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			Chapter 1

			Moscow in winter is a sight. A mix of pure snow falling in the street lights, moving vehicles, and Russians living as only Russians know how.

			A good hat, warm coat, and a warmer companion on my arm made for a nice walk on the streets. Our boots crunched the packed snow on the sidewalk. I felt Irina’s arm holding mine and her head leaning on my shoulder. Her long, dark hair collected snowflakes while her earmuffs kept her ears warm.

			She was sleeping better and coping with memories nobody should own. She’d been through more than most and had come out the other side intact but a changed woman. She looked eighteen, but she had twenty lost years that nobody could get back. She’d been a monster, a vampire, and you can’t just pretend it never happened. It would haunt anybody.

			I’d changed, too. Killing people, being drained of blood daily, running with the Yakuza in Japan … it all leaves a mark. I was death on two legs for the vampire nation. But I never wanted that role, and I never wanted anyone to die because of me. As good as I’d been for Irina, I needed her too. Who else could understand?

			We almost fell when a large figure in a black coat and red scarf stumbled in the snow and bumped into us. She held on to me, and I gently straightened my arms, easing the figure back into balance. I looked at his face. A brutish nose with broken blood vessels and mean little eyes. He scowled at me and growled, “Smotret’ kuda ty idesh’!”

			“Very sorry, friend. Izvinyayus.” I said with a smile. I looked at Irina. Her dark eyes were wide, and she was breathing a little faster. Uh oh!

			“Amerikanskiy?” he snarled, and spat on the sidewalk. I figured saying nothing was the best course of action or inaction.

			He turned his head and glowered at Irina, who glared right back. He sneered at her, “Chto ty smotrish’ na suku!” he barked.

			I winced and closed my eyes. Ugh, big mistake. Why did he have to say that to her? I looked at Irina, but she wasn’t at my side. Her mitts were off and she had the big lout by the collar and quickly threw him clear across the busy street. He sailed over the cars driving on the road, arms and legs flailing, and landed in a pile of snow and garbage.

			Irina took a step towards him, and I moved forward to put my gloved hands on her shoulders. She chose to stop. We both knew I couldn’t hold her if she decided to get to him.

			“Hey, little dove,” I said, using her father’s pet name for her. “He deserved that. He did … but nothing more. Okay?”

			All the hostility ran away from her face. Those rich, black eyes softened, and a small smile touched the corners of her mouth. “Okay, Walt,” she said with that sultry Russian accent.

			“Your father is waiting at the restaurant for us, remember?” I offered her my arm, and she took it again.

			She leaned her head on my shoulder once more as we resumed walking. “I am hungry, and it will be good to see Papa.”

			“It’s always good to see your father. I hear the restaurant is quite nice. It’s run by your uncle?”

			“Da, uncle Yuri runs restaurant.”

			We walked in silence for a couple of minutes. She tugged on my arm and looked up at me. “That was good throw, yes?”

			“Yes, it really was. Nice shot, hitting that pile of garbage and the snow.”

			She didn’t look at me as we kept walking. “I did not see garbage or snow,” she confessed.

			
			

			“Oh, well … it was still a good throw.”

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			Café Pushkin was the restaurant in Moscow. Everybody knew that, and everybody wanted a table, but reservations were not easy to get. You had to know somebody.

			We saw the nineteenth-century baroque mansion, looked at each other, and smiled. There was a line, and we joined it, waiting for our chance to talk to the Maître De. I could feel a few eyes on us, wondering what two young people were doing at such an esteemed establishment. I was about to turn nineteen, and Irina was a young-looking eighteen.

			Our turn came, and we stepped up. The man was wearing an elegant black tuxedo, and he was tall and thin. His hair was short and streaked with grey. He raised an eyebrow and said, “Dobryy vecher. Nazovite pozhaluysta?”

			“Kamenev. Menya zovut Irina Kamenev,” she answered with a strong voice. There was pride in her delivery, and she looked the man right in the eyes. It was so easy to love her.

			The man’s eyes widened, and he blinked at us a couple of times. A fake, reptilian smile spread across his face, but I saw a little fear. “Vash stol zhdet.”

			He turned and gestured for us to follow. He took us to a place called the Library Hall. I looked around, and I liked what I saw. Green tablecloths on every table, and the wooden chairs had matching cushions. The carpet looked ancient and intricate, but the most appealing thing was the bookshelves. Chestnut brown bookshelves were installed into the four pillars in the middle of the cozy restaurant and stretched right up to the roof. Antique lamps on the table, the ornate crown molding on the old tin roof … it was incredible. What a restaurant!

			The Maître De took us to a table for four, and Irina’s father was waiting for us. He was wearing his blue suit with the red star pin on the lapel. His hair was slicked back, and he was reading a menu. Was this business or pleasure? He looked up as we got close, and he stood, smiling ear to ear. “Ah, hello to you both,” he said and walked toward us, arms wide.

			The big Russian embraced his delicate daughter and kissed her on the forehead. I couldn’t hear what he said to her. It was quiet, tender, and just for her. Then he turned to me and gave me a bear hug. The power in that old body was surprising. “So good to see you, Walt.”

			“You too, Comrade,” I grunted.

			He held me at arm’s length. “When will you call me Ivan?”

			“Someday,” I laughed. “This restaurant is amazing.”

			Kamenev shrugged and gestured for us to sit. “It is good to have family who can get us a table at such a place. Irina’s uncle, Yuri, is important here.”

			I looked around as we sat and saw people checking out the big man’s guests. “Really? Why do I feel like you are important, too? You never did tell me your official role in the government.”

			There was a gleam in his eye as he smiled at me from across the table. “No, you never did ask my official role.” He lifted the menu and pointed at it. “There are some lovely appetizers you should consider.”

			Irina and I laughed. It was clear that he was not going to divulge any information of any kind. I’d probably never know, and it didn’t really matter anyway. He ranked high. That was clear in the way everyone talked to him.

			We took our menus, but Kamenev turned to his daughter. “Are you sleeping well, little dove? You look rested.”

			I held up a hand. “It’s okay if you want to speak in Russian. I don’t mind.”

			Irina frowned and shook her head, and her father did the same. It was almost comical how similar their facial expression and movement was. Even if they didn’t have the same dark eyes, it was  obvious he was her father.

			“Nyet, that would be rude,” our host explained.

			I laughed and shook my head, too. “No. You two have waited twenty years to sit at such a beautiful restaurant together. Nothing is more special than a father’s love for his daughter.” I looked at them both and smiled. “Talk to each other in your mother tongue. It will give me time to read the menu.”

			Irina reached out and took his hand, and they both looked at me. The big Russian smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Walt.”

			It was nice to hear them talking to each other as I looked over the food choices. Irina talked so much faster when she was speaking her own language and their tone was gentle. A waiter wearing a dress shirt, green vest, and apron came and interrupted, but nobody minded. Irina ordered first, helped me understand some of the words on the menu that I didn’t know, and our host ordered last. He added something as the waiter was about to leave.

			A moment later, the waiter came with a bottle of red wine and three glasses. He pulled the cork and allowed Irina’s father to smell it. Kamenev approved, and the waiter poured the wine and left.

			“Try it. It is a very nice vintage,” our host explained.

			We all had a sip, and our eyes lit up. It was delicious. “Spacibo, Comrade! It is a wonderful wine. We almost don’t need anything else.”

			“Nyet, dinner is required. We must eat as we talk. I have something important to discuss with you.”

			Irina and I gave each other a quick glance. “Is everything okay?” I asked.

			Kamenev smiled and held up his glass. “Da! I want to offer you a job.”

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			I looked around the restaurant at the antique books on the shelves and back at our host. “Why is it I don’t think the job you are offering has to do with a library or books?”

			Kamenev laughed. “That would suit you, no doubt. But you are right, I am offering you both a different kind of work. It is not for the faint of heart.”

			Conversation stopped as the waiter delivered our appetizers. We thanked him, and he bowed before turning and moving to another table. I took a bite of the appetizer Irina had picked for me and smiled at her. “Delicious. Spacibo!” Casting an eye at Kamenev, I gave him a half smile. “Okay, what would you like me to do?”

			The Russian took a belt of the rich red wine and looked at both of us. “This is a job that would require both of you. You would be working together. I know better than to try and separate you.”

			Irina looked at me with those enormous eyes, and I’m sure mine were a little bigger. Where was he going with this? “Again, what would we be doing?”

			Our host cast his eyes at the next table, and the four men eating set down their cutlery dabbed their faces with their napkins, and hastily stood and left the restaurant. Did he just dismiss a table to keep our discussion private?

			The big old warrior leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. “The vampires are broken. They no longer have the influence they once had in the big cities. Many of the younger creatures have turned themselves in, and we continue to try and help them. Some are cured, and some die, but that is the accord we have struck.”

			He picked up his wine and glowered at it as he swirled the red liquid in the crystal glass. “Some of the older monsters have gone into hiding. Some choose to lay low in the largest cities, while others have taken over small towns and villages in remote areas of the world.”

			I leaned forward, too. “And you want us to deal with them?”

			He gave me a tight-lipped smile. “Da, I think you two would be perfect to lead a team to deal with such things.”

			Irina and I looked at each other, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, I thought you would want me to take some action regarding vampires, but to lead? You must be joking.”

			He shook his head. “I can think of no one better.”

			“Who do you think would follow a nineteen-year-old American with no training … in anything?”

			Kamenev leaned back in his chair and grinned at me. “You underestimate yourself. There are many who would confidently follow ‘Medusa’s Son’ into a confrontation with vampires.”

			“Okay, I understand why that would be an advantage, and people might get behind that. But why should I lead? Because of my blood? Because of my DNA?”

			He arched an eyebrow at me. “You saved Harada. You helped find a treatment for those recently infected and saved my daughter, who had been suffering for twenty years. But more than that, you somehow did it under the very nose of the Yakuza. You are shrewd enough to deal with these devils. That much is clear.”

			I bit my lip and thought about that. A sip of my own wine was needed to gather my thoughts. It really was great. “I understand why you would want me involved. Why Irina? You really want your own daughter dealing with vampires? Hasn’t she suffered enough?”

			He looked at the beauty beside me. “She is stronger than any of them. You have seen it with your own eyes. Her enhanced senses make her a formidable huntress, and she has the motivation necessary when it comes to killing the things. If the time comes, she will not hesitate.”

			“You want us to kill them all?”

			
			

			“No … only when necessary. I want you to assess a problem, look for solutions, get those who are infected to submit to treatment.” His face grew dark. “The old fiends must be destroyed as they will never surrender.”

			I rubbed my chin as I thought about his offer. “Why would I do this? I have a nice, peaceful life now. I read, write, and help Irina understand a world that is twenty years older than the one she remembers. What makes you think I would accept?”

			Kamenev looked at Irina and said something quickly in Russian. Her eyes protested, but she rose and looked at me. “I have been asked to go to the restroom. You will excuse me, yes?”

			I looked back at her father with narrowed eyes. “Sure, Irina. I get it.”

			We both watched her leave. The second she was out of earshot, her father turned to me and spoke. “Walt, I am so grateful for everything you have done for her. She is sleeping, and her time with you has helped her adjust. She needs something that you cannot give her.”

			“What?”

			“An outlet for that rage. I know you feel it, too. It lurks just below her skin, and it eats at her soul. You know how much she hates these things. Let her release that fury in a way that benefits the world … and her.”

			I sighed, “Comrade, you know killing is not in my nature. How can you think I want to be a part of such a thing?”

			He laughed and tapped a finger on the table. “That is exactly right. I believe that these creatures will listen to a living legend and submit to the treatment. They know what you are. Survival is always their goal, and they will see your offer as being in their best interest.”

			“And Irina destroys any of them who refuse or any of the old guard?”

			Kamenev spread his hands. “I think you two are the perfect pair. One who seeks to save lives and one who seeks to take the lives of the monsters who will not repent. I have complete confidence in you both. I believe you will always find a way. It is your nature.”

			Irina came back to the table, and we stopped our conversation. There was an awkward silence as she sat, but we were rescued when our waiter came with our entrees and another bottle. We all dug into our meals. This was a top-notch restaurant for a reason.

			“This dinner is wonderful. Thank you so much,” I said to our host.

			He shrugged and refilled everyone’s wine glass. “We are celebrating the rebirth of my beautiful Irina and perhaps working together in the future. An excellent meal is a perfect way to begin.”

			We finished our meal, spoke of the weather, the things Irina was learning, and when all the food was eaten and the wine drunk … it was time to go. I looked at the big Russian as we stood. “I thank you again for being such a wonderful host. I must regretfully decline your generous job offer. I simply have no desire to encounter another vampire. Not ever.”

			Kamenev sighed and shrugged. “I understand, Walt. You never chose your birthright or your place in all of this. I thank you for your company and considering my offer.” He reached out and gave my hand a warm shake and turned to his daughter.

			He held out his arms and gently embraced his beloved Irina. He whispered something to her in Russian and smiled at her as he released her.

			She smiled back at him, but her eyes turned toward me. “Da, Papa,” she agreed quietly.

			I’d seen that look in Irina’s eyes before. I had a feeling that we were going to have a long talk about this.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 4

			“You need to tell me why,” she asked as we walked the snowy streets together in the dark. She was still holding my arm but a little tighter.

			I took a cold breath of air and let it out slow. I could see the vapor freeze in the air. A cold night that was about to get colder if I didn’t tread lightly. “Irina, I killed a lot of people on my last adventure. I have no desire to do that again. It’s not who I am. It never was.”

			“Vampires!” she exclaimed. “Gryazznyye vampiry. You should not be ashamed. You should be proud.”

			I stopped and looked down at her. She only switched to Russian when she was angry. Even frowning at me, she was a vision. “Irina, the first vampire I killed was your mother, and I will feel terrible about that forever. No, it wasn’t my fault, but I still did it. I got lucky, or I would have killed you too. I’m done with that.”

			That seemed to get through. The frown ran away from her face, and she grabbed my arm, and we started walking again. “You saved me, Walt. You did.”

			“It was lucky, Irina. I took a terrible chance because you were out of time. Luck was on our side, or I would have been responsible for another death. I would have been the one to kill a beautiful young woman. Don’t make me go there again.”

			I felt her squeeze my arm, and her head leaned on my shoulder. “You make good decisions. You save people. Harada, Kimiko, American soldiers, all of us. Papa wants you to make decisions. He likes you.”

			I gave the mitten she had placed on my arm a pat. “I like him too. I hated having to refuse the man. There is something amazing about your father. It’s easy to talk to him, and you don’t want to disappoint him. I just … can’t.”

			She stiffened and squeezed my arm hard. Three figures were walking toward us. One had a black coat and a red scarf. “They are drunk,” she explained. “I smell Vodka on breath.”

			I did a double take and looked at her and the distance of the three men. “You can smell vodka from that distance?”

			Her face turned into a mask of hate, and she took a step away from me. “That is not all I smell. It is two men, and they are not alone.” She spat on the ground. “Vampiry Walt!”

			The three sauntered up to us. The one with the red scarf and the brutish face was smiling. An equally large man in a battered ski jacket walked beside him. His black hair was long and his beard covered most of his face, except for two mean blue eyes. The bearded one pointed at us. “Eto oni?” he growled.

			Red scarf nodded. “Da, eto oni.”

			I stole a quick glance at Irina and didn’t like what I saw. She was shaking, and her fists were balled up. She radiated rage, and I wasn’t sure she could contain it. I wasn’t sure I wanted her to.

			The two big men parted, and a smaller figure stepped forward. A large hood hid the face, and clawed hands reached up to pull back the hood. I’d rather he didn’t. White eyes and hardly any hair marked the age of the thing. It was a hundred years old, for sure. Male, probably.

			It hissed at us and spoke. “Tvoya krov’ sdelayet menya sil’nym.”

			I leaned toward Irina. “What was that?”

			She pointed right at the thing. “He say our blood make him strong.”

			I laughed. “Really? Well, no reason to make him wait.” I took out a small pen knife out of my pocket, and the two men took a step back. I held it up so they could see the tiny blade. The thing was a toy. I took the knife and ran it down my left palm, making a long, small cut that welled with blood.

			
			

			The old vampire hissed, and its tongue came out as if it could taste the blood already. It put a hand on the shoulder of the two men. “Voz’mi devochku poka ya kormlyu.”

			“Sweetheart … what is he saying?” I whispered to the woman beside me.

			Her voice was like ice. “He says they take me while he feeds on you.”

			I looked at her and smiled. “Oh, honey. You’re not going to let that happen, are you?”

			“Nyet. NYET!” she screamed, glaring pure murder.

			That did it. The two men ran at her while the vampire leapt at me, tongue lolling and clawed hands outstretched. He put his hands on my shoulders and took me to the ground. I smiled at him and shouted, “Syn Meduzy!” just before I slapped my bloody palm on his forehead.

			He stood up fast and took two steps backward before falling into the snow and screaming as he died. I got up as fast as I could to see how Irina was doing. I needn’t have bothered.

			I’ve seen men kicked in the groin before, but I’d never seen a man kicked so hard that he lifted over six feet in the air. The crunch and high-pitched scream the bearded assailant let out as he fell to earth made it clear that the fight was over for him. It was doubtful he would ever be the same.

			Irina was standing in front of the brutish lout with the red scarf. The poor fool was looking at his broken partner and did the wrong thing. He reached out and slapped her hard.

			Her eyes blazed, and she slapped him back, but her hand was a blur, and I could hear the snap as his neck broke. He crumpled to the ground, dead. That didn’t stop Irina from screaming and kicking his body another twenty yards into a brick wall.

			I walked toward her and held up both my hands. “It’s okay, Irina. It’s done. You won, sweetheart. You won.”

			She was panting, and her hands were flexing into fists. Her eyes were still wild, but she looked at me. I guess that was all she needed. It was incredible to see that volcanic rage just evaporate. Within seconds, she was breathing regularly, and her expressive dark eyes looked in mine. “Okay, Walt.”

			I placed my right hand on her shoulder while my left dripped blood into the white snow. “You need this … don’t you? To get closure, to finish the fight. Is that what you want, Irina?”

			She let out a big sigh, and I saw tears starting to grow. “Da, Walt. I must fight … and they must die for what they have done to me!”

			I pulled her to me, careful not to put my bloody palm against her coat, and held her. She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a gentle squeeze. “Okay, Irina. I get it. This is bigger than me. We will help your father, and we will rid the world of vampires. Their time is done.”

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 5

			We didn’t talk to each other for the rest of the walk. We got back to the apartment, shed our coats, and collapsed on the sofa. The adrenaline dump left us flat and listless. About ten seconds after we sat down, the phone rang.

			Irina looked at me, and we both laughed. “I’ll get it. Relax, honey.” I got up and picked up the loud old rotary phone. “Hello?” I called into the receiver.

			“Walt! Are you two okay?” It was Kamenev checking up on his daughter.

			“Yes, my friend. What is your worry?”

			I heard laughter on the other end of the phone. “My men found a melted vampire and a couple of broken thugs. I know only one man who could do that to one of those monsters.”

			“Guilty, Comrade. Irina and I ran into the three fools on the way home. We encountered the one with the red scarf earlier. He was rude to her, and Irina threw him clear across the street.”

			I could hear Kamenev laughing, and I joined him. “She has her mother’s temper, I am afraid.”

			I shrugged, even though he couldn’t see it. “You’d think that after Irina tossed him that far, he would give up. Instead, he came back looking for us … with reinforcements.”

			“Da, that vampire was very old. Probably one of the gangsters we have been trying to eliminate for a long time. You have my thanks.”

			“You are very welcome, Comrade.”

			There
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