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			ONE NIGHT AT THE ROXY

			PROLOGUE

			My head was pounding. I struggled to open my eyes. Even the dim light of the room I was in hurt like hell. Where was I? My memory was hazy. I couldn’t sort it out. What day was it? Did I have to go into the office today? The office? Since when did I work at an office? 

			I lay in the bed staring at the ceiling for another minute trying to figure it all out. What had happened last night to put my mind in a haze? I closed my eyes and tried to remember…

			I sat up as the truth came rushing back. Cold sweat instantly beaded on my forehead. I jumped from the bed and rushed to the window across the room. I threw open the cheap drapes and the blinding sunlight nearly threw me backwards. I squinted against the light and tried to adjust.

			Nothing was familiar. The buildings were huge, towering monoliths, almost like something out of a Buck Rogers comic strip, but the sky was clear blue and uncluttered. None of the usual flying machines littered the sky. I turned to the hotel room door behind me. 

			On the floor, pushed just halfway under the door, was a newspaper.

			“Can it be…?” I rushed over to the door and snatched the paper from the floor and snapped it open. The date on the front page screamed the truth. May 15th, 2015. It was the future. Or the present. Or the future of my present in the past. 

			It all started flowing back: The Architects, the Nexus, Doc Impossible, and Professor Marvel. The portal. The Chronal event that flung me into this future. Violent and ancient energy. This was the future of my past. 

			But that is the end. 

			We need to start at the beginning…

		

	
		
			ONE

			The floor show at Club Roxy was in full swing when it all went down. 

			My headline guest, illusionist Professor Maxwell Marvel, had just made a five-ton elephant vanish in full view. No other magician could do this. Oh, there were many others who made large animals vanish, even elephants, but all of them used a special box, some type of curtain, or other apparatus. Not Professor Marvel. 

			His assistants brought an elephant onstage, he said some magic words, clapped his hands, and the beast was gone. And not just “hidden gone,” but actually gone. It was one of the most amazing things I had ever seen. 

			For a finale, the good professor would sit on his “magic carpet” and proceed to fly over the heads of the audience. Not just side to side, or up and down, like most of the ham an’ egger magicians out there, but out over the audience. It was astounding, no, breathtaking. Nobody knew how it was done. The only explanation anybody could come up with is that it was real magic. Which, all of us in the business knew, it was.

			My cub, Club Roxy was – is – the swankest night spot in Chicago. I came up through the ranks of Tommy Sims’s gang, and when Sims died I inherited everything. I used what money Tommy amassed to open this club. Club Roxy is host to politicians, celebrities, gangsters, the affluent elite, but what really makes it the place to be is the floor show. Every night I host the biggest, best show in town, featuring the biggest headliners in the country. 

			This week, Marvel was the headliner, and the place was packed – sold out for the entire engagement. Club Roxy was always packed, and Marvel’s shows always sold out. But this night, the Club Roxy had become the epicenter of an event that would change the world. 

			They burst in through the front door. They hit Rocco Pirelli first. He went flying across the room, shoved out of the way like some rag doll. He collided headfirst with the trumpet section of the band. Whoever these intruders were, they were tough. Pirelli was the toughest tough to walk in Chicago. Tougher ‘n me. Nobody with any sense dared to mess with him. But there he was, swimming in a tangled mass of brass and steel. Whoever could toss him around like that was serious and meant business. 

			They came in like a pack of wolves. As a matter of fact, for years afterward, eyewitnesses would describe them that way. Their hair was short and blonde, and stuck straight up, like they had been electrocuted. They each stood with a slump, not in a weak way, but in a powerfully primal way. They had red eyes. Everyone who saw them swore they had red eyes. They were dressed in nondescript grey uniforms. The leader of the pack looked around the room, snorted, and they each sprang into the crowd.

			The women screamed primal screams of fear, and even the toughest tough guy panicked. Two off-duty cops pulled their service revolvers and started firing off shots. Several wise guys pulled out hidden tommy guns and laid into the uninvited guests with hot lead. 

			I immediately pulled my straight razor and slashed one of the intruders across the throat. Unfortunately, all of this didn’t faze any of the beasts. The one I slashed up swung his clawed hand and sent me flying over the bar. Another grabbed my best girl, Lana LaMoore, by the back of the hair and pulled her head back, revealing her neck. He opened his mouth wide. 

			He had fangs. 

			As God as my witness, this thing had fangs! He seemed ready to sink his fangs into Lana’s neck when Professor Marvel acted.

			As soon as Rocco had been sent sailing through the air, Marvel had turned his carpet sharply to face the fiends. He hopped off the carpet, and calmly strode to a position in the middle of the dance floor and closed his eyes. He spoke words that sounded like an ancient incantation and thrust his hands into the air. 

			Suddenly, the sound left the room. I don’t mean it was quiet, I mean that the sound literally vanished. Then, without warning, and just as suddenly, a blinding light filled the room with a deafening clap of thunder. 

			The light seemed five times brighter than the sun and hurt like hell. It lasted for only a second, but that is all that was needed. The monstrous intruders burst into flame, and within an instant they all had been reduced to piles of ash. Everyone looked around in shock, wondering what had just happened.

			 “Everyone remain calm,” said Marvel in measured, even tones.

			I piped in. “Show’s over folks. Everyone get out.”

			My guests didn’t argue. It took all of five minutes for the guests to get their hats and wraps at the hat check and get out. The band took off too. Nobody had to tell them that the gig was over. After the last guest had left, I took off my red wool fedora and said, “Would someone please tell me what that was all about?”

			“Vampires,” responded Professor Marvel.

			“What? What do you mean vampires? You mean to tell me that those things were vampires? C’mon… Vampires ain’t real!”

			 “Oh, I am afraid that they are very real, Mr. Dellarocca. You are fortunate I was present tonight to dispatch them.”

			“What do you mean, real?”

			“What I mean, Mr. Dellarocca, is that you of all people know that there is an entire world of supernatural beings and events that most people consider myth or fairy tales, but they are all very real. The real question at hand is why did they attack tonight, and why here?”

			“I think I can answer that question, Marvel,” said a new player as he melted out of the shadows and into real space. It was one of my agents, the Blue Phantom. Lana LaMoore gasped, and Rocco tensed.

			“Relax, everyone,” I said. “The Blue Phantom is a friend. Spill it, Blue.”

			“They were here to find something... or…someone.”

			He motioned to a lone man at the far end of the bar, sitting and still clutching a bottle of rum. He wore a tattered mohair coat, and had thick, long, unkempt black hair. He wore sunglasses, and a nasty scar ran diagonally from his right cheek to the center of his forehead. It was obvious he hadn’t bathed or shaved in days. Sensing everyone’s gaze upon him, the man looked up and said, “Whatcha all staring at?”

			I was the first to speak up. “Excuse me, but why would vampires tear up my club over some drunk?”

			“Because,” said a new voice from the shadows, “that drunk is the most feared vampire hunter in history.”

			“And who are you?” I asked. This was becoming a crowded conversation, quick.

			“My name is Colonel Jack Able, Commander of the Earth Defense Force. That man, however, is a vampire’s worst nightmare. Allow me to introduce you to Harker Van Helsing. Now, someone get some coffee brewing. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

			Over the next twenty minutes, Colonel Jack Able, the self-proclaimed “Super Patriot” and world-famous celebrated hero of the Earth/Martian War, and now commanding officer of the Earth Defense Force, briefed us on the situation. 

			Able spoke
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