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THIS IS BOOK 3 OF THE series.  Dracula: Hearts of Stone is the first, and Dracula: Hearts of Fire is the second.
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“I like a man who grins when he fights.”

WINSTON CHURCHILL

“All men are brothers, like the seas throughout the world; so why do winds and waves clash so fiercely everywhere?”

Emperor Hirohito

“Love is an irresistible desire to be irresistibly desired.” 

Robert Frost
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE MORNING SEEMED splendid, with the sun casting a warm glow on the delicate, rose-colored clouds, but looks could be deceiving. Life had more tricks up its sleeve than a wizard. The crescent moon was changing into its daytime attire, an attractive silver outfit. With summer in bloom, a blue jay was gathering peanuts from a nearby bird feeder, flying back to its nest at the top of a pine tree. Nothing made it happier than peanuts in the shell, returning to his mate to show how he was such an excellent provider. Life should be so simple for everyone.  

Only the occasional car went by at such an early hour in Moncton. The wind was light. The scents of flowers were on the air, and magical properties changed the DNA of vampires. However, some appeared to be immune to its altering forces and were imperceptible madness for a few, distinctive darkness for others. It was a thing that could twist the souls of some. Nasty magic that could unquestionably alter the world.

Jenny was smiling in her parents’ bedroom, giving them both looks of what have you done? It was a surprise that had taken them all off guard. Even Dracula himself had not considered it. Once was a freak of nature, but twice? The look on Jenny’s face was exquisite, scolding, and yet perplexed. She wanted to hate the news, but wasn’t sure if she did. “Mother, you’re pregnant? I’m gonna have a little brother or sister? Oh, I hope it’s a girl. It would be so much fun to have a little sister. Holy crap, does that mean she’s going to be a wizard because of bozo here?”

“Jenny!”

Dracula nodded. “It would be nice if it were a girl.”  

“Dracula!” What was he thinking? Allison knew the vampire already had the knowledge it was a male. Why would he allow Jenny to hope it was a girl? Men! She guessed they were full of testosterone and baloney in equal proportions. She felt like throwing him out of bed as if there hadn't been enough thorns recently. Telling Jenny that it was a boy was not likely to be pleasant. There would be no proper time for that revelation. Perhaps it would be best just to spill it.     

The doorbell rang again.

Jenny didn't want to answer it because she was preoccupied with the conversation about having a sibling. The chatter was irresistible. Different imaginary scenarios were developing between her and her kid sister and everything she could teach her. She considered they could end up being quite the duo. Vampires better beware of Jenny and her sister. Maybe she could be the one to pick her name? What joy would there be in watching her grow up? How fun would it be to make clothes for her sister? Her mind was swirling at the thought of it. “Who could be at the door so early?”  

The Master spoke, happy that Jenny was taking the news of the pregnancy better than he had expected. The house could crumble if the girl had exploded in anger. “It’s Jareth. He’s here to guide you to that tainted wizard.”

Jenny thought about what might be in store for her. Her journey had only begun as a wizard, yet she had already faced many dangers. Being Dracula’s daughter came with responsibility, and she wasn’t sure if she liked it. Being responsible was one thing, but being expected to step up and help save the world was something else. The scale was unbalanced, and it did not lean to her side. Her life would never be all sunny days and starry nights. If she died fighting that evil wizard, she would return as a ghost, kick Dracula’s ass, or hang out with Zacharia. “Don’t you think that evil is such a stupid word? Nobody’s completely evil. Everyone has some good traits. A serial killer might give money to the poor, saving some while he kills others.”

“That might be true, but some have the Grand Canyon full of bad traits, with only a knapsack full of good. Helping an old woman across the street will not make up for burning her house down.”  

“You’re weird.”  

Allison felt scared for her daughter, knowing that it might be the last time she would see her. She hated having to think of such things. Her life would have been so different if she had had an ordinary child, but she wouldn’t give up Jenny and all she was for the world. The girl was complex, and even her mother wasn’t sure of all her abilities. The worst part was her doing things no child could accomplish. She turned to Dracula. “I’m sure you can get someone else to face him beside Jenny. You must know plenty of wizards with experience who can care for him. I don’t want her going after a wizard at her age. She needs time to develop her skills.”

The vampire hesitated. What should he say, and how should he say it? How was he to proceed? Dracula knew she would be in danger. He had to select his words carefully lest her mother forbids her to go. He had gone from depressive to excessive in such a short time. Though they had discussed it all before, important things would come back like boomerangs. It was a difficult situation. “Allison, I know you don’t want to hear this, but Jenny is the King of the Castle, so to speak, when it comes to wizards. Because I am her father, she has a significant role in the upcoming battle. I wish it weren't so, but I fear the outcome would be disastrous if she neglected her duties. Imagine a world run by miscreant vampires?”  

“But she’s only a child.”

“A child, yes, but she’s far from ordinary. Why must we engage in the same conversation over and over?”

“Why can’t you just kill the stupid wizard yourself?”

Jenny savored the conversation. It was fun to see the mighty Dracula struggle with the right words. She continued to labor because he was her father. Perhaps she always would. Having kept it from her for so long might irritate her forever. But a word of praise from him was worth more than compliments from anyone else.  

Dracula thought Jenny would likely be a big part of the battle. There was a high risk that the world would sink into the pits of hell without being able to extricate itself from an unbearable fate. There would be pockets of good amongst a sea of evil, a sea of sin ready with the most ferocious waves to pummel any that dared to surface. Misery would flourish as hope diminished to a mere speck of light. She didn't want her child to be placed in jeopardy, nor did her father. However, he was aware of the larger picture that would break over humanity’s head if his daughter took a passive role. She needed the experience and to be battle-tested. “Just because she’s supposed to be a major player doesn’t mean she has to play, but I fear the future is dim without her. Remember the Blood Book? She desperately needs it. More importantly, the world needs her to get it.”

Allison didn’t want to think about what he said. But no matter how much Allison hoped, some realities were unchangeable. “I don’t want her to be important. That’s not what I mean. Oh, you know what I'm saying. I don’t like the sound of any of this. I’d bury my head so deep if I were an ostrich.”

The lion rose from the hall, entered the room, and swatted at the air. Everyone watched the cat’s strange antics. Sarah was pursuing Zacharia’s ghost as he floated around. It leaped and batted at him awkwardly, following him as he moved around the room. She sprang into the air, trying to bite the ghost.

Jenny waved at the space where the cat now gazed. “Hi, Zacharia.”

Annoyance filled Allison's voice. “That’s just what we need, a ghost in the room.”

Dracula entered the mind of the lion so that he could watch his friend as he drifted around. Zacharia was bored, so he figured he might as well be nosy. He wasn’t accustomed to being a spirit and had trouble moving his soul around. Outside, he could see the white light in the distance that beckoned him with relatives in silhouettes awaiting his arrival, but he refused to go for the present. He figured there would be no turning back if he entered that light.

Allison smiled at Jenny. “Did that lion really tell you I was pregnant?”

“She did. And how long would it have been before you told me if she hadn't? My sister would have been two, I suspect.”  

“Jenny, it’s going to be a boy.” Allison watched Jenny’s smiling face change. If Jenny had been a canine, she would have growled. She imagined the gears, where they were humming joyfully only moments ago and now were grinding to a halt. 

Disappointment washed over Jenny. “What? No, how can you know that?”

Allison gestured toward Dracula, who looked away.

“Aw, not a boy. Tell me it’s a sick joke. It’s really a boy? It’s a freaking little brat? I’d rather have a monkey. I suppose I could always lose him in the forest. Father, I’m unfamiliar with this area. Are there any cliffs nearby?”

“Fundy has some nice cliffs.”

Allison shook her head. “Don’t encourage her.”

“Jenny.”

“What?”

“I met a fish that couldn’t swim, so I refused to throw him in.” Dracula smiled at his daughter.

“Okaaay.”

Again, the doorbell sounded.

Allison didn’t know what to think. If the boy was a wizard, what trouble would he get in? Perhaps she would luck out, and he would be an ordinary child, but since Dracula’s genes were probably dominant, it was unlikely. Jenny had been tricky enough to parent, but a boy with testosterone. Girls would sit on the sofa and play with dolls. Boys would jump off the couch on their heads, cry, and do it again. Sibling rivalry could destroy the house. One thing was the age difference. Jenny would be a lot older. Perhaps Jenny’s magic could keep him in check, or perhaps she would tie him up with a spell. “Whoever is ringing that doorbell at this hour of the morning, I should sic Sarah on him and make her eat him.”    

The lion turned and ran downstairs. Jenny blurred to save Jareth from being eaten, making it down just in time. There would be few opportunities to be bored in this madhouse. 

“Jenny, don’t you leave without telling us!”

Dracula grinned regally. “I believe she’s gone to save Jareth.”

“Oh, my goodness. Are you telling me that Sarah understood what I said? She was going down there to eat him?”

“Indeed.” Dracula slowly nodded.

Dracula gave Allison a tender kiss. They watched the doorway in silence as they waited for Jenny to return. Even with all the trouble in the world, Dracula enjoyed life as he hadn’t been able to do in a long time. A degree of all the carnage was exciting, although unfortunate. Boredom couldn’t stand up to a good fight. Hundreds simultaneously engaged in battle were like fireworks.

“What are we going to do about the baby?”

Allison turned and gave him a look that could cut diamonds. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“My mind is troubled.”

“My fist will trouble your nose if you bring that up again.” 

“That’s not what I meant.”  

Jenny and the lion ran up the stairs and back into the bedroom. “Jareth will meet me at noon tomorrow at the Bell Tower on Main Street, and then I’m off to either flatten or get flattened.”

Dracula met his daughter’s eyes, and she returned his gaze, both refusing to break off. Nobody could stare long into those eyes except Jenny. He liked that fact more than he thought possible because it was like one of life’s little surprises to the vampire. “Have you been paying attention to your dreams?”

“Yes, Father. I’ve been eating three meals daily and even washing behind my ears.” She sighed. “I admit my dreams are bizarre lately. Evil vampires control New York City. It’s just terrible. It’s such a dark atmosphere that I can’t even describe it. Strange-looking eyes were everywhere. I sure hope I didn’t see the future.”

“Will you two stop that!” Allison was becoming aggravated by their antics of staring one another down. 

“Stop what?” they said simultaneously.    

“Stop staring at one another as if you’re enemies.”  

Both Dracula and Jenny had to laugh. It was just a game to both, the early stages of bonding. They enjoyed doing it, so it wasn’t likely to stop. It was going to be one of their father-and-daughter things.

“It’s a boy, for sure?”  

Her father tried to look disappointed, but she didn’t believe it. “Yes, it’s a boy.”

Jenny thought about it as she showed a mischievous smile. “Let me touch your stomach. I’ll see if I can change it into a girl. I’ll bet there’s a spell for that.”

“Jenny, that is not the least bit funny.”

“But what if there was a spell to change him into a girl?”

“Stop it.”

Jenny stood akimbo. “I’m going back to bed even though I won’t be able to sleep. I’ll just stare at the ceiling until my eyes bugged out. That book better be worth it. It better tell me how to enchant objects to keep the vampires a hundred miles away and show me how to change a boy to a girl.”

She went back into her bedroom with the lion following. Allison and Dracula stared at one another, and when he tried to caress her leg, she slapped his hand. She gently guided his hand to her face, feeling the warmth of his touch against her skin. 
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THE SKELETON WAS AN IMPOSING SIGHT. It was now burning with red, blue, and yellow flames. The crackling sound consumed oxygen, sending black smoke into the air; small red skulls of long-lost souls floated inside its chest cavity, occasionally bumping into one another with a loud tok. It was developing and getting stronger, taking some energy from the nasty enchantment particles that circled the globe. It spat flames into the sky to warn anyone who would dare approach; they went up almost a hundred feet before dissipating. It had a developing mind that changed with every wizard it killed. So, it knew it was infinitely better to be the vanquisher than the vanquished. The devourer stared down at its two victims, a sinister grin spreading across its face. It considered its next move, whether to see if it could pick up another wizard’s trail or finish its enemies in front of him.  

The flames consumed Alexander’s vampire dog. She squealed as she lay on the grass burning up; the blaze ravaging her, going deeper and deeper. The fire had reached Tessy’s organs and began to engulf them. She had never felt such pain, but just in time, her system finally got the upper hand. She was now healing faster than her body was being destroyed. When the fire and her healing properties were almost in balance, it prolonged the agony because the flames had the slight upper hand. But the enchantment had weakened just enough for the healing to overtake the hurting. Her restorative properties extinguished the fire gradually. Finally, the dog could stand, but it felt strange. Most of her fur had been burnt away, with two tufts remaining and both near the end of her tail. She looked so peculiar, as strange as a hairless cat. The air felt foreign to her bare skin. It tickled and made her scratch, but a minute after extinguishing the fire, her fur grew back. 

Alexander lay nearby, also being consumed by the flames. The sheriff's skin turned as black as charcoal because of the severe burns. He had stopped screaming and was motionless as his fire continued to rage, unable to move even an inch. He had lapsed into a coma. Death was coming. Although invisible to most, the spirits of his relatives waited patiently for his soul to depart, and two males apparently arguing about something. 

Tessy produced several distressed barks as she circled him, not knowing what to do. It wasn’t a situation that her aggression could solve. It was the worst she had ever felt, the desperation and hopelessness hitting her as hard as any blow. What could she do to save her master?  

The skeleton approached the sheriff, preparing to rip his head off. It would be a satisfying conclusion to the battle, and it had plenty of strength. It was curious how much energy would leave the sheriff, sensing he was special. Tessy attacked with barks and mighty snaps from her powerful jaws, showing her nasty side. She circled it, leading the monster away from Alexander, which she had intended. 

Again, the skeleton attacked the dog, but she got out of its way this time. It chased the animal around on the lawn, but the shepherd was faster. It shot balls of fire at her, but she dodged them all. The dog’s tenacity and courage annoyed it because it so wanted to stand over her dead carcass, knowing it had vanquished it. Not understanding why it was so persistent in defense of another. The dog blurred off, and the skeleton was glad to see it go as it again headed to finish Alexander, laughing at the prospect.  

Tessy zoomed back with a large branch, knocking the monster off its feet. It jumped back up to a standing position, furious, launching spheres of fire at her, one the size of a basketball; Tessy dodged all of them. The shepherd flung the limb, catching it in the ribs and it stuck there. The ungodly thing staggered around awkwardly, tried to remove the now burning branch but couldn’t quite manage it. It was a graceless ballet of jumps and turns. Most of the branch was sticking out from its back as it attempted to extricate it. It would have been a funny sight had there not been so much riding on the outcome. It stopped and glared at the dog, rushing it and spitting flames, but the branch caught on the lawn, causing it to fall again. 

This time, standing like a bug turned upside down wasn't easy. It had never been so enraged in its young life and would relish killing the dog. Finally, it got up and tried to catch the dog again, but she was too fast. It paused as it attempted to conceive a surefire method to tag the animal with its deadly flames, deciding that more fire was better. It saturated the area with many fireballs, hoping she would run into one, but she didn’t.

Tessy wanted to bite the thing so much that she could barely contain herself. Even though she knew it might mean death, resisting was difficult. She was desperate to snap one of those damn tibias. She was a red sheriff, an attack dog that needed to attack but couldn’t. Tessy relentlessly attacked and then pulled back, with the heat from its fire being an excellent reminder of Tessy's excruciating pain, like trying to defeat a forest fire with a broom. Wherever it walked, large sections of grass perished from its radiating flames. Unbeknownst to Achak, the formidable monster was now in control, and progressing rapidly.

“Bark, bark, bark!” Tessy backed up, then ran and jumped several feet over the monstrosity, simultaneously urinating on it, with the urine sizzling as it hit the fire. The thing shook at the indignity as a drop touched its skull. It launched a barrage of fiery embers at the dog in retaliation, but none of them hit their mark, with one burning a deep hole in the grass. The skeleton thought the dog was somehow a match for its might, but wasn’t sure how that was possible. It believed it was king of the world and had been correct to this point. 

“Bad dog!” said the skeleton. Disappointed in itself, it felt a pang of frustration for its inability to take down the animal. The fiery monstrosity felt like it was evolving, but did not know the end result. It had even grown two inches taller. It got more intelligent as it developed and was getting views of the world. Would it soon be able to make its own plans? Perhaps it would be Achak’s master? It could imagine controlling that wizard and making him fetch.  

While running, a beautiful blond jogger with her ponytail dancing in the air encountered the skeleton and was attacked with no prior knowledge of its presence. As she was running, fire headed directly towards her, but she was pushed by the dog and sent flying just in time. The flames just missed her. It knocked the wind out of her, and it hurt. She got up and ran away as fast as possible, in pain from the impact, but she survived the encounter.   

It stood still for a time, and its skull turned 360 degrees around and back to its original position. The beast appeared to be concentrating hard on something as strange sensations went through it. It felt cold, then hot, and it felt the wind for the first time. Something was going on, but what? It held its bony hand out in front of it, jarring it forward as if attempting to get something to manifest. It repeated the actions several times until a bright red blob of molten lava finally appeared, transforming into a flaming sword in the skeleton’s right hand.   

Wielding complicated magic, it impressed itself with what it had accomplished. It loved the sword’s weight and was captivated by its beauty, with skulls adorning the hilt. It attacked Tessy, and each time it swung, the weapon fire flew from it in multiple directions, some approaching the dog in such proximity it was a miracle that the flames missed. Chasing the dog around in a circle, swinging the blade vigorously, becoming more frustrated that it couldn't tag her with it. It hurled the sword at the dog, but she skillfully dodged it, and it lodged in the ground. The grass died several yards around it.   

The magical corpse strolled toward the weapon and pondered as it did so. It retrieved the sword, turned, and stared at Alexander. It was more determined to cut his head off and end him. Perhaps that act would be enough of a distraction to end the dog. Yes, it decided that it was the best option that was available. 

It blurred toward the sheriff with murder in every inch of its being, forcing Tessy to act. She grabbed the skeleton’s femur and crunched down hard, breaking it, but in doing so, her head caught on fire. It fell, surprising it with what the animal had accomplished. The monster actually felt the pain of it. Sharp shepherd teeth grabbed it by its left leg and tossed it over a hundred feet across the grass. The thing fell to pieces as all its bones detached and came apart. It hollered in agony, but quickly pulled itself together as if it was new again. The dog squealed as the flames burned her head, but they extinguished.  

The skeleton retrieved its weapon again, seeing the dog in a different light. Perhaps it was a danger to it in its early stages of development. Should it consider fleeing from the shepherd? In order to become so powerful that nothing could challenge it, it needed to survive. It halted and focused on another wizard, which would provide more power for it to absorb. Resistance was impossible, as that was its purpose for being. It turned, trying to fix on the magical emanations; they appeared to be on the wind from the southwest. Those particles resembled green smoke to the supernatural creature, tasting as sweet as chocolate. It concentrated hard on whatever wizard it detected. And so it departed the area, rushing off in search of more power.  

The dog grabbed Alexander and rushed to the 18-acre Central Park Lake, knowing that the flames would again consume her, but to her, there was nothing else she could think of that might work. She was prepared to accept that sacrifice, even if it meant it was the end of her. Tessy rushed the sheriff into the lake, and his flames burned underwater. But gradually, the fire diminished on both her and her master. Tessy pulled Alexander out of the water and onto the lawn; shaking the water out of her fur, she nudged him. He was lifeless and burnt to such a degree that no one would recognize him. The dog nudged him again and got his ashes on her nose. Tessy could sense that his soul had departed his body, and tilting her head up, she howled. 
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Michael and Lauren were looking at cribs and other baby-related items in a baby boutique. The place had a pink and blue motif, with a large pink baby girl and a blue baby boy crawling in diapers on the ceiling. They were happy and energetic. Michael had such a grin on his face that it looked permanent. He had accepted that he had gotten Lauren pregnant, but his mind continued to give him scenarios of life with a baby. Would he be a miniature Michael? Lauren, dressed in black with her swords on her back, looked exceptional. An associate was eyeing the couple and her blades, fearful of approaching her. She recognized she was a red sheriff, but the sales clerk was wary of all vampires.   

“Michael, your mind is like a beehive stirred up with a stick.”

Michael whispered in Lauren’s ear. “Hey, you are not supposed to go in there. Stop reading me. Should we get a sign that says Vampire Baby Onboard?”

“Be quiet, you doofus.”

Michael gazed at a tiny blue plastic tricycle. “You need to watch how you talk to me. I don’t want the baby calling me Daddy Doofus.”

“The baby will have you figured out by the time she’s two.” 

“When he is two, we’ll be playing baseball. I’m gonna get him one of those little plastic bats.”

The sales associate finally approached the couple with a bit of trepidation. The last customer had left, so she figured there was no other choice. It sure didn’t look like they were going to go away.  Diane was trying to be brave as she cleared her throat. “Can I help you?”

Michael smiled. “We’re having a baby. Even though it’s supposed to be impossible, we are having a baby.”

Lauren looked at him with her gray-blue eyes and gave him a look before she turned her attention to Diane. “We’re going to take that crib and that stroller. And one of those baby carriers. Oh, and a car seat.”

It had been a slow week, and Dianne was happy she would get many sales. She had just asked for a raise, which might help her get it. She thought they were a cute couple and attracted to Michael, but she wouldn’t dare show it. Lauren, who had also been poking around in Diane’s head, knew it, but she wouldn’t tell Michael.

Michael thought about the baby carrier. “Lauren, you know you can’t be wearing the baby while you’re out battling vampires. You know that, right?”

She turned to Michael, a little annoyed. “I have seniority, big Daddy, so while fighting the vampires,  you’ll be home watching the baby. Just think of all those stinky diapers you’re going to change.” Then she talked baby talk to him. “Isn’t that right?”

“But, but, I’m going to be a red sheriff. Couldn’t we just get a babysitter?”

Lauren gave Michael a look that could stop a bullet. “You want to leave our baby, a product of two vampires, home with a babysitter? Is that what you want to do, Michael?”

His eyebrows tightened. Why did women always think they were right? And that they usually were was irritating. “Why, what would happen? Would he eat her?”

“Michael, what is wrong with you?”

Michael noticed Diane staring at him. “Lauren, this stuff is all new to me. I have no experience with vampire babies or any babies. Would he bite her or not?”

“Anyway, if I get killed, that makes you the Daddy and the Mommy.”

Why would she say such a thing? Of course, he thought about it and knew that it could happen. “Oh no. Now I have to think about that. What is wrong with you? Reading my mind when you promised you wouldn’t. That’s a point for my side; make that two points for that insensitive remark.”

“I don’t think I’m gonna like changing diapers. In fact, I just might be allergic to it.”

He didn’t like where this conversation was going. “Well, somebody’s gotta change him.”

Lauren turned to him and showed him the biggest smile.

“Oh.”

“That reminds me, Michael will take that changing table.”

The sales associate smiled and nodded. “Would you like this delivered?”

“Yes, please.”

“Hey Lauren, we could sell him on the black market and make a nice profit.”

“I could sell you on the black market, except that no one would want you. Besides, you two will be inseparable when you see her cute little face. It’ll be a bond that will last a lifetime. I insist. I’m kidding. We’ll share everything equally except for the diaper changing. But you will have to watch her while I kill vampires.”

“How is that sharing everything equally?”

All kidding aside, Michael didn’t like the thought of changing diapers. “You have to change him on occasion. What if I sprain my wrist while changing him? I think my wrist sprained just now. Besides, where are you gonna be if not home changing diapers on your days off?”

“I’ll be at the mall shopping.”  

“I’ll be back with a total in just a minute.” Diane headed to her cash with a smile on her face. She liked both of them.

Michael stooped and talked to Lauren’s stomach. “Do you think you can learn to change your own diapers?”

“What did she say?”

“He just laughed and laughed.”
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DRACULA AND PIERS ANTHONY sat on a bench near the Petitcodiac River in Moncton. Dressed in a black Armani suit with a crimson alizarin tie, the Master looked exceptional. Piers was wearing a black sports coat over a white striped shirt with black pants. Dracula brought his sword to get Piers accustomed to wearing his. It became one of their favorite locations to hang out and discuss things. He enjoyed discussing his daughter and other topics as well. They also appreciated walking the path along the river for miles, and the walkers, joggers, and bikers added to the atmosphere. Normalcy was quite a luxury for Dracula. He got a lot out of ordinary people doing everyday things.    

“So, you haven't sunk your teeth into anyone yet?”

“No, and I don’t intend to bite anyone.”

“You’re going to be a vampire that doesn’t bite? Interesting concept. Like a singer that doesn’t sing.”  

They had discussed some sights the Master had seen over the years. As an author, Piers was very interested. The best research was talking to the Master. Piers was like a hungry sponge that couldn’t get enough information. If the world ever normalized, he considered asking Dracula if he could do his life story, but getting it all in one book wouldn't be easy. Obviously, it would be a series of books, and he got excited just thinking about it. Guaranteed to be bestsellers for years to come, it would give people a better understanding of the world of vampires. He hoped the Master had not read his mind just then. He would have to wait for the proper time to ask him, and if he refused, he would badger him.

“Let’s go back to the subject of the great fire.”

Dracula nodded as his memory drifted back in time. Dracula nodded and recalled as he explained. “The houses in England in 1666 were made of wood and tar, so you can imagine how that blaze consumed the city. That fire had a life of its own and went on for five days, destroying over 80 churches and some 13 000 houses. Around 80,000 people were evacuated. It looked as though the devil had come down to play at night. The sky was so red. The smoke and stench were quite something. It was a catastrophe, covering an area of over 400 acres. A horrible sight greeted us as over eighty percent of the city lay in ruins. I saved a few, but fire is quite the monster with a mind of its own and hurts like hell. Left when they began the reconstruction. I still remember them widening and improving the roads, horses everywhere. It started in a bakeshop on Pudding Lane, if I recall correctly. The city was battling another plague.”

Piers Anthony nodded. “Sounds like a nightmare. How many people perished in the fire? Thousands, I would imagine?”

Dracula thought about it. “Supposedly, they recorded only ten deaths.”

“Really. How many do you think you saved?”

Dracula shrugged. “It was too long ago to remember such details. Old memories have a way of blurring, like a wet painting dropped on a hard surface. The memory is there, but you can’t quite get to it.”

“Un-huh.”

“I believe the high number of killed rats helped control the plague. I still dream about it occasionally, with the smells and the sights bringing me back there. Some things you just can’t get out of your head.”

“Where were you when it started?”

“In the Tower of London.”

A young couple was kissing on a blanket on the lawn to the left of them when a woman vampire wearing a bright yellow dress attacked them. Dracula ran interference and knocked her across the yard. She attempted to blur, but he was too fast for her. He grabbed her and snapped her neck. Then pulled her head off, and she turned to bones, tossing her in the middle of the river. Several seagulls went by on the tidal bore, and it looked like they were surfing. He displayed more anger than usual while accomplishing the killing. Vampire against a vampire was one thing, but a vampire against a human was despicable.

Piers had stood up and watched the bones disappear into the chocolate water. Only moments ago, she had been alive, but her nastiness had cost her everything. “She was beautiful; too bad she had to be an asshole.”

Dracula returned to the bench. He thought about Jenny and wondered what life had in store for her as his daughter. Life often rained on one’s picnic. “Perhaps you’ll tell someone what Moncton was like way back when. The Moncton area will one day be four cities near one another, with Dieppe, Riverview, and Shediac reaching that rank. Of course, Dieppe has city status now.”

He nodded as he watched a butterfly land on Dracula’s left shoulder. “Yes, this is an interesting part of the world in its own right.”

A namuhwoork flew over in the form of a crow. It circled and then touched down in front of Dracula, transforming into a beautiful naked redhead. She nodded at Dracula as Piers Anthony's eyes widened significantly. Looking her up and down, the author noticed she had a blonde streak in her red hair.

Dracula nodded a greeting. “Summer, you look radiant as usual.”

She sat beside them, and Piers tried hard not to stare. “And you look as formidable as ever. The power of your daughter vibrates throughout the land. Hello, Piers Anthony.”

“Do I know you?”

“No. Dracula, I come with a message from our king. We will be on your side during the upcoming battle. Though our numbers are few, we will try our best to aid in what must be your victory.”

“Thank your king and queen for me and tell him the gift he wanted will be forthcoming.”

“I bid you both farewell.”

Piers watched as Summer turned back into a crow and flew off. “I liked her better in human form.”

“Yes, quite attractive.”

“And perky.”

Dracula suddenly got a strange look on his face, and it wasn’t a happy one. He could feel their animosity approaching. “Piers, don’t take this the wrong way, but you have to run. More than a dozen vampires are heading this way, wanting to fight. There’s too many of them for me to keep you safe.”

“You want me to run? Are you sure?”

“Run, now!” He pointed in the direction that the author should move.

Piers blurred off even though he didn’t want to abandon his friend, but he knew Dracula was right. He knew he would distract him from the task at hand. With so many biters, one of them would surely take the author’s head off, and he was fond of his head. They would probably kill him just to irritate Dracula. He took the long way around and headed toward Dracula’s house on Martin Street.

Dracula pulled out his ancient sword adorned with bats and placed it on his lap. About ten seconds after Piers blurred off, thirteen vampires appeared before him. They were a rough-looking bunch, dressed to look tough, except for the fat fellow wearing a moo moo. What in the hell was he thinking? They were rugged, looking like bikers, though they had no bikes, all carrying swords, with one having a 9 mm Beretta M9 shoved into his belt. Although he wasn’t sure what was up with that, they were grimy and dirty. Had they come from digging in the garbage? It sure smelled like it.

“Is that him?”

“That’s him. I recognize him from the photos.”  

The Master smirked and shook his head. So many wanted to kill Dracula that he thought he would get a complex. “Can I help you, gentlemen?”

“You are Dracula, right?”

“I am.”

The big fellow with the scruffy beard stepped forward, and the Master supposed he was the gang leader as he was pushing the others out of the way. He was cocky, his smile crooked and unmistakable. “We’re here to kill you, and when we’re finished, we’re going to take over this city. We’re gonna be famous.”

Dracula stood up with his sword, noticing that most of them took a step back. “Brave last words. Your skeletal remains will soon be scattered.”

The leader went for Dracula’s head, but the Master moved so fast it appeared as if his own head fell off; his blood ended up on the faces of three others, with one wiping it off and tasting it. He turned to dust, his skeletal remains fell, and the battle resumed. It didn’t make a difference that their leader was deceased; they were out to kill Dracula to become legends. Ford pulled his pistol and emptied it. However, Dracula slapped every bullet out of the air.

When the muscular African guy pulled out a Hithroma dagger, he figured it wasn’t a good sign when Dracula laughed at it. His eyebrows tightened as he said: “Un oh.” Abasi discovered the dagger lodged in his own chest. It was excruciating when he removed it. His head fell off, and he collapsed.

As their numbers decreased, they emitted grunts and moans during the collision of blades. When their numbers were down to five, the short French fellow from Louisiana tried to make a run for it, blurring towards Main Street. He only got about six feet away in the opposite direction when Dracula took his head. The velocity of movement sent the severed head rolling across the lawn; as the skin turned to dust, the skull continued to roll. 

Piers Anthony returned to engage in battle, and he had only been gone for about a minute, but he saw that most of the miscreants were now bones. He took the head off the fellow that turned to attack him, the overweight fellow wearing a green muumuu. Dracula dispatched the others and then returned to the bench.

“Have you ever visited the Great Barrier Reef in Australia?”

The author didn’t think he would ever get used to such carnage. Piers had never been to there but had heard and read about it. “That’s all you have to say? No thoughts on the battle? And no, I’ve never been there.”

“It’s a beautiful place to do battle.”

“I see.”

“You don’t listen very well. You knew there was no danger for me with that bunch, yet you returned to risk your life. History has many dead heroes, but now we need them alive more than ever. Don’t do it again.”

“It seemed like an idea then, but now not so much.” 
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