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      The sun sets, the night falls, and all throughout the house was a din of madness.  At least, that had been the usual scenario over the past week.

      “Sarah!” a whispered voice hissed.  “Sarah!”

      Sarah felt someone shake her shoulder.  “Just ten more sheep, Mom,” she groaned as she rolled over.

      Two hands pressed against her back and rocked her like she was a lump of dough to be kneaded.  “Sarah!  Wake up!”

      Sarah’s eyes creaked open like the doors to a haunted house.  She half-rolled over and glared at the pair who stood beside the bed.  They were Jenny and Cate, once her friends and now her mortal enemies.

      “Whadda you want?” Sarah grumbled.

      “Something’s wrong, Sar,” Jenny told her as she glanced over her shoulder at the door.  “Really wrong.  Just listen to the house.”

      Sarah listened for a moment and shook her head.  “I don’t hear anything.”

      “That’s what’s so wrong!” Jenny insisted.

      “Nobody’s up yet,” Cate pointed out.

      Sarah sighed and sat up.  “I am, so what exactly is the problem?  It’s too quiet?”

      “Exactly!” Jenny agreed as she grabbed Sarah’s hand and tugged her toward the door.  “Something’s up with all those weirdos we let into the house.”

      Sarah’s legs swung over the side of the bed, but she dug her feet into the rug on the floor and yanked her hand free.  “What do you mean ‘something’s up’ with them?  Where are they?”

      “All of the Saints and their partners are down in the basement,” Cate told her.

      “Plotting to take over the house!” Jenny added.

      Sarah blinked at them.  “All of them?  In the basement?  Not arguing or threatening to kill each other?”  Jenny and Cate nodded.  Sarah sighed and ran a hand through her mussed hair.  “Did you ever think to go down there and ask them what they’re doing?”

      Jenny drew back and gasped.  “Go down there?  Are you insane?”

      “I wish I was. . .” Sarah muttered.

      “They might kill us!” Jenny pointed out.

      “You’re already dead,” Sarah reminded her.

      Jenny opened her mouth, but clapped her teeth shut.  “Oh. . .right.”

      Sarah shook off the last of her drowsiness and glanced out the window.  Night again.  She sighed.  The sun was becoming a stranger to her.

      “Are you okay?” Cate asked her friend.

      Sarah returned her attention to the pair and managed a small smile.  “I’m fine, but you two really need to calm down.  Just because they’re all down in the basement doesn’t mean something’s going on.”

      The door opened and Adam peeked his head into the room.  His expression was tense as he swept his eyes over the girls.  “Do you guys know if something’s going on with the Saints?”

      Jenny pointed at Adam.  “See?  Something is going on!”

      Sarah rolled her eyes and stood.  “They’re all just down in the basement, probably talking.”

      The door swung open wider to reveal Ruthven.  One of his eyebrows was arched.  “How unusual.  They have been squabbling since they arrived.”

      Sarah stepped into the middle of her friends and held up her hands.  “They were just fighting over who got the basement and who got the attic.  There’s nothing suspicious going-”

      A slam came from downstairs, followed by silence.  The group tensed.  Footsteps walked up the creaking stairs.  Sarah, Cate and Jenny scrambled toward the door while Ruthven and Adam slipped inside the doorway, causing them to collide in a rush to see who was coming versus being prepared for an attack.

      The tall figure of a smiling Maurice appeared in the doorway and beheld a pile of struggling limbs and shrieks.  “Am I interrupting something?”

      Sarah disentangled herself from her friends and arose from the chaos.  “No, we were just talking.”

      “As were we, and we think we may have found him.”

      The group blinked at him, and it was Sarah who asked their shared question.  “Found who?”

      “Michael.”

      That got Adam and Ruthven’s attention.  They scrambled to their feet and Adam frowned.  “How?”

      Maurice stepped aside and swept his arm down the hall.  “If you will follow me, we’ll show you.”

      The companions followed their guide downstairs and into the kitchen.  The basement was accessed via a small door hidden in the back of the pantry.  They scooted through bags of flour and jars full of floating preserved foods to get at the short, narrow door in the wall.

      Beyond the door was a long, narrow staircase that led to the dirt floor.  The walls were of rough stone with yellowed plaster and the cobweb-choked ceiling above their heads showed the ancient wiring.

      Jenny wrinkled her nose at the wiring nailed up against the dry boards.  “A spark from one of these wires and we won’t have to worry about Michael.”

      “There is no need to worry,” Ruthven assured her as they walked down the stairs.  “I performed the wiring myself.”

      She shuddered.  “That’s what I was afraid of. . .”

      A few cots were placed near the bottom of the steps.  In the middle of the rectangular room stood a table without chairs.  Around the table were the other Saints and their companions.  They looked up from a large map that was stretched over the top of the table.

      Maurice stopped at the table and turned to face the others with a smile.  “Apart we couldn’t figure out where Michael’s home was located, but together-”

      “We found it,” Amand interrupted.

      Maurice nodded.  “Yes, and with our unique skills we’re sure we can infiltrate the home and seize our foe.”

      Adam crossed his arms and frowned.  “How can you be so sure when you guys were mostly just inside the place?”

      “Michael may have a strong aura, but he never tried to attack us via his own powers,” Valerian spoke up.  “That makes us suspect that he feared us more than we should have feared him.”

      “What kind of traps might he have around his home?” Ruthven asked them.

      Amand gestured to Benedicta.  “Benedicta says she never felt any magic around the place, so there shouldn’t be anything we can’t destroy with our bare hands.”

      Jenny raised her hand.  “I think we might have a problem.  What if he knows you guys betrayed him and he suspects you’d be able to find where he lives?  Wouldn’t going there make it a trap?”

      “What other choice do we have?” Adam pointed out as he walked up to the table and studied the map.  “So where’s the house?”

      Amand pointed at the northeastern part of the map outside the city limits.  “We think it’s along the shoreline road just before you reach the forest.”

      Jenny scoffed.  “There’s a lot of money around there.  This Michael guy must be pretty loaded.”

      “Old vampires generally are,” Ruthven told her.

      She pointed at the exposed wiring above their heads.  “Then why are we in this dump?”

      He smiled.  “I happen to like old things.”

      “That sounds really conceited, Ruthy.”

      “Then it’s definitely him,” a voice called from the top of the stairs.

      Everyone whipped their heads up and found Maeve standing in the doorway.  Beside her leaning against the frame with his arms folded stood Avery.

      Jenny frowned at her.  “We could’ve used your help a week ago when we were grabbing the next piece.”

      Maeve walked down the stairs with Avery following.  She stopped at the bottom and waved her hand over her shoulder at her companion.  “This idiot and I have been researching the relic pieces.”

      “Cotio told us all we need to know about them,” Adam informed her.

      Maeve folded her arms over her chest and grinned.  “Did he tell you that I knew Malichai?”

      Sarah blinked at her.  “You did?”

      “You could say we were an item back before he started ranting about finding the potion for immortality,” Maeve revealed.

      “Is that what the relic’s for?” Sarah asked her.

      Maeve shrugged.  “I don’t know.  He hadn’t made anything like that before I broke up with him.”

      “The relic won’t matter if we deal with Michael,” Adam pointed out as he grabbed the map and rolled it up.  He turned to the group and looked at each of them.  “Nobody has to come if they feel this is a trap, but I’m going.”

      Amand slammed his fist into his other palm.  “That guy used me.  I’m not going to let him get away with that.”

      “Benedicta and I would also like to ‘thank’ him,” Maurice spoke up.

      “And Cecilia and I aren’t going to get left out of this,” Valerian added.

      Maeve rolled her eyes before she held held out her hand to Adam.  “If you’re all going to go get yourselves killed then why don’t I have that newest piece you grabbed?  You won’t need it if you’re dead.”

      “What do you want it for?”Adam asked her.

      “I’m trying to figure out how to piece them back together,” she revealed.  “If you fools die than maybe Avery and I can stop this Michael guy using the pieces.”

      “But one piece is still missing,” Sarah pointed out.

      Cate glanced up at her older brother.  “And so is Mom’s body.”

      Maeve arched an eyebrow.  “What’s this about your mom?”

      Adam stared ahead, but his face tightened.  “We’ll tell you and deal with it later.  Right now let’s deal with Michael.”

      “Ahem,” Maeve persisted as she stretched her hand closer to him.  Adam sighed, but reached into his pocket and handed her the latest medallion piece.  She pocketed the relic and smiled.  “We’ll let you know if we find something.  That is, if you’re still alive.”

      “We’ll be here,” Adam assured her as he stalked past her.

      The group followed him, but Maeve grasped Sarah’s arm and stopped her at the foot of the steps.  The witch looked the aspiring vampire in the eyes.  “Don’t let that idiot get himself killed, okay?”

      Sarah smiled and patted her hand.  “I won’t.”

      Maeve released her and Sarah hurried up the steps.  Avery’s eyes flickered from the doorway to Maeve, whose gaze still lay up the stairs.  “Think they’ll be okay without us?”

      Maeve didn’t look at him as she shook her head.  “No.”

      “Want me to go?”

      Maeve turned her head to him and arched an eyebrow.  “When did you start caring about them?”

      He folded his arms and shrugged.  “It’s not them I care about, it’s you, and you care about them, so-” He shrugged.

      Maeve leaned in and pecked a chaste kiss on his cheek.  She drew away to find his eyes wide and his cheeks red.  “Sometimes you remind me why I loved you all those years ago.”

      A grin spread across his face.  He stepped back and gave her a flourishing bow.  “I’m ever at your service, my lady.”

      In a flash of light he disappeared, leaving Maeve alone in the dank basement.  She returned her gaze to the top of the stairs and sighed.  “Adam. . .what are you really trying to do by ending it this way?”
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      The group stood in the garage, faced with a problem none of them could solve.

      “The car won’t fit all of us,” Cate spoke up.

      “Or there’s too many of us,” Jenny quipped as she eyed their former foes.

      “Benedicta and I can follow on foot,” Maurice offered.

      “As can Cecilia and I,” Valerian added.

      “I’ll take the trunk if that’s what needs to be done,” Amand spoke up.

      “It’s either that or you get the back floor,” Jenny quipped as the more normal members of the group climbed into the cab.

      Sarah slid into the center back seat and watched Adam take his position as the front passenger.  She couldn’t help but notice that his features were strained, even for the mission they were about to undertake.  “Is something wrong?”

      He stared ahead as he replied.  “I’m just thinking about facing Michael, that’s all.”

      A sly smile slipped onto Ruthven’s lips as he slipped into the driver’s seat and looked at his old friend.  “She is more perceptive than you are willing to admit, so perhaps you should admit the truth.”

      Adam turned his face away from all of them and at the side window.  “There’s nothing else.”

      “It’s about Mom, isn’t it?” Cate guessed.

      Adam stiffened.  “It’s nothing.  Even if it were-” he returned his gaze to the others, “-shouldn’t we be focusing on getting rid of Michael before we get into more trouble?”

      “Do you think there’ll be traps there?” Sarah asked her companions.

      “Undoubtedly,” Ruthven replied.

      “So are we talking trap doors like in the fun house that Crazy Mary made?” Jenny wondered.

      “Considering we are dealing with a very powerful vampire, anything is possible,” Ruthven warned her.

      “So don’t get cocky,” Adam added as he stared ahead with a hard look in his eyes.  “Somebody who’ll destroy his own minions won’t hesitate to do the same to us, and it won’t be pretty.”

      The mood was somber in the car as they sped through the metropolis.  Their destination took them to the city limits and up a tall hill that overlooked the glistening lights of civilization.  Urban housing gave way to spotted forests and massive lawns punctuated by large mansions.

      Sarah glanced out the window and with her vampire eyes she could see the world nearly as well as she could during the day.  A few fast flashes of movement caught her eye and she squinted.  Their unearthly friends who couldn’t fit in the car followed along the road at superhuman speed.  Valerian was in his berserker form with Cecilia perched on one of his shoulders.  Benedicta and Maurice moved along as quick shadows.

      The winding road led their group to a compound surrounded by a high stone wall.  The entrance was a black gate of thick steel rods twisted together to form a pair of outstretched wings.  The tops of trees peeked over the wall and beyond the gate stretched a large, luxurious lawn.  Trees and a curve in the road blocked their view of the house.

      “This guy sure is modest,” Adam quipped as Ruthven stopped the car before the gates.

      “And paranoid,” Jenny added.

      “We are here to get him,” Sarah reminded her.

      Jenny nodded at the gate.  “Not if we can’t get past that.”

      Valerian landed between them and the gate, and grabbed the iron bars.  With a terrible growl and against the mechanisms keeping them closed he shoved the gates open away from the car.  The hinges groaned and crunched in complaint, but then swung lifelessly in their damaged holes.  Valerian lumbered forward into the enclosure and off the road.

      “I believe that is how we obtain entrance,” Ruthven mused as he drove them forward.

      They wound their way up the long paved driveway.  The trees closed in on them, creating a tunnel effect that cast them in deep darkness.  Sarah jumped when Cate slipped her hand in hers.  The young girl’s hand trembled.

      Sarah looked to her and smiled.  “You can stay in the car if you want.”

      Cate looked forward as she straightened and shook her head.  “I want to be here at the end.”

      The car rounded the corner and they were given their first look of the house.  The structure was a large mansion in the old Georgian style, complete with towering columns that flanked the door and paned windows that looked down at their coming with scorn.  The windows in the left-hand wing were dark, but through the glass in the front door they could see the entrance hall was illuminated.

      The driveway ended in a circle, and Ruthven parked the car at the end opposite the house.  “Why are we stopping here?” Sarah asked him.

      “There is the possibility that the house is rigged with explosives,” he warned them as he opened his door.

      Jenny leapt forward and clapped her hands on his shoulders.  He turned and saw her face was nearly as pale as her normal ghostly self.  “It might be what?”

      “Rigged with explosives,” he repeated.

      “How do we make sure it isn’t?” she questioned him.

      “By searching the house,” Ruthven suggested.

      Maurice and Benedicta came up beside the car, and the thin man leaned his arm on the open window beside Cate.  His gaze remained on the impressive mansion.  “I doubt very much that Michael would use such a coarse tactic against us.  His methods of execution are much more nuanced.”

      “Meaning what?” Jenny wondered.

      “Meaning if this is a trap we will die slow, horrible deaths.”

      Jenny slipped back into her seat and grabbed Sarah’s arm.  “We’re staying here.”

      “I’m going in,” Sarah insisted as Cate opened her own door.

      “Me, too,” Cate added as she hopped out.

      Sarah slipped across the seat, taking Jenny with her.  “But explosives!” Jenny pleaded as Sarah dragged her out of the vehicle.

      “Then we’ll make sure we take him with us,” Sarah insisted as her companions gathered around her.

      Amand was freed from the trunk and the other Saints joined them so that there stood their large group on the lawn that grew in the middle of the circle.

      Adam looked to the others.  “Where is he in there?”

      Amand nodded at the rear of the house.  “Back there in his study.”

      “Then we’ll give him a big surprise by crashing his little party through the window,” Adam suggested.

      Maurice smiled.  “An excellent idea.  Let us get into position.”

      The group crept toward the side of the mansion.  Adam grabbed Sarah’s arm and pulled her back so that the others drew away from them.  She turned to him and frowned at the intense look in his eyes as he looked into hers.  “What’s wrong?”

      “You and I both know there’s a lot of risk in there,” he told her as he nodded at the imposing building.  “If something happens to me, I’d like you to take care of Cate.”

      Sarah’s eyes widened.  “What do you mean?  Is something-”

      “It’s not that I expect something to happen,” he admitted as he looked past her at his sister.  His look softened and his shoulders slumped.  “It’s just that Ruthven might think he needs to take over, but I’d like you to be her guardian.”

      Sarah grasped his hands in her own and caught his gaze.  “This isn’t about going into that house, is it?  There’s something else going on, isn’t there?”

      A soft smile slipped onto his lips as he studied her.  “Ruthven’s right.  You are getting more perceptive.  Or-” He reached up and cupped one of her cheeks in his palm.  “Or maybe it’s because you’re that much closer to becoming a vampire.”  Adam’s gaze lowered to her neck where the faint scars of his bite could be seen.  His face fell.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean for this to happen to you.”

      She leaned into his touch, but didn’t look away from him.  “Don’t be sorry, be truthful with me.  If something’s bothering you then you can tell me what it is.”

      His eyes flickered with indecision for a moment before his lips parted in a sigh.  “It’s about-”

      “It’s about time we got this over with!” Jenny called to the pair.

      “Ssh!” Cate hissed at her.

      Maurice shook his head.  “There’s no need to worry.  Michael no doubt saw us approach the gate and knows our intentions.”

      “Then let’s at least make a permanent impression on his house,” Adam spoke up as he slipped away from Sarah’s prying eyes.

      The group, led on by Adam’s hurried steps, rushed forward around the side of the house.  The large windows that looked out on the lawn reflected the starry sky above them.  Adam reached them and leapt into the glass, hitting it at full speed.  The windows shattered and he landed neatly on the hard floor.  The others followed and were there in time to see him spin the chair around.

      It was empty.

      “Where the hell is he?” Jenny asked her companions.

      A soft clap from the blackest corner made them all spin around to face the darkness.  Michael leaned his back against the bookshelves and leisurely applauded them.  “Bravo.  I wasn’t certain if you would be able to find this place on your own.”

      “Why do you want the relics?” Adam questioned him.

      Maurice stepped to the forefront of their group.  “And what are your plans for the essence of the vampires trapped in the vessels?”

      Michael drew his hand out from behind his back and revealed one of the empty vessels used to contain the essence.  “You are referring to these vessels?”  His eyes flickered to Cate.  “Catch.”

      He tossed the ball to her.  Cate caught it in both hands, but yelped and dropped the orb.  The glass ball hit the floor and rolled until it knocked against Maurice’s feet.  He picked it up and tucked the ball under one arm.

      In a split second Adam raced forward and wrapped a hand around Michael’s throat.  He lifted Michael off the ground and the vampire’s arms swung limp at his sides.  His smirking grin never wavered.

      Adam shoved their faces together and curled his lips back to reveal his own fangs.  “You bastard.”

      Michael chuckled.  “Perhaps I am.  What do you intend to do with that information?”

      Adam studied his face for a moment before he opened his hand.  Michael dropped to the floor and stumbled back against the shelf as Adam took a step back.  “Nothing until you tell us what your plans were for the relics and the vampire souls you stole.”

      “And if I refuse to tell?” Michael mused as he opened his arms and his eyes glistened with glee.  “You’ll destroy me either way.  Go on.  You all know how to do it.”

      “We want answers first,” Adam insisted.

      “If that’s what you insist, then you leave me no other choice.”  Michael reached into his pocket and drew out a pill.

      Ruthven’s eyes widened.  “Grab him!”

      Too late.  Michael broke the pill in two and poured the contents into his mouth and bit down.  The vampire’s eyes widened as a pungent odor of plant permeated the room.  Michael clutched his throat with both hands and fell to his knees.  Terrible gargling sounds came from him as he dropped onto his side.  His body convulsed for a few moments before he went limp.  Michael’s eyes were open, but the light of unlife had gone from them.

      There was silence for a moment before Maurice looked to Benedicta.  “Is he destroyed?”

      She examined the vampire for a moment before she gave a nod.  “There is no existence there, either living or undead.”

      “What killed him?” Adam wondered.

      Ruthven knelt on the floor and picked up the two pill parts.  He examined the container and sniffed the inside.  “Hawthorn.”

      Jenny wrinkled her nose.  “A plant?”

      “A most deadly plant to creatures considered unclean, if ingested,” Ruthven told her as he stood.

      Sarah raised her eyes from the prone body of their enemy and looked around at her companions.  “So. . .so we won?”

      Adam’s gaze didn’t leave Michael’s body as he gave a nod.  “We won.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/blooddragon6.jpg
BLOOD DRAGON, BOOK 6

MAC FLYNN





