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Part I

Answering the Call


One

Thea Ghandour knew that the tales of things that go bump in the night weren’t just stories. She knew there were monsters in the world. She and a half-dozen others had been hunting the bastards for months. They practically had it down to a science: keep an eye open for strangeness, track the creature back to its lair, then swoop in armed to the teeth and blow the freak to Kingdom Come.

They had no idea what they were getting into.
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“Colder’n a witch’s tit out here,” Parker grumbled over the headset.

Thea smiled. “You know from first-hand experience?” He was right, though. Siberia was supposed to be this great frozen wasteland. Try Chicago in the winter, Ivan.

They were outside an estate by Lake Cosman, about a mile from the Alexian Brothers Medical Center. On the way in, Jake said it was a nice coincidence having a hospital so nearby in case we needed it. Carl said he wouldn’t be surprised if the vampire had the whole complex in his back pocket, using it as his own personal blood bank. Jake looked startled, then nodded.

Cold? Hell yes! Being fifteen miles in from Lake Michigan didn’t slow that arctic wind down much. Having Lake Cosman a stone’s throw away didn’t help, either. And for that extra special touch, it was an hour before sunrise without a cloud in the sky. That’s when you get what the pocket-protector-and-lab-coat set call “radiational cooling.” Thea thought Parker’s description was more apt.

Welcome to February in Illinois.

“Stop the chatter,” Romeo’s whisper from the earpiece dropped the temperature another ten degrees. Feeling like a kid caught passing a note in class, Thea shot a glance at where Romeo hunkered nearby against the stone wall. He was right, though. They were being professional about this—body armor, winter camouflage, radios, synchronized watches, the whole bit—but Thea admitted they weren’t actual professionals. Well, everyone except Romeo.

Samuel “Romeo” Zheng. The two of them joined the group at the same time, about seven months ago, but Thea didn’t know much more about him than anyone else. From what Thea had been able to gather, he might have been a cop in Hong Kong. That or part of one of the tongs or triads or whatever they called their version of the Mob. All Thea had nailed down was that he knew a lot about the law and how to break it without getting caught. The group called him “Romeo” after Dean made a joke about how Zheng resembled Jet Li from some action flick from a couple years back. Romeo made like it bothered him, but Thea thought he secretly liked it.

He might have looked like the wiry Hong Kong action star, but as far as Thea had seen he didn’t know much in the way of martial arts. She remembered when they’d met—the night she was first exposed to the things they now hunted—and how even with only basic self-defense training she’d had better moves than Romeo. She’d figured it couldn’t hurt to learn all she could after that night. Thea was no Zen master, but she could kick Romeo’s ass. She thought he secretly liked that, too.

Their little group didn’t have a leader per se, but Romeo claimed the role of designated hard ass. Thea heard that Parker had the gig before Romeo came along. Parker Moston did okay, but he was really just a big corn-fed lug playing at being John Wayne. Romeo just stepped in and, next thing you know, he was the guy planning their nighttime adventures. Romeo kept them all in line when they were “in the shit,” as Parker loved to call it. The Asian made sure their Kevlar was buckled on right and that they pointed their small arms—automatic pistols, submachine guns, bullpup-configuration shotguns; take your pick—at the enemy, not each other.

And saw that they weren’t gabbing on their little radio headsets when they were about to go after a vampire. After all, who’s to say Count Fangula didn’t have a nifty little radio nest monitoring for just this sort of thing? Thea considered that if she were an undead creature of the night she’d spare no expense in making sure her immortal existence was as protected as possible. Which was also why they were sneaking up on the fucker’s house during the ass-end of night, armed with enough firepower to take over a middling-size third world nation.

Romeo looked back at her, like he knew what Thea was thinking. Shit. Maybe he did! Thea and her fellow hunters all had strange abilities, like the kid in that Sixth Sense movie. No one knew where the powers ultimately came from, but they all seemed to have triggered the first time they encountered monsters. Helped a lot in the hunt, but Thea wouldn’t exactly call them a blessing. Anyway, they each had their edges; did Romeo have some kind of telepathy along with his? If so, he’d picked up her little fantasies about grabbing that wiry Asian bod of his—

Hey, Romeo, Thea thought. What say we take a quickie here in the bushes? Jake can stand guard.

His expression didn’t change. Instead, he flipped his headset’s lip mic back up and motioned for her to do the same. Then he flicked open the dull primer sprayed three-step ladder he carried to help him peek over the top of the wall. A second later he’d slipped over the side to scope things out further.

Well, that was something anyway. Unless he did hear her and was just a damn good poker player. Nah, Thea thought. A roll in the hay with Yours Truly is not something to sneeze at.

An equally mortifying idea occurred to her: What if someone else in their little gang could read thoughts? Embarrassing on a whole different level.

Then Thea’s blood went cold.

What if the vampire could? What if he was “listening” to her—to all of them—right now? Radio silence wouldn’t mean a fucking thing if a nasty could pick up their thoughts like satellite TV.

Thea waved Jake after Romeo while she forced herself to calm down. She got like this every time they went after supernatural shit. Her thoughts ran a mile a minute under normal circumstances. Whenever they were on the job, though, her mind shifted to sixth and hit the nitro. She was fine once the action started, knowing instinctively what to do and when to do it. But leading up to the main event was a real bitch. Thea didn’t know how much of that was just her—attacking an undead predator was bound to make anyone tense, right?—and how much of it was the vibes she felt ever since she first encountered this strangeness. Either way, she had to deal with panic attacks at the worst times.

Jake went over soon as Romeo’s gloved hand scraped the stone on the other side in their agreed-upon signal. By the time the scratching came again Thea had her shit back together.
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No turning back now, Thea thought as she hunkered down between Romeo and Jake. Quick look around, get the lay of the land. Thea had a pair of night-vision goggles—everyone did except Romeo, who didn’t need them. She seldom bothered with them herself, though. Thea was a touch color-blind and for some reason that artificial green played hell with her eyesight. She made due with good, old-fashioned peering into the dark.

The place looked pretty nice, actually. No cover to speak of near the wall; the closest tree was about ten yards in. It had a lot of pals once you got there, though. Naked trees and some shrubs filled the interior to obscure a view of the house itself. The best Thea could make out from there was that it was big and had an unusual profile. It might’ve had a couple outbuildings, too. Some landscaping to make it all work together. Unfortunately, that landscaping included placing lights every twenty yards along the wall. They’d come over midway between two lights. A thin layer of old snow covered the ground, but with a new moon and their winter camouflage Thea thought they were safe from a casual glance. Still, exposed was exposed any way you sliced it. Thea was just a tad puzzled why they weren’t busting ass for the trees. The whispered argument between Romeo and Jake answered that one.

The two were crouched over a body. Since it was still an actual body instead of a pile of dust and she hadn’t heard a God-awful scuffle, Thea figured it was a human Romeo had encountered when he first came over the wall. The undead typically put up more of a fight before they went down. That being the case, she had a guess what Romeo and Jake’s argument was about. The two represented opposing schools of thought on how to handle monsters. Romeo thought all nasties should be destroyed utterly. Jake felt that it was simplistic to assume that all these creatures were irrevocably evil. When the verdict was in, though, they generally agreed what had to be done. Take the vampire they were after now. It was involved in all sorts of dark shit. Using one of the many under-funded orphanages in the Chicago area for everything from slave labor to kiddie porn—that was all they’d needed to know. The guy was begging for a stake even if he wasn’t undead. They hadn’t figured out why a vampire would bother with such pursuits to begin with, but that wasn’t as important as shutting him down.

Most often it wasn’t a simple case of taking down a solitary nasty working all by his lonesome, though. Turns out a lot of the bastards had living folks helping them out. The vampires, at least. Your zombie and skeleton types didn’t seem to do much in the way of mortal lackeys. Thea didn’t know what the bloodsuckers used as hiring incentives—probably had good dental, but the retirement plan?—but they typically had a few Renfields on the payroll. Thea had only ever seen the goons acting as gofers. That was how they’d first stumbled across the vampire they were after now, “Augustus Klein” (an alias if she’d ever heard one).

Whatever their role, normal people made the hunters’ mission less clear-cut. Destroying a monster was one thing, killing a person quite another. Thus far Thea’s gang had avoided that moral quandary by the simple expedient of avoiding the living and distracting or subduing them when that wasn’t possible. The goons only had to be out of the way for a little while, after all. Take out the fang and his stooges couldn’t do much after but start looking through the classifieds. Thea figured it was only a matter of time until they couldn’t dodge the issue, though. Nice of Romeo to prove her right.

It was obvious Jake wasn’t too happy with Romeo having asserted his point of view on the thug lying there. Thea wasn’t thrilled either. She could understand silencing the guard so he wouldn’t give them away, but did that have to mean killing the guy? But it was not the time for debate.

At least their lip mics were up so their tiff wasn’t being transmitted. Thea slipped up and smacked Romeo on the shoulder then glared at the both of them. Romeo and Jake looked at her, surprised and pissed. But at least they shut up. So busy trying to see who has the bigger dick, they forget all about the vampire lurking not two hundred yards away. Thea grimaced, irritated with men and their single-mindedness.

Romeo was all business in a second, picking up the dead guard like a sack of dog food and hustling for the tree line. Jake followed, chin thrust forward in anger.

Jake Washington. On the surface a typical middle-class black kid from Boston, budding intellectual and computer geek. You didn’t have to scratch too far beneath that to see he was just as odd as Romeo, if not more so. The story went that Jake got snuggly with a vampire a couple years ago. Then she tore his legs off when one of his pals tried to stake her. The pal didn’t get off as easy as Jake did.

After that, Jake dropped out of sight from hunter-net, the half-assed computer network monster hunters used. Many of the loose brotherhood of hunters first found one another through the Internet. It had proved helpful at sharing information on habits of the undead, tactics in hunting them, and coordinating hunts. Despite the efforts of the hunters who’d first established the network, it was open to infiltration from wackos and from the nasties themselves. Thea seldom logged on to hunter-net; she got enough fevered ravings and pointless argument face to face without indulging in the electronic variety. It wasn’t all useless crap, though. Jake had been one of hunter-net’s most visible, and most reliable, contributors before his accident. Afterward, he emerged only now and then to post stuff. Then, about nine months ago, he was back on the scene… walking. Somehow his legs were completely restored. He’s made his way around the country since then, helping other hunter gangs. He’d been with Thea’s group since just before Christmas.

Thea had to admit Jake was a great help, but she had trouble swallowing his whole story. She admitted that monsters existed (not that she was thrilled with the situation). She accepted that certain people who joined the hunt had some kind of weird psychic powers or something (not that she was too comfortable giving those talents an official label). But regenerating your legs? Thea secretly suspected Jake had only had them injured, maybe some kind of spinal damage that kept him from walking for a while. So he built this story to give him a reputation, right? She could dig it. Even if the kid did have an overactive imagination, there was no denying he’d gone through some heavy shit. Yet despite devoting his life to the hunt for years, longer than any of the rest of them in the Van Helsing brigade, he still had an optimistic view of their collective mission. The kid believed there was virtue in everyone, the good guys would win, there was a happily ever after, blah blah blah. Choose your cliché. Goofy as the attitude was at times, it was a refreshing change of pace from the constant gloom and doom from the rest of the crew.

It looked like Jake set aside his anger at Romeo by the time the trio got under cover. Thea knew there would be trouble later, but for now they were back in action. Romeo took a moment to stash the corpse behind a tree, then they wove their way toward the house.

The place was situated left of center from the middle of the estate. The trees formed a crescent, with the house and related buildings in the points. Further landscaping made sure there were about ten yards between the tree line and the house proper. Well-placed lights cast a soft glow around the perimeter. Tasteful, and bright enough to reveal anyone sneaking from the woods to the complex.

Quite a complex it was, too. The main house was a rambling affair designed by Frank Lloyd Wright. If the hunters hadn’t already known that from the blueprints they’d tracked down, the low-slung wood-and-stone design and seemingly random exposed beams gave it away. A two-car garage peeked out from the other side, the direction Parker and the others were supposed to be coming from. It was clear the garage was added later, and not just because it wasn’t on the blueprints. It looked like the architect tried aping Wright’s style and ended up with something closer to a kid’s treehouse in design.

A separate glass structure stood about fifty feet away from the rear of the house. That wasn’t on the blueprints, either. They’d had a bitch of a time getting those plans to begin with—a testament to how well nasties covered their tracks. Nary a hint that there’d been any more construction since the house itself was built back in the ’50s. Which meant Augustus Klein was putting stuff up without the knowledge of the local zoning boards or that he’d made sure there was no paper trail. Either way, Thea was sure some hefty influence was being thrown around.

The hunters’ plan was to move in as close as was safe (relatively speaking) just before dawn. At daybreak they’d make for the vampire as he headed for the safety of his coffin or equivalent enclosed anti-solar relaxation site. Then they’d try to hurt him enough to get the stake in and drag him outside for the sun to finish him off.

Problem being that they didn’t know exactly where his lair was.

Thea had hoped the blueprints would give them some indication. They were less than helpful, though. The place didn’t even have a basement. New buildings, though. Ah, now that was what a savvy journalist like Thea called “a lead.”

Parker’s crew would check out the garage, so Thea gave the glass building a once over. At first she thought it was a greenhouse, but a closer look revealed that the panes enclosed an Olympic-sized swimming pool. The arched roof kept the snow from piling up in the winter and a number of panels could be cranked open in clement weather. Not surprisingly, they were closed now. A small stone building was attached to the pool house—some kind of pump house or changing room, she suspected. The whole thing was more tastefully done than the garage. Thea’s first thought was that it must be nice to splash around in a heated pool while it snowed outside. Then she figured that it must cost a staggering amount of money to heat the place. Then she realized that someone who could afford this joint probably didn’t worry about things like the heating bill on a glassed-in pool.

Enough pondering the lifestyles of the rich and undead. A glance at Romeo and Jake showed they were as interested in the pool house as Thea was. She raised her eyebrows and shot a look thataway. Romeo nodded and Jake grinned. They had a bet with Parker’s team as to who would find the lair first. They would need to check to be certain, of course, but Thea was pretty sure the pool house was it. Time for her to do a little razzle-dazzle.

Ever since Thea first ran into one of the walking dead—an experience she still shuddered to remember—she’d been gifted with a kind of supernatural radar. If she focused, Thea could often sense whether a given course of action was advisable, or even if something or someone was harmless or dangerous. At times it could even pick out weaknesses in a target. It was, at best, an instinctive response tied solely to the supernatural. She couldn’t use it to pick the winning lottery numbers or find Mr. Right. Plus, Thea had always preferred hard evidence; she was uncomfortable relying on this “sixth sense” if her mundane talents could get the job done. She admitted it came in handy in situations like this, though.

In fact, she should’ve had it up since they came over the wall. They might have been able to avoid that guard entirely. Too late for regrets now, she told herself, knowing it would still eat at her conscience.

Calling up her sixth sense was like doing one of those visual puzzles, trying to see the sailboat hidden in the random dots. You direct all your attention at it, but if you really squint you won’t see anything. Instead, you don’t look at any one particular thing. It’s more like you’re looking through it, as if you can see what’s on the other side. That explanation didn’t make sense, Thea knew, but that was the best she could describe it. The pool house got a bit hazy yet sharper.

And, sure enough, there was the sailboat.

To be thorough, Thea scanned the rest of the grounds. Certain areas, mainly inside the house, were important. Big mojo in the house, actually—maybe even overlapping sensations? Hard to tell, but probably just nerves. She figured she was just picking up their blood-sucking pal inside. Another look around confirmed that the pool house was the sweet spot. Their target may be in the house, but Thea felt sure the pool was where he went to ground. Probably in or under that stone pump house.

Thea pointed at the house and grimaced, making fangs with her index fingers. Then a jerk of the hand toward the pool followed by swimming motions. Queen of pantomime, that’s me, she thought.

Jake’s eyes lit up and he nodded in appreciation. Romeo got it a second later. He gave the pool house a critical once over, figuring their next step. A slight exhale betrayed his exasperation. Following the direction of his finger, Thea saw the video camera on the far peak of the pool house. Once that one was pointed out, it wasn’t too hard to find the others. Fuck. Thea’s instincts told her they were safe at the moment, but it was dumb luck they hadn’t been spotted already.

Something had to be done about those cameras. They could try rushing Klein when he left the main building for the pool house, but Thea didn’t think that would work. Sure, they had weapons with names that got men grunting with excitement—Browning automatic pistols and MP-5 sub-machineguns with 9mm Glaser Safety Slugs and Spas-12 semi-automatic shotguns. Even with that kind of firepower it took sustained use to bring down a vampire. It was like shooting a side of beef; given enough time and ammo you were bound to turn it into hamburger. But your typical undead differed from a side of beef in that it usually didn’t hold still long enough to get a good return on your investment of lead. And being in the open, the vampire simply had too many directions in which he could run. Thea knew they had to get him in an enclosed space first, the house or the pool, to wear him down enough to stake him.

They were too far away, hiding in the trees as they were. At best they’d pepper Klein with bullets before he ran back inside or off into the copse. Either way it’d turn into a chase scene. Not good, since he’d probably pull some sneaky shit and pick the hunters off one by one or just give them the slip and head for a backup hidey hole. Plus, there were bound to be more guards who weren’t going to stand by and let Thea and her pals mob up on their boss.

Instead they could wait until after the monster made it to his coffin. No one wanted to take on a vampire in his lair, though. Soon after Thea joined the crew they fought a zombie in its crib. It was one of the nastier walking dead they called “hidden,” named that since such things looked alive enough to hide among the living with no one the wiser. The hunters went in figuring it’d be like shooting fish in a barrel. Nowhere to run, right? Just one of it and a half-dozen monster hunters. Piece of cake. They took the hidden down, but the thing took two hunters with it and Thea rode a hospital bed for the next month with a story about being assaulted by a couple gang-bangers. If that wasn’t enough to make the group gun shy, Jake claimed your average vampire took self-preservation seriously enough to install booby-traps to take care of the curious. Any passageway to the vampire’s lair was more than likely rigged to high heaven.

Thea felt a surge of pre-fight panic and put a stranglehold on it. There were seven of them against one vampire. They were well-armed and as well trained as a bunch of weekend monster hunters could be. And Thea wasn’t the only one with Jedi mind tricks. They’d gotten this far without mishap; if they stayed cool and worked together, they would be fine.
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Romeo flashed the UV light clipped to his vest and made a bunch of hand motions when Jake signaled that he’d seen Parker’s response through his night-vision goggles. Jake made sure his headset mic was out of the way before he whispered in Thea’s ear, “Romeo thinks our best bet is to get inside the house and find the security room.”

Thea nodded. Dangerous, but it made sense. Get control of the cameras and they should be able to confirm where the vampire’s lair was and lay an ambush. Plus, it’d be easier to pinpoint any non-monsters around, thereby reducing the chance of normal folks ending up dead.

They took turns sprinting the few yards from the tree line to the shadows under the camera mounted by the patio door. Thea expected the fingers-down-the-blackboard sensation that told her of immediate danger, but nothing happened. Either they timed things just right or whoever was watching the monitors wasn’t very good at his job. After Parker’s team met them, Romeo tried the door. It was unlocked. In the stillness of the predawn winter the patio door sliding open on its track sounded like a tank rumbling down the street. The tension was unbearable. Thea was damned if the men were going to out-Rambo her, though, so she bit her lip and followed Romeo and Parker inside. Jake came after while Dean, Carl, and Lilly waited outside to cover the exit.

They were in a kitchen. What a vampire needed with a kitchen this huge Thea couldn’t imagine. Sure was nice, though. Jake poked her in the back to move along; Romeo and Parker were heading down a hallway, weapons at the ready.

A dining room opened off the kitchen in the other direction and flowed into a sunken living room beyond. Aside from furniture, both were empty. The hallway ran past a foyer that led to the front door (nobody there either). The hall continued on another five yards before taking a left. A closed door stood opposite the foyer and Thea saw another just before the turn in the hall. After waving Parker to watch the hall and Jake to keep an eye on the front, Romeo stepped up to the first door. Thea came up next to him. She was supposed to sense for trouble before he opened the door. This routine didn’t always work but it was better than just charging right in.

Romeo leaned cautiously against the door to listen then jerked his head away, a tight smile creasing his features. Metal, he mouthed. That meant fire-resistant, probably armored. Thea wondered if every door in the place was the same way or if they’d hit the jackpot first time ’round. She supposed they’d find out soon enough.

She gave him a nod. Romeo crouched and took a deep breath. Then a turn of the knob and he was inside the room. Thea did a fake around the doorjamb, just like in the movies. When trouble didn’t leap out at her, she followed Romeo inside. Jackpot, all right. They were in a small security room. A dozen monitors lined the far wall, with a computer, two phones, a fax machine, and other electronic appliances here and there. A gun rack holding six bullpup shotguns hung next to the door. Two uncomfortable looking swivel chairs comprised the only furniture. One was empty; the other held a guard who faced them.

Romeo stood with his silenced Browning pointed at the man’s head. The guard was middle-aged but quite fit. He was dressed in paramilitary fashion and slouched in the chair, legs sprawled and arms dangling awkwardly over the sides. His head lolled to one side with bulging eyes and slack jaw. The guard looked faintly surprised, but not from their sudden entrance. It was pretty clear why no alert had been sounded: The guy was dead.

She shot a questioning glance at Romeo. He shrugged. All the hunters but Carl had weird tricks; one of Romeo’s was the ability to see the true nature of the supernatural. Every hunter could see through the disguise of normalcy a rotting corpse could wrap around itself, but quite a few undead—most vampires and the better-preserved zombies—looked unremarkable even when a hunter used the second sight. Pale and often with spooky stares, but you get that with everyone from fashion models to heroin addicts. Romeo, though; he had the knack of picking up on the little things, the tells as gamblers would say, that revealed the undead for what they were. It also allowed Romeo to see in the dark, which Thea found more disturbing for some reason. Romeo’s perception augmented Thea’s own sight well; whatever she might miss he’d pick up, and vice versa. Thea took Romeo’s shrug to mean the guard wasn’t a monster playing possum, that he really was dead. Good, old-fashioned, lie-there-and-decompose dead.

Even so, Romeo wasn’t the type to take any chances. Stepping closer to the body, he pulled down his lip mic. “This is Romeo. We are off radio silence, but speak only when necessary.” He removed a glove, then trained the pistol on the guard’s temple while he felt for a pulse. “The guard in the security room is dead. Jake, join us. The rest of you get under cover.”

Thea moved to one side to give Jake some space in the cramped room. What, did this used to be the hall closet or something? She bumped a small table and set the mug of steaming coffee to sloshing. “Romeo,” she said, “this guy hasn’t been dead very long.”

He motioned for Jake to shut and lock the door. “I know; the body is still warm.”

“So’s his coffee.”

Romeo put his glove back on and looked down at the guard. “I am more interested in knowing how he died than when.”

“Yeah, it is a little convenient,” Jake said. He gave the room a once over, then focused on the body. “Doesn’t look like he’s been shot or drained of blood, right?”

“Correct,” Romeo replied, his accent giving an exotic delivery to his words. “No sign of a struggle, his color is good—for a dead man. A heart attack, perhaps.”

Thea left this to Holmes and Watson and looked at the screens. The cameras covered the grounds thoroughly but didn’t monitor inside the house. They were well-positioned; in fact, she saw their teams would have been visible on screen as soon as they came over the wall. It took them, what? Ten minutes to get all the way in here? She imagined a body wouldn’t cool much in such a short time, but what about the coffee? She’d drunk enough in her day to know it wouldn’t still be steaming after this long.

Romeo made a command decision before she could voice her concern. “We do not have time for this. We are here without raising an alarm; that is what matters. It is almost sunrise. We must be ready for Klein.”

Jake nodded slowly. Thea saw he was as disturbed by this convenience as she was. Romeo was right, though. Wasting time on… what the hell? “What’s that in the pool?”

They looked at the screen she indicated. The view showed the pool and a portion of a hot tub to one side. It looked like there was a rectangle inscribed on the bottom of the pool.

“That’s weird.” Jake adjusted his glasses and leaned over the guard’s body for a closer look. “Hard to tell with the scale and the water and everything. That the panel for chlorine or whatever?”

“Doesn’t make any sense that it’d be in the deepest part of the pool, though. And it’s pretty big.” Thea frowned. “Those things are usually at the water line, right? Or outside the pool entirely.”

Jake smiled. “Don’t ask me. We never had one, and I didn’t get down to the municipal pool much when I was little.” He noticed what he was leaning over and straightened up with a slight shudder. “What do you think, Romeo?”

Romeo frowned. “That camera is positioned to monitor any approaches to the panel. These others are also. Here, here, and here.”

Thea felt her intuition kick in the same time her brain puzzled it out. “That’s Klein’s lair! It probably has a watertight seal and I’ll bet it’s not the main entrance—it’d fill with water every time you opened it and you’d have to have pumps or whatever to clear that out. Plus imagine how strong you’d have to be to close it up again.” Her eyes were afire with the epiphany. “It’s an escape hatch, maybe. He goes in through, what? A ladder in the pump room? But if there’s trouble, he can pop that panel and get out while whomever’s after him is stuck below!”

Jake smacked his lips as he considered. “Maybe. Seems a little complicated, but if you’re immortal I suppose you might take some extreme steps.” He rubbed one thigh distractedly.

Carl’s voice came over the headset. “Hey, guys? It’s cold out here, the sun’s coming up in a few and I’m getting really nervous.”

“We hear you, Carl,” Thea replied after tugging down her own mic. “I don’t know how he gets in and out, but I’m sure the pool’s the hot spot. That’s where we need to be.” She looked at Romeo and Jake, daring them to dispute her claim.

Romeo shot a glance to the guard, the monitors, then Thea. He nodded. “Carl and Lilly take positions here. The rest to the pool house. I will check the area. Quickly.”

That was Romeo’s way of getting Carl and Lilly out of harm’s way. They weren’t fighters; this way, they could watch the monitors and keep the rest of the group up to speed. Jake wasn’t a fighter, either—he only carried a pistol at Romeo’s insistence—but his special abilities made him handy during conflict.

Romeo grabbed the guard’s navy pea coat and stocking cap from the back door hook as they left. Thea figured he hoped to pass as just another guard if anyone spotted him as he checked the back yard. They moved into position, Thea and Jake going into the pool house while Parker and Dean took spots in the shadows outside. Romeo slipped like a shadow around the back yard.

Thea didn’t trust how easy it had been to get this far unopposed. She was pretty sure her sixth sense would’ve buzzed a warning if they were walking into a trap, but that didn’t help her relax any. There was definitely something strange going on. She only hoped she wasn’t misreading the whole situation. She didn’t need any more blood on her hands.
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“What the hell?” Jake muttered to Thea as they checked the pump room, the stone building attached to the pool house. He’d been certain there was a secret passage from there to the chamber under the pool, but they’d found nothing aside from pool cleaning gear including necessary pump and filtering equipment, some pool toys, and a backup generator. The last item looked like it could power the whole estate for a week, considering its size and the plastic fuel cans stacked in an alcove next to it.

“Maybe he dives right into the water and swims through the panel.” Jake said, wandering over to the pool. “Not a bad idea, actually. If the lair’s already flooded, there wouldn’t be as much pressure when he opened and closed the panel. And it’s not like he has to breathe. He’d get soggy, but he’d be almost impossible to light up while he was in there. Not to mention hard to reach.” He grinned. “Yeah, damn clever.”

“You may be right,” Romeo said as he entered the enclosure. He carried a crowbar he’d grabbed from the garage in case they needed to force a secret panel. He gestured with the tool for Jake to follow him into the small stone building where Thea heard them rummaging around. They emerged carrying gas cans, the contents of which they upended into the pool. A rainbow hued slick soon covered the pool’s surface.

Thea kept a weather eye out. It was getting damn close to sunrise and still no sign of the vampire. She was sure the thing was somewhere in the house. She was starting to doubt they’d found the lair, though. He might have gone to ground inside already. The pool might be a red herring. Too late to do anything about it, though. It was best to wait till sunrise. If the bloodsucker didn’t come out, they’d search the house. Which would probably get very messy, since Thea was sure they couldn’t continue to avoid guards and whatever traps were set around the place.

“Hey, guys?” Carl’s voice whispered over the headsets suddenly. “This guard was dead when you found him, right?”

“Yep,” Thea replied.

There was a pause. “And you would’ve told us if you’d noticed that someone shoved something sharp through the back of his skull?”

“What?!”

“Lilly and I were checking him out, trying to figure out how he might’ve died. We leaned him forward and saw a little blood on the back of his neck. There’s a small hole at the base of his skull. That’s not normally how vampires do it, is it? Looks more like someone stuck him with an icepick.”

Thea wondered how Carl would know what that’d look like. “Just one hole?” She asked. “You sure it’s—”

Then Dean’s voice cut in with a panicked whisper. “He’s coming!”

An instant later, the patio door slid open. From her spot behind a pair of deck chairs Thea saw Dean in the shadows by the side kitchen window; Parker was around the other side by the garage. Romeo was in the pump room, but Jake was in plain sight, preparing to empty the last gas can into the pool!

Augustus Klein strode toward the pool house, the security lights catching him in sharp relief as he emerged from the house’s shadow. Thea and Jake had snapped some photos with Jake’s digital camera when they’d tracked him in the city days before. Then the monster had a look Thea described as “movie star poseur”: some species of pricey khaki slacks, staggeringly expensive leather boots, tight silk T-shirt, and dyed leather jacket. Now he wore only a tattered pair of canvas shorts, the rest of his sinewy form covered with a surprising amount of hair. His lower jaw jutted forward belligerently and he walked hunched forward with a fluid gait.

His feral attitude was accentuated when the vampire paused halfway across the frozen ground between the house from the pool. He shifted his gaze about suspiciously, then lowered even further into a crouch. His eyes took on a reddish gleam and his nose sniffed the still predawn air. Before, the thing might’ve just been some hairy guy heading for a morning swim. Now, though, the creature looked every part the monster in human form.

Thea almost attacked, sure he was about to come after Jake. Then she realized that although Klein sensed something was amiss, he hadn’t sensed anything. Jake had the knack of being able to remain unnoticed by monsters, even when he was in plain sight—he simply stood still and acted like he wasn’t there. And although the mix of chlorine and gasoline burned her nose, she’d noticed coming in that the pool house door had a tight seal. Even if the vampire had a superior sense of smell, he probably couldn’t pick up anything outside.

Registering the reek of gas, Thea realized what a dumb idea it had been to pour the gas out before Klein showed up. Sure, they didn’t want him using the pool as an escape—for all they knew, that hatch led to extensive underground tunnels. But he’d have to be a moron not to cut and run soon as he opened the pool house door and smelled the gasoline. She grimaced. Just have to hope they could catch him in a crossfire in the doorway.

If he even came in the pool house, that is. The vampire was rooted to the same spot, trying to nail down what was bothering him.

Come on, Thea thought. Everything’s fine, just get in here. The vampire didn’t agree, though. Thea wondered if he was picking up on the gasoline or if it was just a more general sense of unease. Klein glanced above the tree line where pale hints of dawn grew ever stronger. Then he took a hesitant step backward and shot a look at the house, toward where the security room was located. Shit. That’s all they needed, the hairy bastard going back inside and checking with security. Which was now Carl and Lilly, who were sure as hell not going to open the door for this thing. Which meant the vampire would cut and run or try to get through. Either way, things would get very messy very quickly.

Thea wished Romeo would give the signal. If they struck now, they could catch Klein in the open. Far from perfect, but better than chasing him down hallways. Let’s go, Romeo, she urged silently. Any second now Thea figured the Asian ex-cop/ex-gangster/ex-whatever would come charging out of the pump room, just like his adopted namesake. She was partially right, anyway.

Romeo stepped casually through the door, his back to Klein, then paused to look back inside the pump room as if in puzzlement. His MP-5 hung neglected from its shoulder strap and he held the crowbar by his leg, hidden from the vampire’s view. Romeo had the stocking cap pulled low on his head and had the pea coat’s collar pulled up. . Facing away from the front of the pool house as he was, Romeo could’ve been almost anybody… including, say, the guard who used to own the cap and coat.

Klein noticed Romeo immediately and took two tremendous strides that brought him a foot from the pool house door. The vampire stared intently, but his unnerving crimson gaze and his sniffing nose seemed to give him no more information than before. Thea was close enough to see the fiercely focused eyes trained directly on Romeo’s back. Still alert but focused on Romeo, Klein raised his hand to the door latch. For his part, Romeo acted like he hadn’t noticed Klein and took a step back into the pump room as if he’d forgotten something inside.

The vampire opened the pool house door, his features twisted in irritation. “Stanson!” he growled, his voice choked with a bestial energy, “what are—” Then, paused halfway through the doorway, the vampire sniffed the air. Thea’s heart sank. Just as she’d suspected, he’d caught scent of the gas blanketing the pool. Thea was close enough to see the monster’s expression shift abruptly to surprise, then to mounting rage… and a hint of something else. Fear?

Thea took a breath to call for the attack, assuming Klein would retreat to the house. Before she could make a sound, a rumbling snarl of fury erupted from the vampire. Apparently Klein’s outrage at facing an intruder in his lair outweighed the fear of the potential danger the gas posed. His face warped into something completely inhuman as he lunged toward Romeo, fangs distending with hideous exaggeration from his mouth, eyes blazing like twin pits of hell. Wicked claws sprouted from the monster’s hands and feet, his every step gouging the tile surrounding the pool.

Vampires were different beasts from zombies and other walking dead. They were the top dogs of the undead world, she knew. Strong, fast, clever, all-around deadly; perhaps the greatest predators ever to walk the earth. But this transformation was so fast and monstrous that Thea was taken aback.

The rest of the team didn’t hesitate but the results were mixed. Parker and Dean charged the front of the pool house, blazing away in hopes of nailing the bloodsucker before it got to Jake and Romeo. Rounds slammed into the clear panels, spider web cracks multiplying by the score in seconds, but the glass didn’t shatter. “Fuckin’ A!” Parker yelled in frustration. “Bullet-proof!”

Jake, still unnoticed, remained a statue until Klein was almost on top of him. Then the kid threw the gas can at the thing’s head. The quick, aggressive action brought Jake into the monster’s view, but the gamble paid off. The vampire literally jerked with surprise and skittered away, slashing reflexively at the gas can. Its claws tore into the molded plastic and deflected the twisted remains into the pool, but not before dousing the creature’s arm with the last of its contents.

Romeo leapt from the pool house at the same moment. He channeled another of his bizarre powers as he lunged, transforming the crowbar into a white-hot brand through sheer force of will. Like every other talent hunters shared, Thea had no idea how Romeo did it, but she was impressed and disturbed every time she saw it. The crowbar spat and crackled with barely contained energy, but Romeo wasn’t bothered by it in the least. Grinning savagely at the vampire, who was trying to decide which of his two targets to disembowel first, Romeo plunged the crowbar into the pool.

A deep whoosh filled the pool house as the gas ignited, the water’s surface becoming an inferno. Thea felt the air sucked from her lungs and the temperature skyrocketed in a matter of seconds.

The vampire’s eyes almost bugged out of his head at sight of the flames. His mouth impossibly opened even further and unleashed an ear-splitting shriek. Thea figured this was as good a time as any to make her move. She rose from behind the deck chairs and let loose at the monster with a burst from the MP-5.

Thea hit the bastard from behind, spinning him around with the impact. Blood flowing freely from a half dozen ugly wounds on his right side, Klein faced back toward her and the door through which Dean was entering.

Thea saw from Klein’s eyes that whatever humanity he might have had was gone. Augustus Klein
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