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  Meet the Author


  “Write what you know” is the classic advice given to authors. Briar Lee Mitchell definitely seems to adhere to that maxim.


  The polar setting for Briar’s WALKING ON MARS serial echoes her experiences in the world’s coldest climate as a guest at McMurdo Base in Antarctica. James Cameron, the producer/director of Titanic traveled with her.


  Warming up on Andros Island in the Bahamas helped her set the scene for DARK LIGHTS. She and her dive partners were offered $100 rewards from the Navy base there (AUTEC) should any of them find a live torpedo out in the reefs.


  The BIG ASS SHARK author recently donned a wet suit to climb into a shark cage in the northern Pacific. Then Briar and her stalwart search and rescue dog, Thor, patrolled the Georgia woods and succeeded in helping the police locate and recover a missing person. The experience will no doubt fuel her future fiction.


  When not engaging in her edgier pastimes, Briar creates paintings for a diverse list of clients ranging from Warner Bros. to the US Air Force. Her work has been featured in films, video games, books, TV and exhibited at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C. A painting she created after her time spent at McMurdo hangs there or in the Pentagon when it is not on tour with the National Geographic in their traveling exhibit about the South Pole.


  She also spends a lot of time floating in her Florida pool watching clouds drift by and imagining mayhem.
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  Chapter One


  Fire had raged since dawn, a blazing monster that threatened to completely immolate not only the fertilizer factory where it began but also the buildings close by.


  Bombs of flame and flying shrapnel, sent airborne by exploding tanks of chemicals, had shattered many of the stained glass windows in the old St. Bartholoma church nearby. Cars and trucks on the streets smoldered helplessly.


  The fire department in nearby Stuttgart had dispatched several pumper trucks and firefighters. Shielding themselves from the heat, they moved hoses as closely as possible. The powerful streams of water turned to steam before they could do much good at extinguishing the inferno.


  Fire Chief Harald Engel positioned his men around the buildings; the factory was a total loss, so he focused his attention on trying to save the old church. Fire hoses were turned on the thick stone walls, washing them and the roof. Huge strips of aged moss had already ignited, providing a ready, dry source for the flames to consume. Several large pieces tore free from the ancient roof and carried the burning strips to other areas that had not burned yet.


  Some local parishioners, passing the barricades erected to keep them out of the danger area, raced in and out of the church. They clutched paintings, sacred relics and all the appointments for the altar as they stumbled and ran through the black smoke fed by the burning chemicals. The factory was not only ablaze; it was roaring, screaming as more and more of the chemical tanks exploded and sent massive columns of flame skyward.


  Some of the heavy-duty containers in the factory that had been designed to hold more volatile chemicals finally finished cooking off and exploded with a deafening boom. The explosions sent out blasts of air that initially extinguished some of the nearest flames and then caught fire themselves, acting like enormous flamethrowers that spread the inferno even further in the vicinity.


  Harald, directing his men, hollered into his handheld mic, moving them around the perimeter of the fire like chess pawns. He froze, looking anxiously toward the factory. Every instinct he had told him this was going to be bad.


  First, he felt the rumble, then watched in horror as the gigantic building blew up and out, sending thousands of bricks flying like shrapnel and massive metal girders hopping and bouncing like Olympian sized pogo sticks.


  People and machines tumbled and flew across the road from the blast. Harald hit the ground, making sure his mask and helmet were securely in place. Bricks rained down all around him and the other firefighters. As quickly as they could, they crawled under the bigger trucks, listening to the projectiles slamming into the vehicles. As far as fires and disasters go, Harald could not remember one worse than this.


  Volunteers running from the church with precious relics cradled in their arms now used them to shield their heads from the debris that rained down on them. An elderly woman who was staggering out of the church with a large oil painting of the Virgin Mary hoisted the huge canvas up and over her back as she scuttled past Harald and the other firefighters. Bits of metal and wood pelted the taut canvas, making it sound like a primitive drum. More volunteers raced to the woman’s aid, dragging her and the painting to safety.


  Another, much bigger, blast from the factory knocked more people off their feet and ignited a nearby tree. The dry fall leaves went up in a flash, turning it into a bonfire resembling a calling of the clans, its massive boughs stretched out like crucified arms. More shrapnel flew into the church, blowing out the few remaining stained glass windows. Bits of colored glass, like deadly gems, spit through the air, cutting people and embedding themselves in tree trunks fifty feet away.


  Several large girders, slick with chemicals and ablaze with deadly fire, slammed into the east wall of the sanctuary. Everyone watched, spellbound, as the wall caved, then after a few heartbeats, the entire church folded in on itself like a massive circus tent coming down. The rumble of stones and ancient timbers bouncing off the ground and each other was deafening.


  The falling structures created a huge gust of wind that blew tons of ash, shattered glass and dirt in all directions. People either dove for cover behind enormous, ancient trees that swayed treacherously close to snapping or fire trucks that rocked crazily back and forth, flipping gear off the top and from compartments that tore open.


  That final blast had all but extinguished the inferno in the factory. The firefighters rushed toward it, dousing the area with water and chemical retardants, killing off the few remaining blazes. Harald crawled out from under the truck where he and others had taken shelter, then ordered his men to stop pouring water on what was left of St. Bartholomas.


  He overheard someone in the crowd murmuring that perhaps they could use the stones to shore up the old bridge. Another person bent down and picked up a piece of wood, with one side highly polished from people having walked over it for centuries. They stared at the fragment, as if it were a living, wounded creature, then hugged it to their breast.


  St. Bartholoma had stood on this spot for nearly 800 years. It had survived the freezing winters of Germany, Charlemagne’s battles, the Ottoman Empire and WWII. After all of that, a fire in a factory that made fertilizer from chemicals and animal dung finally brought it down, reducing it to a ruined heap before them.


  Harald turned to the crowd.


  “I think it’s a total loss,” he told them.


  He saw a few heads nod and could hear a few people sobbing quietly. Mostly, these people were just exhausted and numb, having risked their own lives to save what they could. He observed the sad little pile of items they had managed to get out of the church. It did not seem like much to him, but a few of the women, moving silently and with great purpose, were already cleaning the soot and dirt off of them.


  One woman picked up a heavy chalice and wrapped it reverently in her sweater, then cradled it like it was a small child. He also noticed a priest moving through the crowd, comforting people. Another person who appeared to be in shock shuffled along, looking at the ground. Harald realized the gentleman was picking up bits of glass from the shattered windows, but only the red pieces. Paramedics quickly found him and led him away to be taken to the nearby hospital.


  “Father!” Harald called out.


  The priest made his way over to the fire chief and extended his hand. Harald shook it.


  “You and your men did all that you could,” the priest consoled him.


  A frightening, groaning sound emanated from the remains of the cathedral. Harald, the priest and the gathered parishioners turned to gaze apprehensively at the carcass of the building. The groaning sound was soon accompanied by the earth shaking, then two buttresses that had remained standing along the west wall finally fell. They hit the ground, and the stones separated, looking like two huge spinal columns from some improbable dinosaur.


  “Was there anyone else inside?” Harald asked.


  “I’m not sure. There was so much confusion,” said the priest. “I certainly hope not.”


  He looked around the area, quietly counting heads.


  “Well, search the area,” Harald told him.


  Harald counted out four of his firefighters and sent them toward the rubble. The men still had full face masks on, protecting themselves from all the dirt, soot and gases rising from the stones though the fires in the church had been put out. Gingerly, they poked and prodded their way into the now exposed sanctuary.


  The east wall collapsed, smashing pews and timbers. Long rails of ancient oak poked up through the dressed stones, making them look like huge hors d’oeuvres. The other walls had fallen outward, pulling most of the roof off to one side and exposing what was left of the sanctuary to the darkening sky. Standing alone at the back of the church, the altar was still somewhat intact. If anyone had been left inside, they were surely buried underneath the enormous stone blocks that had been cut by hand so long before.


  The woman cradling the chalice made her way over to Harald. Wisps of gray hair waved about her lined forehead, peppered with bits of ash.


  “I’m really sorry we couldn’t save it…your church that is,” Harald said to her.


  She smoothed her sweater over the chalice, hoisting its weight up a little higher in her arms so she could free her one hand, which she used to sweep the tousled hair from her brow.


  “Maybe it was not such a bad thing,” she said, “God does things for a reason.”


  Harald was surprised by her statement but noticed some of the other parishioners nodding in agreement. They crossed themselves with her as they watched the firefighters poking through the rubble. More than one person throughout the centuries had thought the old cathedral to be haunted, much like many old buildings in Europe.


  Stories were told of a pitiful wailing heard coming from deep within the cathedral. Several investigations had been launched to determine what this banshee might be, but nothing was ever found, or so the investigators claimed. A few witnesses swore that this apparently unhappy spirit had tried to speak to them, screaming as if buried deep in the earth, but they could never make out anything intelligible because the words were so muffled.


  Legend said a criminal of some note was supposedly buried under the church, and it was he who cried out from time to time, furious that an entire church was sitting on top of him. Nothing was ever confirmed, and the rumors persisted for centuries, growing more frightening with each passing year.


  Harald looked towards the western horizon, shielding his eyes as he strained to see through the smoke and few remaining walls of flame inside the factory. The sun had slid out of sight, setting that edge of the world ablaze with a deep red light.


  “It’s going to get dark soon,” Harald spoke into his mic. “See if you can hurry this up.”


  Aaron, one of the firefighters, turned and waved back to Harald, then hurried his men along to search for anyone in the church. The men moved slowly, methodically, scouring the area, looking for potential survivors and making sure they kept eyes on each other. So far, they had not found anyone, dead or alive.


  Curiously, towards the back of the church, a small portion of the wall remained with a section of stained glass window still set securely in it. Aaron had seen similar bizarre images in photos from when entire buildings were demolished, but a chair or the stairwell would remain intact. One photo he had seen, which made him laugh as a child, showed a house, completely destroyed except for the plumbing to the second floor, topped by a sink with a shaving kit still sitting on its edge.


  He studied the fragment of window and noticed it showed part of the story of St. Norbert, thrown from his horse as a thunderbolt hit the ground in front of them. According to the story of St. Norbert, he had been unimpressed by God and the church, but after his near brush with death, where he lay unconscious for over an hour, he was humbled and left his life of excess behind to become a priest.


  For Aaron, familiar with the German saint because of Sunday school, this particular bit of imagery was quite powerful. Based on the uneven textures of the glass and the heavy leading, he figured the window had to have been at least two, maybe three, hundred years old. Whoever the artist had been, he demonstrated a tremendous amount of skill. The bolt of lightning, coming from the fist of God partially hidden in a cloud, looked deadly. The few rays of remaining light, already red from the setting sun and remaining bits of fire, hit the window at just the right angle, and that bolt of lightning glowed. He could see its exact shape cast on the smashed stone blocks below.


  The fist of God surely blew this place apart, Aaron thought to himself.


  The other men—Willem, Daniel and Friedrich—thoroughly searched the church. They had done this procedure many times before and knew the drill inside and out. They kept abreast of one another, always in at least one other person’s line of vision. In a building as damaged as this one, anything could happen. The last thing any rescuer wanted to have happen was to need a rescue themselves.


  Every few minutes the group paused while Willem called out.


  “Hello! Is anybody there?”


  They would all stand absolutely still, listening for even the smallest sound that might indicate a survivor lost in all of that rubble. So far, they heard nothing except the sounds of the massively heavy timbers shifting on top of each other.


  A slight breeze blew over damaged items in the church and, if the wind passed by just so, produced an eerie whistling sound. That sound was unsettling to Daniel, and he imagined specters from all the dead bodies previously displayed there during sad funerals drifting along behind them, emitting the freakish noise. He knew that in quite a few old cathedrals like this one, some of the first priests were actually buried in the floor so that their pious nature, even in death, would add to the sanctity of the place. All it did was creep him out even further, and he seriously hoped that they did not stumble across one of them, pried from its ancient burial spot.


  Daniel drifted farther to the right. He had come across several huge timbers that had been part of the ceiling, the ancient wood black from centuries of candles burning in the church. He crouched down and peered in through the interlaced timbers, shining his flashlight about, but only picked up more fragments of broken glass and a few pieces of smashed statuary. The grim, marble face of St. Bartholoma stared back at him, but he could not see any people in there.


  The other firefighters waited for him while he looked. Once he straightened up, he waved them on, and they continued their sweep of the church.


  Daniel had to walk completely around the huge pile of wood to get back in line with the other three men. He stepped up and over a shattered pew, then fell into a deep stairwell, the stone steps worn from centuries of use. As he tumbled down them, he cried out to the other men who quickly came to his rescue.


  Daniel rolled to the bottom. The deepening gloom of twilight prevented much light from getting down here. Thankful he had cradled it to his chest so it would not shatter, he shone his flashlight about, looking for anyone or anything. The room he had landed in had a low ceiling, typical of most medieval structures, and little decoration, unlike the sanctuary above.


  The other three men reached him.


  “You okay?” Aaron cried out through his mask.


  Daniel nodded that he was and rose to his feet, casting his light about again. The others joined him.


  Toward the back of the chamber, many of the stones had been cracked by the blast. Daniel wandered over to the fissures and noticed that an entire section had fallen away, revealing a hidden passageway leading further into the basement of the church. He ran his gloved hands over the edges of the rock, feeling the sharpness where they had split in half. He peered down into the passageway and noticed the dust covering everything. Clearly the area had been blocked to prevent anyone from getting in.


  “I wonder why it was sealed off like this,” David said.


  “Who knows,” said Willem. “Maybe it leaked or something.”


  They gave the unusual passageway a final look and turned to go.


  Then they heard the sound.


  The hair on the back of each man’s neck immediately stood up. Heat from the blasted stones and the small fires still burning next door had warmed the area, but they each felt a chill that tightened their bellies and pulled their testicles up closer to their bodies.


  “Did you hear that?” Daniel asked.


  Willem nodded while Aaron spun about, shining his light everywhere. Friedrich stood stock still, listening intently.


  “Someone must have fallen down here somehow,” Daniel cried out.


  “No, no, it’s just the timbers, settling on each other,” Friedrich disagreed.


  There were no further sounds.


  “Is anyone down here?” Aaron briefly lifted his facemask so that his shout could be heard further down the hallway.


  No one replied.


  “Come on, let’s get out of here. This place gives me the creeps,” shouted Friedrich.


  The men turned to leave, picking their way over broken stones back to the old stairwell. The wailing sound hit them again, and they froze, trying hard to pinpoint its location.


  “Someone is down there,” Aaron stated calmly as he headed for the weird passageway.


  “How?” asked Willem. “That hallway hasn’t seen the light of day for what, century’s maybe. Who could be down there?”


  “Well,” replied Friedrich, “the floor was really torn apart up there. Someone may have fallen through.”


  Daniel thought about this for a moment, then agreed that it was certainly a possibility. He just did not like being in this basement. Something about the place gave him a bad chill. He had searched through burned rubble dozens of times since he became a firefighter some twenty years earlier and had found numerous people, most burned beyond recognition. They startled him at first until his professional demeanor took hold, but not this time. Something seemed wrong.


  At first, he did not move and gave serious thought to turning and bolting back up the stairs, but he could not abandon the others. He would be labeled a coward for the rest of his life, and they would be right for labeling him such.


  The four of them headed for the passageway, moving cautiously down the long, narrow space. At the end, they stepped out into another chamber similar to the one they had just come through, but even more dusty and unused. The stones were not worn looking like they were elsewhere in the church; they looked like they had just been cut days before instead of decades.


  Off to one side was a large horse-drawn coach, hundreds of years old. How or why it was down in the small space was a mystery. There were other relics in the room: life-sized stone statues of saints, rotting banners, damaged pews and other assorted junk. At the far end stood an elaborate-looking door which had been covered over in stone. The blast had weakened the mortar near the base, and the entire affair had toppled over, almost intact.


  There was no one in the room, so they moved towards the door. Aaron studied it as closely as he had studied the stained glass fragment of St. Norbert above. It was very old, with enormous metal fixtures holding the wood together, so very typical of medieval architecture. A huge, rusted padlock and hand wrought chains were wound tightly around the handles. With one blow of an axe, Willem sliced neatly through the old metal, which fell to the ground, rusty powder billowing out after the impact.


  Daniel pushed gently against the doors. They were at least eight feet tall and together more than twice as wide. They gave slightly but had lain against each other for so many years that it was clear they would not yield so easily. The hinges had stretched slightly, so the doors themselves helped hold each other up like praying hands pressed tightly together at the palms.


  Again, Aaron cried out.


  “Is there anyone in here?!”


  The four of them stood silently, heads bowed, waiting for the slightest whisper.


  “Yes, I am here,” a croaking voice called out, distinctly but quietly, from deep inside the vault.


  That was all they needed. Galvanized, the men threw their weight against the old doors. They swung open with difficulty, revealing a large room with a vaulted ceiling. Daniel guessed they were under the altar area of the church, where the floor above was the heaviest, so it needed vaulting like this down here to support it.


  They stepped into the room, casting their lights about.


  “Where are you?!” Aaron called out.


  No one answered.


  All four men were thankful they had masks and oxygen with them. The room was starved for it. Dust lay inches thick over everything. Oddly, there were no signs of rodents or even insects, not even a spider web. Just an eerie layer of dust built up over everything.


  They stepped further into the room, and then saw the gap in the ceiling towards the back. The main stones of the altar had indeed shifted, and a large crack allowed a bit of light below. Aaron looked up and saw the St. Norbert window above. The light through the colored glass made interesting patterns on the dusty floor.


  “I don’t see anyone in here!” Willem called out, frustrated.


  “If there was, we would know where they are. Look how deep this dust is. It would be like leaving tracks in the snow,” said Friedrich.


  Confused, they stood in the center of the room.


  “Look at that.” Daniel pointed at the floor.


  A trail was worn into the stone, as if someone had paced back and forth, wearing it down. Dust had settled there as well, but not as thick as in other areas of the room.


  In a corner at the far end, under the rib of an enormous vault, a strange shape rested, covered in grime. Their flashlights passed quickly over it, and the men assumed it was just a statue. It looked very much like it could have been a stone gargoyle the way it sat hunched over, head slid down behind arms wrapped tightly around the knees.


  As the men looked away, moving further into the room to look for the survivor, the gargoyle’s head rose, and its eyes snapped open. Dust, like fine snow, flew from its lashes. Its skin rustled and crackled, like old parchment, but its eyes felt wide and alive.”


  Slowly the figure rose, carefully watching the firefighters moving toward the other end of the room on their mission of mercy. The figure looked like a man—gaunt, pale, but a man nonetheless. At least, at one time he had been a man.


  Nearly seven hundred years ago, he had lived as a man in this beautiful region of Germany. His name was Villicus Shanks, and he had been a merchant who specialized in importing rare and priceless goods from the Far East. His business was successful, his life full of social events and women, so many women. His outgoing personality and business savvy, however, attracted the attention of others, a species that moves only at night, in the dark, preying on the living.


  He had fallen into their fold and loved the attention they lavished on him, unaware of their intentions. Villicus marveled at their slow, easy way of laughing, the enormous amount of money they spent, the confidence and grace they exuded. He emulated all that they did and wished he could be like them, something he often confided to the oldest of the group.


  It is hard not to envy the vampire. They move with the elegance of an acrobat, as if their joints were oiled with mercury or silicon. Their eyes, colored brightly, dart about, as though they can see more than what is there. In close proximity to one, a human desires only to lie in its arms and let come what may.


  The quarter-full moon that peered through the cracks the evening of the cathedral fire was the same face in the sky from so many years ago when Villicus met his new friends on the banks of a nearby lake. The water, so still, reflected the moon, the stars and nearby mountains.


  They had lit a grand bonfire and gathered around it. A girl was produced, a lovely young thing who had been lured away from her home in a nearby village. She was given to Villicus to take pleasure in first. He took her slowly, enjoying her to the fullest, finally shuddering to a climax deep inside her body.


  Villicus looked up at that moment to see the face of one of his new friends hovering close to his. The young girl underneath him stirred strangely, then reached hungrily for this being who grasped her hair, wrenched her head back and ripped out her throat while Villicus was still inside her.


  Horrified, Villicus backed away, but he was grasped from behind and held, forced to watch the girl die. When the deed was done, his new friends sat in a semi-circle around him, watching him closely. Their eyes darkened to black pools, blood dripping from their now exposed fangs.


  They did not move, did not breathe or even shift their eyes. Villicus did not know which was more terrifying, how preternaturally still they were or how blood still drooled from their teeth and fell to the ground, sending up tiny crowns of dust.


  He understood, although not a word was spoken. They were showing him what they were, and so they sat there, stock still, watching him carefully. He knew he had the opportunity to walk away if that was his will. That was their gift to him, letting him decide what his fate would be.


  He remained.


  And so they made him as they were. One grasped his wrist and slowly bit into the artery. The other one, the oldest one, shoved his own wrist into Villicus’s mouth. Instinctively, he bit down with his rounded teeth and roughly parted the flesh. They smiled when they saw his reaction. Blood filled his mouth, and he drank voraciously as if he had never suffered from thirst before this night, the blood pouring down Villicus’s throat all that would quench it.


  During the transition from human to vampire, he could feel his teeth lengthen and sharpen. With renewed strength, even as his birth life slipped away, he tore deeper into the flesh of this ancient creature crouched before him whose origin was described in the book of Genesis. This being standing before Villicus was a Nephilim, a damned creature born of a human woman but sired by an angel.


  Finally, the creature rose and slowly but forcefully pulled his wrist from Villicus’s mouth. Even as he pulled his arm back, Villicus was startled to see the brutal wound he had created drawing itself closed and appearing to heal.


  And then the creature was gone.


  Disappointed, Villicus looked about, wanting to see him again, wanting so badly to touch him and savor the blood that tasted like the origins of life itself. His disappointment gave way to a yearning that threatened to consume him with unquenchable fire.


  He rose to his feet and felt gargantuan but light as a feather at the same time. It took him a couple of steps to get his balance. Slowly, Villicus turned in a circle and finally saw his maker, the dark being that had so changed him forever, perched far up in a pine tree, standing on the very end of a branch that would not even support the weight of the tiniest of songbirds.


  He was…his name was…No! Don’t think it!


  Villicus had trained himself again and again never to say or think his maker’s name, the vile creature who brought him into this existence and then sought to end him. Villicus fought to maintain himself and take care of the tasks at hand. It was dawning on him that his misery may indeed be coming to an end, so he needed to pay attention.


  There would certainly be plenty of time for him to think about the last seven hundred years and how he had been forced into his predicament. It was hard though, so very hard, for him to remain calm and stay so focused like this when all he wanted to do was howl and tear through the men, destroy anything and everything he got his hands on.


  As the rest of those dark beings had watched him that first night, their eyes dark and their bodies frozen unnaturally, so Villicus watched the firefighters. The eyes are the windows to a man’s soul, but a vampire has no soul, nor is he a man, so this dark countenance, amber hues turning to inky black, was fitting.


  Villicus shook his body once, rapidly, to eject the filth clinging to him. He opened his mouth and pumped his jaw a few times like a fish might scour the surface of a pond. His teeth, unused for so long, lengthened in the front. He clacked them together, quietly, then ran his tongue lovingly over the points. Piercing the end of his own tongue, he allowed a bit of his vampire blood to spill into his mouth. The sensation thrilled him. He nearly groaned with anticipation of what was to come but kept his silence.


  He had waited so long, so very long, hoping another human would cross his path, and there were four of them. Perfect prey. He could wait another minute.


  Although gaunt, starving and looking like a half-stuffed rag doll with badly tanned leather for skin, Villicus still moved with the speed and
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