they’re not talking to you, either.”



“I’m not really in the mood for conversation. If you know my name, then you probably know yesterday morning I came home to find my parents murdered, their bodies torn apart. I spent the whole day with cops and psychiatrists and they wouldn’t let me go home — not even to get some of my stuff. All I have is the clothes on my back and I spent the night here with a bunch of strangers.”



Clarissa nodded. “More than you had on yesterday morning. But I understand. You’re not ready to talk yet. We have time.”



Benton looked back at the brook. It was peaceful and quiet, and he found it relaxing, unlike the strange girl. Then, he had an epiphany. “Hey, how did you know I didn’t have clothes on yesterday morning?” He looked up but the girl was gone. 



One of the boys trotted toward him. “Hey, new kid. We need someone to take over for Craig; he just sprained his ankle.”



Benton looked around. “Did you see where that girl went?”



“What girl?”



“The one I was just talking to a minute ago. You must have seen her; you were running straight toward us.”



The boy shook his head. “You’re the only one I’ve seen here, sitting on that log by yourself the whole time we’ve been playing.”



“Never mind; she probably went back into the house. She said her name’s Clarissa; do you know which room is hers?”



The boy gave him a scoffing look. “This is a group home for boys; there aren’t any girls living here. And they wouldn’t be allowed to visit, either. That’s one rule they’re strict about.” He paused. “I know you came in last night. The first day’s always tough. I’ve been transferred a few times myself. Is this your first group home?”



“You don’t know?”



He shook his head. “They don’t tell us anything. Privacy laws, you know.”



Benton gave him a puzzled look. “But Clarissa knew—” 



He glanced back at his friends. “Look, you want to play or not?”



Benton shook his head. “Another time. Thanks anyway.” He watched the boy run back to his friends. He remained seated on the log gazing at the flowing brook until he was summoned by the group home manager.

     

 

  


Mrs. Foster looked up from her paperwork when Benton entered. “I’ve made quite a few phone calls on your behalf today. All long distance, too. It seems you don’t have any relatives nearby.”



“We don’t have a large family and most of them moved away long ago.”



“Benton, you can stay here for up to ninety days but after that you’ll have to be transferred to another institution unless we can place you with relatives. I contacted several but…”



Benton sighed. “No one wanted me?”



Mrs. Foster gave him a sympathetic look. “Asking someone to take on the responsibility of raising a teenage boy… Most people aren’t prepared for that sort of disruption in their lives. And by law, I have to tell any prospective guardians the circumstances that led to your being orphaned. Many people are understandably concerned that when a child has experienced such trauma it could result in psychological difficulties.”



“They think I’m crazy?”



“No, no; of course not. But grief, anger, confusion, depression — these are all to be expected given what you’ve been through, Benton. It’s hard enough dealing with the normal angst that comes with being a teenager; your situation has exacerbated the typical emotional upheaval that all of us experienced at your age. Most of your relatives who I contacted were wary of taking you in.”



“They think I’m damaged goods. Wait; you said most?”



“I spoke with your uncle and his wife. They used to live here in Meadowbrook.”



Benton searched his memory. “Uncle Angus and Aunt Mildred? They moved away when I was like nine years old.”



“So they said. Your uncle’s an army general in charge of a military base and your aunt sounded like a lovely lady on the phone. She told me their daughter had moved out and was getting married so now they’re empty-nesters.”



“I remember Courtney. She was about five years older than me so we didn’t really hang out. I remember Uncle Angus, too. Really strict guy; sort of intimidating.” Benton pondered. “I’m sure there’s someone else—”



Mrs. Foster passed him a sheet of paper. “These are the names I was given. Do you have any relatives not on the list?”



Benton scanned the page. “Wow, you did make a lot of calls.” He shook his head. “I can’t think of anyone else. But you said I could stay here, at least for the next three months?”



Mrs. Foster nodded. “However, at the end of ninety days you’d have to be transferred to another group home. Not all them are… As nice as this one. If you get a chance to be placed with relatives, then you should take it. Of course, if you tell the family court judge you don’t want to live with a certain relative the judge will likely respect your wishes but to be honest, Benton, you’ll probably be looking at living in a series of group homes until you turn eighteen. Think about it and let me know tomorrow.”



“Sure.” If I wanted to live with a general, I’d have gone to military school, he thought, closing the door behind him. He was surprised to see Clarissa waiting outside. “Where did you disappear to before?”



“You should tell her you want to live with your aunt and uncle.”



“You were eavesdropping. You must like to spy on people; that’s how you knew all about me.”



Clarissa shrugged. “Go back in and tell her.”



“I haven’t decided yet. This place isn’t so bad… At least, not so far.”



Clarissa frowned. “You can’t stay here; not for ninety days. Not even for a month. It isn’t safe. There are too many people under one roof.”



“You mean like if there’s a fire or something? I’m sure it’s as safe as—”



“I mean it’s not safe for you. Trust me, you can’t remain here.”



“Hey, new kid!” Benton looked up and saw the boy who had spoken with him earlier. “Catch!” He tossed Benton the football he was carrying. “We’re playing again after dinner. Interested?”



“Sure.” Benton tossed the football back to him. “Say, this is the girl I was telling you about.” He gestured to Clarissa.



“Huh?” The boy frowned. “Where?”



“Right here.” Benton pointed directly at Clarissa.



The boy backed away. “Dude, there’s no one there. I told you, they don’t let girls in here. Maybe you should get some rest instead after dinner.” He shook his head, continuing down the hall.



A puzzled look appeared on Benton’s face as he turned to Clarissa. “Weird. He acted like he couldn’t see you.”



Clarissa nodded. “He wasn’t acting. He couldn’t see me. Only you can.”



“If this is a joke you guys are pulling on me, it isn’t funny. I’m going through a hard enough time—”



“It’s not a joke. You can’t stay here, Benton. “If you do, you’ll be putting all these boys in danger.”



“What do you mean?”



“I mean if you don’t listen to me, you’ll regret it.” Clarissa vanished.



Benton gasped. He quickly looked to his left and then immediately to his right, his hands flailing in the space where Clarissa had stood seconds earlier. “Mrs. Foster was right about emotional upheaval: I am cracking up. I’ll be lucky if they don’t put me in a mental institution.”



Benton heard Clarissa’s voice: “Go back into Mrs. Foster’s office and tell her you want to live with your aunt and uncle.” He looked around. “Where are you?”



Clarissa appeared in front of him. “I’m trying to help you, Benton.”



“Are you real, or is my imagination going bonkers?”



Clarissa smiled. “I’m real. There’s a lot I can’t explain; at least, not yet. But more people will die if you stay here. I’ll go with you.”



“Of course you will… You’ll go wherever I do because you only exist in my mind. But it won’t be long before all the kids here think I’m a nutcase talking to an invisible girl and then life will really get rough for me. When they’re done picking on me for the next three months, I’ll end up in the loony bin. Maybe Aunt Mildred will think it’s cute if I have an imaginary friend. Or she’ll understand it’s just the grief manifesting itself.” Benton knocked on Mrs. Foster’s door. He stepped inside hesitantly. “I hope we’re not disturbing you but —”



Mrs. Foster stretched her neck out to look behind Benton. “We?”



Benton glanced at Clarissa standing beside him. He was fairly certain the adults running the place wouldn’t be in on pulling a cruel joke on a recently orphaned boy. “I think you were right. I should go to live with my uncle and aunt. I’m better off with family in the long run.”



Mrs. Foster smiled. “A wise decision, Benton. I’ll inform the court tomorrow and, once the paperwork and legal formalities are finalized in four or five weeks, you’ll be on your way.”



“Four or five weeks!” Clarissa exclaimed. “That’s too long. There’ll be another full moon before then.”



“What’s the moon got to do with anything?” Benton asked.



“Excuse me?” Mrs. Foster asked. 



Benton realized no one else could hear Clarissa, or see her. “Um, I meant the move. Will I be able to bring my things from home?”



“If your aunt and uncle have no objection. By then, it will no longer be considered a crime scene so you’ll be allowed to reclaim your property. I’m sure they’ll want you to feel comfortable in your new home, surrounded by your personal possessions. You made the right decision, Benton.”



Benton turned to Clarissa, expecting her to be pleased as well, but the teenaged girl merely grimaced.



	

	


	
	Chapter Two



	
		The garden outside the mansion; Tonight, shortly after dusk:

         Brandon Riley led the white  Sealyham terrier into the garden. “I guess it’s just you and me now, boy.” Schnapps whined, walking in circles. Brandon knelt down to eye level with the dog. “It’s no use looking for her; Courtney’s not coming back. I miss her too, Schnapps, but it’s for the best. I’m still here though, and we can spend lots more time together now that I’m back at the mansion.” Schnapps started barking. Brandon was surprised by the dog’s reaction. “Come on, boy; you know me. Why are you barking at me like that?”


 
“I think he’s barking at me.” 


 
Brandon turned at the sound of the woman’s voice from behind him. His jaw dropped when he saw the figure illuminated in the moonlight. “Alexis! But, you’re dead!”


 
“That’s true, little brother.” She opened her mouth wider and a pair of trenchant fangs glistened in the moonlight. 


 
Brandon gasped. “You’ve become a vampire!”


 
“Not by choice, I can assure you. Your bestie Courtney Cartwright did this to me — after she killed my husband. I’m here to settle scores with her.”


 
Brandon gaped at her. “Alexis, I thought you were dead. I’ve been mourning you all this time while everyone else thinks you’re in hiding.” He rushed to his sister and embraced her.


 
Alexis grabbed him by the throat, lifting Brandon two feet into the air. Schnapps growled and started barking furiously. “I told you, I am dead. I didn’t come here for you; I came for Courtney Cartwright. Don’t try to protect her. Where is she?” Brandon gasped for air as his face turned purple. Schnapps danced around them, barking frantically, as the oxygen-deprived young man began to lose consciousness.


 
Audrey stepped into the garden. The blonde Old Blood surveyed the scene. “So this is why Schnapps is making such a racket. Release the boy, now!”


 
Alexis perused the newcomer. “You see what I can do and yet you’re not afraid of me? You must be one of them… Or should I say, one of us. No wonder she would choose to live here, among her own kind.”


 
Audrey’s piercing blue eyes narrowed. “Brandon is under the protection of this house. I won’t tell you again: release him or I will destroy you.”


 
Alexis dropped her brother, who fell onto the ground barely conscious. “I didn’t come for him. Where is Courtney Cartwright?”


 
“She’s no longer here.”


 
“You’re lying to protect her. But I’ll make you tell me the truth.” Alexis advanced on Audrey.


 
Audrey pounced on Alexis. “No Young Blood would dare attack an Old Blood; you must be a New Blood. Which house are you with?” Audrey placed Alexis in a headlock and forced her to her knees while picking up a dead branch from the ground. “No matter; you trespassed on our sanctuary, attacked a member of our household, and threatened others.” Audrey pulled back the branch, preparing to thrust it into Alexis’ heart. “Whoever you are is of no concern to me. Your continued existence is a threat so you must be destroyed.”


 
Struggling for breath, Brandon reached out and cried in a hoarse voice, “Audrey, stop! She’s my sister.”


 
The Old Blood paused. “She attacked you.”


 
“Alexis wouldn’t hurt me. She’s confused  — Courtney turned her into a vampire. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.” Schnapps growled at Alexis while Audrey kept her in the headlock as she ruminated. “Please, Audrey, I’m begging you: don’t stake my sister.”


 
Audrey sighed. “I shall leave her fate to the Elders.” She faced the young woman in her chokehold. “Don’t look so relieved. After meeting the Elders, you may long for the quick demise from the stake.” Audrey forced Alexis inside the boarded-up mansion, followed by Brandon and Schnapps. They passed through the candlelit foyer adorned with tapestries and continued along the wainscoted hallway into the drawing room, where Zachary stood sipping a brandy by the fireplace. 


 
The whitish-blonde Old Blood looked up as they entered. “Is this the squirrel Schnapps has been barking at?” He perused Alexis, stepping forward to sniff her. “A New Blood.” Zachary bent to pet the dog. “Well done, Schnapps. You have the makings of a fine watchdog.” He turned to Audrey, directing his gaze at the chokehold. “I don’t think you need to continue restraining her; a New Blood won’t be quick enough to leave the room before one of us catches her.”


 
Audrey released her hold on Alexis. “Apparently, Courtney left behind some unfinished business.”


 
Alexis stared at Audrey. “Then, she’s really not here?”


 
“Courtney and Nicholas left Earth with the Hyperions,” Zachary said. “Were you a friend of hers?”


 
Alexis sneered. “She killed my husband and turned me into a vampire. What do you think?”


 
Zachary frowned. “Courtney turned you into one of us? I didn’t think she had learned how to do that.”


 
“I doubt it was intentional,” Audrey said. “Ask the Elders to come up from the basement and join us so they may determine her fate.”


 
“What about Sebastian?” Brandon asked, not trusting Gaunt or Talia. “He’s an Elder too but he won’t be in the basement.”


 
“True,” Audrey said. “See if he’s upstairs in his room. Although if he’s away from the mansion, Gaunt and Talia will be capable of dealing with the intruder.”


 
Brandon rushed upstairs, as Zachary proceeded in the opposite direction, down the marble spiral staircase to the Stygian darkness of the basement and those who dwelt within it. Having climbed the stairs, Brandon knocked on Sebastian’s door.


 
“Enter freely and of your own will.”


 
Brandon stepped inside Sebastian’s room. The Elder gestured to one of the two Victorian chairs opposite his oak coffin. “I’ve always wanted to say that but I doubt anyone else in the house would appreciate my sense of humor. I recognized your scent when you approached the door.”  Sebastian was impeccably well-dressed in his usual charcoal-gray tweed long coat and matching trousers; light gray vest offsetting his white ruffled dress shirt; and Inverness cape. As always, he wore a bowtie, and a fresh red carnation anchored in the buttonhole of his wide lapel. It occurred to Brandon he’d never seen the dandy vampire dressed in any other attire. “Please, have a seat, young Mr. Riley.”


 
“There’s no time. The other Elders are meeting in the drawing room. You’ve got to stop them from harming my sister.”


 
Sebastian frowned. “I didn’t realize you had more than one. And why would they wish to do that?”


 
“We’ve got to hurry. Alexis is downstairs. Courtney turned her into a vampire and Audrey wants to stake her.”


 
“And here I thought I’d have to peruse the books in the study to find an entertaining drama this evening.” He picked up his Victorian cane from a stand in the corner of the room. “I suggest you remain here.”


 
“But—”


 
“If the Elders are convening, no one else will be permitted to be present, and Gaunt has little enough patience for humans as it is. I shall endeavor to do my best as an advocate for the Riley brood. In the meantime, feel free to make yourself at home.” Sebastian left the room, closing the door behind him. 


 
Brandon stared at the two Victorian chairs and the oak coffin resting on a catafalque. “Yeah, right.”

     

 

  


Jaxson propped the unconscious woman’s body against the park bench. It had been a while since he last prowled alone in the park. He had become used to prowling with his best friend Nicholas Reznikov, whose youthful enthusiasm would often take them to more exciting locales. But now Nicholas and Courtney were gone and Jaxson had to seek his victims alone once more, as he had when Nicholas first began dating Courtney. Jaxson had found the park to be an ideal location for hunting his meals. Parts of it were poorly lit at night and people often strolled through the park alone. Having promised the Elders he would no longer leave a trail of bodies, the Young Blood took care to ensure his victim tonight was merely unconscious from blood loss. She would recover with no memory of this evening. 



Yet it had been a memorable evening for Jaxson. Ironically, he had encountered Nicholas’ brother Alexander a short time ago in the park. Jaxson sighed. If only Nicholas had stayed one more night, he would have learned his brother was alive. Jaxson knew Nicholas would nonetheless have gone with Courtney and yet he thought of the tremendous joy the younger vampire would have felt with the knowledge the older brother he loved and admired hadn’t been killed nearly two centuries ago when he was turned into a vampire. At least he’d be able to introduce Alexander to Nicholas’ adopted family of vampires the following night. Jaxson had invited Alexander to the mansion to meet the others, believing it to be what Nicholas would have done.



Jaxson ruminated. He had one more thing to do for Nicholas and Courtney. They’d never be coming back to Earth so their disappearance had to be explained. He set out for the Cartwright residence and arrived a short time later. Courtney’s mother Mildred answered the door. “Jaxson! This is a surprise.”



“A pleasant one, I hope.”



“Of course. Please come in.” The vampire entered her home. “Would you like something to drink? I have some freshly baked cookies you can take back with you to the mansion.”



“That’s very thoughtful of you, Mrs. Cartwright.” Jaxson made eye contact with her, placing her in a hypnotic trance. “Courtney and Nicholas are on their honeymoon overseas. They intend to live in Australia. While they won’t be returning to America, every time you think of Courtney you’ll recall the phone call from her you received a few days earlier telling you how wonderful their new life is in Australia.” The hypnotic compulsion had been Nicholas’ idea. He knew there would come a day when Courtney was no longer angry with her parents and would be upset at the thought of them worrying about her disappearance. This way, the Cartwrights would believe their daughter was living on the other side of the world embarking on a new life with her newlywed husband. It was a harmless white lie, and one less thing for Courtney to feel guilty about. “When you awaken, you won’t remember this conversation.” He touched her hand and Mildred blinked. “I know Misha and Scarlett will enjoy the cookies.”



“I’ll bring them right out.” She returned from the kitchen a moment later carrying a plastic container, which she gave to Jaxson. “You can tell everyone at the mansion I got a phone call from Courtney yesterday. She and Nicholas are having a wonderful time on their honeymoon in Australia. I’m so happy for them.” Mildred turned despondent. “She sounded so happy, I didn’t have the heart to tell her about her father.”



A puzzled look appeared on Jaxson’s face. “The general? I assumed he was working late at the base tonight. Has something happened?”



“Oh, I thought you knew. There was an article yesterday in  The Daily Inquisitor. I got the call from the base two nights ago. I left several messages for Courtney at the time but she never replied. The more I thought about it, the more I realized it was probably best if she didn’t know yet. Why ruin her honeymoon, the happiest time in her life? After all, there’s nothing she could do.”



“I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”



“He had a very kind voice, the man who phoned me,” she said in a plaintive tone. “He was a general, like Angus – Gen. Ellison Roddenberry. He said it had come on so quickly: they were talking and Angus suddenly displayed symptoms of the alien virus. He was rushed into quarantine but before they could put him on a ventilator his heart gave out. I always told Angus those cigars would be the death of him. His lungs weren’t strong enough. Because of the virus, I wasn’t allowed to see his body. They’re delivering his ashes in a few days.”



Jaxson was shocked by the news. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Cartwright. I had no idea. We were all quite fond of your husband. If there’s anything I can do, anything at all…”



“That’s sweet of you, Jaxson. Gen. Roddenberry said the same thing to me. But the truth is, there’s nothing anyone can do to bring Angus back. When we first married, I prepared myself to lose him one day in some faraway war. Ironically, it was a virus, not enemy fire, that did him in.”



Jaxson said in a melancholy tone, “I’ll let the others know. Perhaps you can come by for tea one evening and allow them to pay their respects.” Mildred nodded and walked him to the door.

     

 

  


Prof. Allegra took another sip of coffee. He was tired and relied on the caffeine to keep him awake. He had no choice: Alexander Reznikov had insisted he work day and night on the supercollider project that would ultimately tear the interdimensional fabric and enable Alexander’s fellow Void Wraiths to breach the barrier separating the Void from our world. Yet, after tonight, he could finally rest: the project had been finished. With Alexander’s funding, Prof. Allegra had been able to complete the lifelong dream he had spent years hoping, but never expecting, to bring to fruition. The supercollider would provide the requisite energy to open a gateway to the Void, allowing Alexander to liberate the Void Wraiths and unleash them into our dimension. God help us all, Prof. Allegra thought.



Prof. Allegra closed his eyes. “I only sought to expand the frontiers of science. I meant to send an exploratory probe into the Void, not enable alien creatures to invade our dimension and take over our bodies. If only I could destroy all of this…”



“But you can’t, Professor.” Alexander Reznikov’s voice startled Prof. Allegra.



“I didn’t hear you come in.”



“Of course not. One of the perquisites of the lifeform I’ve chosen to inhabit. Another is the hypnotic control vampires may exert over their mortal thralls. It’s impossible for you to betray me, Professor – No matter how much you may desire to spare your fellow humans.”



Prof. Allegra nodded in bitter resignation, a melancholy sigh escaping his lips. “I suppose now that the supercollider has been completed, you’ll want to begin immediately.” He prayed silently for a miracle: perhaps a heart attack to prevent him from starting the process that would likely culminate in humanity’s extinction.



“I had planned to but something unexpected has occurred this evening.”



Prof. Allegra shot him a questioning look. “Your text mentioned another vampire?”



“When I took over this body – the body of Alexander Reznikov, nearly two centuries ago in Russia – I had no idea the Ukrainian had a brother who was also a vampire. Nicholas Reznikov came to America and befriended an entire household of vampires in this very town. Tonight, I met his best friend Jaxson and learned theirs is one of many such households throughout the country; indeed, the world.”



“Remarkable! I still find it incredible to believe in the existence of vampires.”



Alexander arched an eyebrow. “Even after having been bitten by one yourself? It strikes me that science may be as much of a belief system as religion, given how difficult it is for you to part with its accepted dogma. Nonetheless, Jaxson believes me to be the brother of his best friend, who fortunately departed the previous night and will not be returning, and was kind enough to invite me to meet the other vampires of his household tomorrow night.”



Prof. Allegra gazed uncomfortably at the smug look on Alexander’s face. “What are you planning?”



“I plan to ingratiate myself with them and learn the location of all the other vampire households. Why should the Void Wraiths settle for a lesser lifeform like yourself when they could inhabit the bodies of this dimension’s apex predators?”



Prof. Allegra gulped. “Surely there can’t be that many vampires in existence.”



“I don’t know how many exist but however many do they shall make excellent vessels for the first wave of Void Wraiths to cross over. Don’t look so glum, Professor – your precious humankind will survive a little longer… At least until the last vampire has succumbed.”



    

      Archie’s Tavern; That evening:


Duffy the bartender glanced at the clock. It was still relatively quiet at Archie’s Tavern. It would be a few more hours before the other bars in town shuttered for the night and their more stalwart patrons relocated to the one local watering hole possessing a late-night liquor license. Duffy brought the bottle of scotch — a call brand, no less — to the small round bar table that reporters Douglas Reynolds and Pete Riley were seated at. “I ain’t never known Riley to splurge. Ya must be celebratin’ somethin’ special.”



Riley grinned, twirling his face mask. “There’s a lot to celebrate. Thanks to Kevian we have both the vaccine and the cure for the virus so we won’t need these much longer. That fascist menace Plump is dead and his minions are scattering like the cockroaches they are. The alien detainees have been freed and the Hyperions are on their way to find a new home.”



Reynolds held out his shot glass for Duffy to fill. “Not to mention our exclusive interview with King Kevian and many of the other Hyperions before they left Earth has shot our blog readership into the stratosphere. Even my father will have to admit I’ve made a success of The R & R Blogger.”



Duffy ran the dishtowel he had slung over his shoulder across the bar table. “Ain’t seen yar old man in here lately. He’d started coming by each evenin’ after he finished his work next door but not since da assassination. I guess he ain’t celebratin’ considerin’ how much The Daily Inquisitor  supported Plump and his cronies.”



“Channing Reynolds bet on the wrong horse.” Riley poured himself a shot. “Not that I wish my former publisher misfortune but Ronald Plump’s death is definitely cause for celebration. Not to mention the demise of that weasel Parker Wellington. And my nephew’s no longer despondent and locked away in his apartment moping; in fact, he’s moving into a larger, more exclusive residence tonight. All that remains is for my missing niece to turn up and my celebration will be complete.”



Reynolds chuckled. “Do you sell lottery tickets here, Duffy? Riley’s feeling lucky tonight.”



Riley’s phone rang. He glanced at the caller ID. “Speak of the devil and the devil appears… It’s Brandon. I hope he’s not calling to tell me he’s moving back into his apartment already.” Riley answered the call. “Brandon. I thought you’d still be unpacking. You are still at the mansion, aren’t you?”



“Yeah; I stepped outside to call you because there’s no cell reception downstairs. You’ve got to get over here right away, Uncle Pete.”



Riley refilled his shot glass. “I’m in an important meeting with my business partner right now. I’m sure whatever difficulties you’re having on your first night will smooth themselves out. Did Sebastian sort out a suitable room for you?”



“This is urgent, Uncle Pete. Alexis showed up at the mansion tonight.”



Riley raised his glass triumphantly. “Douglas, my boy, we’re stopping off at the all-night mini-mart to buy that lottery ticket!”



“Uncle Pete, are you listening to me?” Brandon shouted through the phone. “Alexis is here at the mansion right now and the Elders are meeting to decide what to do with her. I think they might kill her.”



Riley felt a jolt of sobriety shoot through him. “Is Sebastian there?”



“He’s with Gaunt and Talia but if they vote to kill Alexis he’ll be outnumbered.”



“Did Alexis discover something she shouldn’t have found out?” Riley was careful not to use the word vampire in front of Reynolds or Duffy.



“Oh, she knows they’re vampires but it’s far worse than that. Something happened to Alexis the night Parker died and she disappeared: Alexis was turned into a vampire!”



Riley swallowed his shot. “I’ll be right there.”



	

	


	
	Chapter Three



	
		The Meadowbrook Group Home for Boys; Four days earlier:

         The calendar on the wall of the small bedroom dangled from a solitary nail positioned between the bunk beds and the shared dresser. Each month revealed an exotic tourist destination with a small advertisement promoting the travel agency that had given it away. Benton Cartwright thought it ironic that a symbol of absolute freedom hung on the wall of what he considered his prison. He crossed off another date on the calendar, counting down the days remaining until he would leave The Meadowbrook Group Home for Boys for good. Benton took the toothbrush from the dresser drawer and brought it with him to the bathroom down the hall. He brushed his teeth and, cupping his hands under the faucet, rinsed his mouth with tap water, before splashing his face as well. He shook off the water as he glanced at the mirror above the sink, startled by what he saw. He pivoted. “You!”


 

Clarissa cocked her head. “Do you always brush your teeth after lunch?”


 
“We had a group barbecue — corn on the cob gets stuck between my teeth. It’s annoying; sort of like you. Where have you been? I haven’t seen you in weeks; not since you disappeared right in front of me.”


 
“I’ve been busy getting ready for tonight. Besides, you’re hardly ever alone anymore. You have a roommate; you eat meals with the other boys; and you’ve started hanging out with them. The
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