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CHAPTER ONE
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MINA WAS ON THE HUNT for a creature of myth and legend. A nightmare made real. A beast that could rend her flesh from limb, leaving nothing but unidentifiable gore behind. She was searching for a gargoyle. And she wasn't happy about it.

As she sighed into the indigo night, her breath misted the air. She'd already dealt with the gargoyles, or at least de-fanged them when she'd killed Luca, their maker...and hers. Mina's lips tightened as she pushed the memory of Luca's blood seeping over her forearm back into the dark recesses of her mind. Dropping her hand from the handle of her holstered gun to her thigh, her fingers tapped out a syncopated rhythm.

Ahead of her, Bee led the way, stopping at every intersection of alley and laneway to look both ways before crossing. Mina dutifully followed her so-called mentor, though she hadn't been subject to any training sessions lately.

"There's been no sign of them since Luca died," she whispered. Since I killed him, she added to herself, and something in her gut twisted, a memory trying to surface, maybe. She kept the thought to herself, keenly aware how the others had been standoffish the past days.

Bee looked back at her, the whites of her eyes flashing against her deep brown skin as she put a finger to her lips with her free hand, requesting silence. Then she turned to inspect each path that led out from the intersection, still overly cautious, before leading them straight across as she'd done at all the others. Mina glanced upwards, as much out of boredom as anything else, though she told herself the gargoyles crept along rooftops as easily as cobblestones. As did vampires such as the Necrophagos, the wicked counterpart to the Athanatos that'd taken her in. They were as much a threat as any gargoyle. But there was no sign of anything, except the impending rain that was forecast.

As Bee halted yet again, Mina tapped her toe on the asphalt until the woman gave her a harsh glance. Stopping her foot, she gazed at the pavement instead, letting her sixth sense creep out along the maze of side streets – her blood sense as she'd come to think of it. The sense that made her different from the others, according to Jack, allowing her to hear the music imbued in the creatures that surrounded her. But there was still nothing. There was no music in her blood but Bee's metallic percussion unlaid with a deep twang.

There's been no sign of the gargoyles since I took out their maker, Mina repeated to herself as Bee started moving again. Since I killed Luca, she reminded herself. Again, something convulsed in her gut, and again she kept the thought to herself, recalling the looks the others had given her when they'd found out she killed her sire. And the sly looks they'd given her since, sideways glances when they thought she wasn't looking. But vampires kill each other all the time, and I'm a vampire. Mina's jaw clenched. She didn't see why there was such a taboo about her killing Luca, maker or no – after all, she stopped the gargoyles.

There've been no gargoyle attacks since I killed Luca, she repeated, making it a mantra while ignoring the writhing in her intestines, as Bee paused yet again. 

"What's the hold up?" Mina asked, her hushed voice sounding sibilant in the silence of the alley.

Nonetheless, Bee turned to glare at her, eyes narrowed as they homed in on Mina. The woman pressed a finger to her lips. "Ssht!" She peered down the shadowed passage to her left for a long second, then returned her gaze to Mina. "I thought I heard something," she said, her voice so low Mina had to strain to pick out the words.

"I don't —" Mina stopped herself from saying 'feel', recalling Jack's exhortations that her blood sense was unnatural, even for vampires, even for the dracul she now was. She had to remind herself of that – she was twice-bitten, no longer dhamphir. She shook her head to pull herself out of her navel-gazing. "I don't hear anything," she continued, keeping her voice pitched low to match Bee's. "You know, this would be more efficient if we split up."

"You heard Dar," Bee whispered. "We stay together." She turned away and crossed the intersection. Mina spared a thought for her warm – and, more importantly, dry – bed as she sighed and followed.

Then she stopped in the middle of the small crossroads, canting her head to the side, her ears twitching. Slowly she shifted it to the other, trying to tease out what had raised the goosebumps on her arms, as her hand crept to the handle of her gun. Ahead, realizing Mina was no longer following, Bee turned back to her. Mina flicked her gaze to Bee as the woman opened her mouth to speak. Mina held up a finger. Bee scowled but was silent. Mina's eyebrows drew together, then she shook her head and joined Bee. 

"What was that about?"

"I thought I heard something. But it was just the wind." Mina indicated for Bee to lead the way again. But as soon as they reached the next corner, Mina realized that it hadn't been the wind.

"Huh," Bee said, as they stared at the body covered in cuts while at the same time being as desiccated as an Egyptian mummy. "I don't think it was gargoyles."
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"NOPE, NOT GARGOYLES," Jack said as he crouched next to the dried-out corpse, turning it gently with a piece of rebar he'd found nearby. Mina squatted beside him, while Bee and Dar stood back, Dar leaning against the far wall, Bee peering over their shoulders.

"Disease?" Mina asked. "But he's a vampire." She pointed her finger towards the fangs that were exposed by the taut lips while trying not to look at the ravaged face. 

Jack swatted her hand away. "We heal. Doesn't mean we don't get sick. There are things that can infect us. Heck, for all we know, we're created by something tainting our blood us."

"Very few things can infect us." Dar shifted away from the wall. "All of them evil."

Jack stood up. "Well, I don't think it's disease, anyway, cut up like that."

Mina glanced back at the body. It was as if the rain itself had become shards of glass, leaving a web of fine lacerations over his skin. Except it was clear the cuts continued under the vampire's clothes. Quickly looking away again, she stepped over to join the others. "Is he someone you know?"

Bee and Jack started to shake their heads until Dar gave a sharp nod. "A revenant. One we couldn't save. He refused to even live by the minimal rules of the Necrophagos."

"A revenant?" The space between Jack's eyebrows crinkled as he glanced over his shoulder before returning his attention to Dar. "Like Lin."

"Not quite like Lin. A little more wild. A lot more raving."

Jack arched an eyebrow though Mina could understand Dar's point – Lin was mad but Mina wouldn't call her riddled speech raving exactly. "What's he doing here?" she said out loud. "I thought they lived in the woods and wild places."

Dar shrugged. "Something he shouldn't have been doing, it looks like." His head swivelled to peer at the end of the alley.

Shortly Mina heard what he had: a rumble of metal and mumbling. A form appeared in the opening, one she recognized. Mike.

"Speaking of raving," Bee said. "Time to go before we're conscripted to be an audience?"

Mina snapped her head around to scowl at Bee while Jack nodded towards the dead form. "What about him?" he said.

Dar's gaze slid sideways. "He's already dissolving into dust."

Surprised, Mina looked at the corpse. Sure enough, the body was disappearing, turning into a puddle of mud. 

"Ashes to ashes, dust to dust." Mike's voice tumbled along the cement walls. Mina turned back to him as his sharp gaze flicked from the disintegrating corpse to her. "And death to death."

"Too late," Bee said, her tone waspish. "Raving's here."

Mina started to say something but let it out in a sigh instead. He was batty, and there was nothing she could do or say to help. "Have a good night, Mike," she said, keeping her voice quiet.

"There is no good night anymore. The angel of darkness comes to pave the way." He stepped closer despite the cat weaving between his ankles, and his voice became hushed as he glanced around. "Right hand of Night, the Herald comes, a whisper on the wind."

The hair on Mina's neck stood on end, and she edged away. He leaned forward as the cat jumped up on the cart, reaching its front leg up to paw his chin.

"But the whisper becomes a shrieking chorus, a howl of wolves. It says the Herald seeks the blade that will slice the vault of Hell." He reached to stroke the cat, and the cat responded by pressing its head into his palm. He scritched it under its chin. "Look out for old friends," he said, still looking at the cat.

Mina gave a lopsided smile. "I'm trying," she said as much to herself as anyone.

But Mike looked up , his eyes actually focusing on her. "Old friends become new enemies when Night comes."

Mina tried to come up with a response to that, but nothing came to her.

"Time to go?" Jack's hand was on her elbow, and he lifted an eyebrow in question.

Mina nodded and turned to follow him. Glancing back as she reached the alley the others had gone down, she saw the cat watching her with its golden eyes.
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CHAPTER TWO
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NOT ENOUGH. The shadow seethed as another drop of icy rain sliced through him. Still not enough juice. He needed more life than the street rats and alley scum provided. Dank alley scum steeped in sewer sludge. A tremor ran through his insubstantial form, as much of a shudder as a thing made of mist knitted together by terror could produce. 

He was weary of this spectral existence. And he should have been corporeal long before now. He should have been dining on fine wine and finer blood rather than the viscous bodily fluid of the waste of society. He should have felt satin and silk against his skin, instead of the slice of sleet passing through him. His hope that sucking the life from a supernatural creature would help had been dashed – but the one he'd found was an emaciated skeleton of a vampire, unable to feed him when it clearly hadn't fed itself in too long.

Vampires. The word slithered through his mind. He wished he could spit it out. They always had been inconstant servants, despite Night's fondness for them. And lately they'd been more than unreliable – they'd been treasonous. First Luca, using the power he'd given him then betraying him to settle his own petty grievances.

Then the woman, Luca's creation, killing Luca. The shadow sighed, an exhale of longing almost. Luca would have had enough life to give him the flesh he needed, the body he craved. And she had stolen that from him.

A rustle sounded down the alley. A rat. Not a shifter nor an apparition, just a plain, old rat. But every little bit helped. Soon he'd be able to consume enough, and then he'd feed on the woman and her friends and her family and any creature in the city he took a fancy to.

The shadow descended as the rat scurried and squeal. But it was too late for this rat.
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CHAPTER THREE
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AS A DROP OF SLUSHY rain slid through her hair, across her temple and down her face, Mina scowled at Bee who led their little gang through the deserted streets. She couldn't really blame Bee for the weather, though she was the one who'd argued that they needed to be out here hunting now non-existent gargoyles for the second night in a row. And once again, Mina brought up the rear, where Bee had stuck her, away from the action. If there were any action to be had. Up ahead, Bee held up her hand again, her sign to stop, not speaking for fear of drawing attention to their passage. Mina snorted as she piled in behind them.

Bee hadn't even argued that they needed to pursue whatever could turn a vampire into shoe leather, her focus on the gargoyles that had been defanged and declawed, if not killed outright, at Luca's death. But Dar had agreed with Bee, despite the grumblings from the conclave.

"Why are we out here again?" Mina asked, not bothering to keep her voice low. Bee didn't respond. Instead, she started walking again, crossing the intersection, continuing straight, Adeh and Astrid following her lead. Mina huffed and followed the others, half tempted to holster her gun so she could tuck her freezing hand inside her jacket. It wasn't the cold that got to her as a vampire; it was the damp.

At the next crossroads, she stepped up behind Astrid, who glowed in the dark with her pale skin, though her black hair and oxblood leather jacket almost blended into the darkness. Astrid glanced back at her but didn't say anything, instead turning to follow Adeh, flipping the sai in her hands to point back towards Mina. A comment about being careful where she pointed those things crept to Mina's lips, but she let it go with a shrug.

She stepped into the intersection and paused, peering down the alley to her left, trying to tease shapes out of the darkness. But other than the occasional glint of damp asphalt, there was nothing. All she heard were the sounds of the city beyond, muffled by the buildings around them. She finally gave in to temptation and holstered her gun, unclenching her frozen fingers then followed after the others with a frown as she tucked her hands up under her jacket. They continued on like this, leapfrogging over intersecting alleyways, until they were at the rendezvous point, where they were supposed to meet Jack, Dar and Sha.

But there was no one there when they arrived. Bee took the opportunity to do some recon down one of the offshoots while Adeh and Astrid checked weapons and ammo clips. Mina leaned against the brick wall, tapping out a tech trance rhythm against the black denim of her jeans. A minute into this, she froze mid-beat.

A pebble had fallen into water somewhere down the alleyway to her left, but any hint as to what had dislodged it was lost in inky blackness, even with her unnaturally acute vision. Then she spun her head the other direction, at a scuffling on her right. As her eyes adjusted to its lighter shade of gloom, she started to pick up threads of music as three figures formed out of the darkness: Jack, Dar and Bee. She let out the breath she'd been holding.

"Where's Sha?" Adeh asked.

"Here." Mina's gaze shifted back to the left, as Sha – Alisha – stepped out of the night.

"You were supposed to stay together," Bee said, as she pushed past Jack and Dar, coming to stand beside Mina.

"Yes, General." Sha gave a mock salute. "Nothing bad happened, see?" she said, tipping her head to the side, arms wide.

Bee frowned at her before turning back to Jack and Dar. "Anything?"

Dar shook his head, running his empty hands through his flopped over hair. "Nothing."

"Maybe the gargoyles really are dead," Jack said, glancing at Mina as he holstered his gun.

"Maybe," Dar said. "I just don't trust things that come easy."

Mina glared at him. "It wasn't easy."

He stared at her for a moment as Mina's cheeks got hotter. "No, I don't suppose it was," he finally said. "Maybe it is time to call it a night."

He turned to lead the way out of the warren of alleys and side streets. The others followed, one by one, until only Mina and Jack were left in the intersection.

"Give him a chance," Jack said, his eyes glinting in the faint light. "He knows more than you might think." Then he too followed the others. Mina watched him leapfrog Astrid and Adeh to walk beside Dar.

"'Give him a chance'," Mina muttered, her throat tight. "What about giving me a chance?" She breathed deep and shivered, as a breeze lifted the hair at the back of her neck, then followed the rest of them, glancing behind her now and then, just in case some rat tried to sneak up on them.
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NEARING THE NEXT INTERSECTION, Bee slowed as always to check the crossing path was clear in both directions. It seemed like Bee was blinded by the darkness, it took so long. Cold seconds passed, ticked off by drops of rain from the wires above. Mina spent the time flipping her dagger and catching it. She let out a heavy sigh, expelling all the air in her lungs so loudly Astrid turned to glare at her, a frown on her alabaster face. Mina scowled back, canting her head, as she breathed deeply and exhaled again, almost masking a rustle ahead, past the intersection.

A rat? She smiled, then that turned to a frown as she cast her gaze around, looking for the source of the sound, as a shimmering cascade of dust fell from the eaves just past Bee's head. Mina slipped the blade back in its sheath and drew her gun. On a roof?

Blood buzzed in Mina's ears as a rush of adrenalin coursed through her system. Without conscious thought, she pulled her gun from its holster. Scanning the rooftop and the alley, checking for any other source of danger, her eyes passing over the others – no one else looked up, no one else saw the threat. Her pulse beat against her eardrums and her nerves made her skin tingle. Ahead she saw a shadow form on the rooftop. She sprinted forward, using a fire escape like monkey bars to launch herself past Astrid and the others, landing cat-like in the next intersection, coming to a stop in front of Bee. Sliding to rest against the far wall, kitty-corner to the others, she took a steadying breath then aimed at where she'd seen the shadow, firing off three shots with barely a breath between them. The shadow disappeared, and a shower of splintered cement rained down on Bee's head.

"Argh!" Mina charged at the wall, intent on climbing it with her bare hands. Instead, she found her forearm locked in Bee's iron grasp, the woman scowling at her.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?"

Mina pulled her arm away. "There was something up there." She gestured to the rooftop. "I saved you."

"It was probably a pigeon, disturbed by all your huffing and sighing." Bee let go of her arm. "And if it wasn't, all you've managed to do is scare it off."

Mina breathed in deeply through her nose, stopping herself from huffing at the last second, she let it out in a long, slow exhale. In the quiet, she heard another sound she'd missed before. Her eyebrows drew together.

"It wasn't a pigeon!" Sha said from the back, her voice tight, and too high.

Mina's mouth twitched, the smile at the fact that she was right turning to a frown at the low, heavy sounds of a funeral dirge in her blood. Before she could shout a warning, blinding flashes of gunfire filled the night, followed by the scent of blood.

"Run!" Adeh's deep voice boomed.

Mina tried to push towards the action, to help whoever had screamed, but Bee shoved her forward. "If he says run, run." Mina realized she had no choice in the bottleneck of the alley, and took off down the narrow lane, clearing a path for the others to follow. As she ran, her stomach churned, worrying over the thought of who had been hurt. Killed.

She slowed at that thought, stopping to catch her ragged breath. It was only then she realized that she was alone. And where she'd heard that sad, low, trudging drone before.

"Gargoyle," she whispered to the night.
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JACK SKIDDED TO A STOP beside a tipped-over chunk of eroded stone. His hands on his knees, he panted, taking in great lungfuls of fetid air. They'd made it to the muster point, a patch of sculpture and muddy grass that had once been the home of St. Alban's church and its small cemetery.

I need to run more, he thought as he canted his head, listening for sounds of attack, but all he heard was the sound of his own heart thudding in his ears. This was nominally neutral ground, claimed by the dead that were buried there, but that claim grew more tenuous as the buildings grew ever higher around it.

He glanced up as the last of them leapt over the tilting wrought-iron fence. Sha collapsed back against the unrecognizable statue that stood in the centre of the small park, dark streaks on the hand she pressed against the striated wounds on her torso and blood oozing from a gash on her abdomen. Her normally almond-hued skin was ashen. Dar placed both hands into a headstone, leaning over as he caught his breath. Jack stood up, his eyes tensing as his gaze passed over the others.

"Where's Mina?" he asked.

Dar cocked his head, then looked from Jack to the rest of the small group. Adeh, Astrid and Bee glanced at each other, then Bee shook her head and shrugged. "She ran when we ran."

No Mina. Jack's roiling stomach dropped, then he strode across the small park, heedless of the graves he was treading on, stepping past Dar. But Dar laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, stopping him cold.

Jack turned to stare at his mentor and friend, then yanked his shoulder out of Dar's hand. "We have to find her."

Dar looked down at the headstone. "We have to get to safety, regroup." His brown eyes, dark in the night, turned to Jack. "You saw what that was back there." His jaw tensed as he looked away again. "We have to protect the conclave."

"She's a member of the conclave." Jack looked from Dar to the others. Adeh and Astrid avoided eye contact. Sha's eyes were closed, her breathing thready. Bee just stared at him, her lips tense.

"She is." Dar nodded slowly.

After a long moment of silence, Bee spoke. "She's also a big girl who can take care of herself. Unusually well for a dhamphir." She crossed her arms over her chest.

Jack canted his head as he parsed Bee's comment. "What? You think she's different, unusual?"

"You know she is," Bee said. "Faster, stronger." She went silent, as if challenging him to contradict her statement.

"Maybe she's strange. News flash, we all are. But for all we know, what makes her different might also make her more vulnerable."

"Or more dangerous." Bee dropped her hands to her hips, close to the hilts of her daggers. "After all, she's already a dracul."

"So are you and I."

"But not after such a short time."

Jack's jaw clenched as he tried to work out a retort for that. Instead, it was Adeh's soft voice that spoke.

"Whether or not she's different, she's a member of the conclave." He stepped up beside Jack. "I'm with him."

Jack looked at Dar, whose brown eyes shone as he glared at the two of them, his lips thin.

"I agree," another faint voice said. Jack turned to see Sha standing, her bloody hand leaving a dark print on the statue.

Astrid came to stand beside Bee, looking at Sha with an arched eyebrow. "You're injured. You need a healer before you bleed to death."

Sha looked down at her arm, and the blood that oozed between her fingers to drip onto the ground, as if it didn't belong to her. "I'm a vampire, I'll heal."

Astrid pursed her lips, then shifted her gaze to the others. "What's to say Mina's not dead already? Should we endanger all our lives going after one person?"

Dar sighed and hung his head. "Fine, we go."

"What? That's not—" Astrid started.

Dar held up a hand. "We go. You don't have to join us. You can see Sha safely back to the Sanctuary."

Astrid stared at him for a second, her thick eyelashes flicking. "Nah, Adeh can do that. He's got a crush on Sha, anyway. Give them some alone time while we find this wayward vampire."

Impossible though it was, Jack swore he saw Adeh's deep brown cheeks flush, despite the cover of night.

––––––––
[image: ]


"ENOUGH!" DAR SNARLED. His head throbbed, and irritation grated over his skin. Jack and Bee went silent. Astrid was clearly unhappy with the enterprise, given the frown on her lips, but she was at least keeping her displeasure to herself.

Dar glared at Bee and Jack, his hard eyes flicking from one to the other like a whip. His lips pressed into a thin line and his nostrils flared. With his blood pounding in his ears, he forced himself to take a deep breath, then continued, keeping his voice even as a blade. "How does your bickering help us find Mina? You've been at each other since we left St. Alban's. All you're accomplishing is bringing attention to us."

Dar returned his gaze to the crossroads, turning his flushed face to the darkness, grappling with his anger. He released his hands, finger by finger, from their clenched fists.

"Sorry," Bee said, her voice not reflecting contrition. Jack retreated to his usual taciturn self.

Dar tilted his head to the side, cracking his neck. "I don't need your apologies...." He closed his eyes and breathed in through his nose, opening his nostrils wide and filling his lungs. There was a scent on the wind, something his heart knew but his brain refused to process. Whatever it was sent shivers up his spine. He shook his head, trying to clear it. "Never mind. We're all on edge."

"Some of us more than others," Jack said, his voice low. Dar glanced at him over his shoulder. Jack's dark eyes shone in the night, his face hard.

Dar turned away from his stare and breathed in again through tense lips and a clenched jaw, sucking the cool air slowly.

"This way." He nodded his head towards the left. The others followed his gaze, peering into the unlit lane.

"You sure you want to go down there?" Jack asked.

Dar flushed as his ire rose again, so soon after tamping it down. "Are you sure you want to find Mina? This is your quest after all. But, as you say, she is strange." Dar arched an eyebrow as he peered at Jack.

"I didn't—" Jack stepped towards him, pulling his shoulders back. "She's just a bit different, and more than a little headstrong. It could get her into trouble, left to her own devices."

Dar's hair stood on end as his skin bristled. He lowered his centre of gravity. "Yes, I noticed your pet project has a tendency to wander off," he said, his voice low.

"She's not—"

"Disobeys orders. Puts us all into danger."

"Enough," Bee said, stepping between the two and into the laneway Dar had indicated. "Bloody men and their pissing contests," she muttered as she walked away. Astrid sauntered after her, a look of amusement replacing her frown.

Dar's eyes followed them. He breathed in and out slowly. He felt Jack's eyes on him.

"I just have a bad feeling about all this," Jack said, his shoulders sinking a fraction of an inch, before he stepped past Dar to catch up to the women in the lane.

Dar looked at the ground, his hair flopping over his eyes. "I know, I do too," he said to himself. About a lot of things, he added silently before heading after him.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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PIETRO COUGHED HARD into his elbow, a cough that hunched his shoulders and worked his abdominal muscles. It was followed by a worrisome rattle. The cold had started as a tickle in his throat a few weeks ago. Since then, it had ebbed and flowed, lingering on and on, all the while sapping his energy. He was glad the long day was over so he could go, wrap himself in a warm blanket and drink some spiced tea, spiked with some of his mother's special medicine: brandy.

"Ah, I know it's here," a rough voice said from the dark lane beside the church.

Father Pietro glanced in its direction then back to the door, his hand on the key in the lock. The thought of warmth and brandy gave him pause, then he sighed, his sore shoulders slumping as he turned the key and slid it into his pocket. Then he made his way down the stairs, his knee clicking with each step.

"Rain soon," he said to himself, rubbing the palm of one hand over the knuckles of the other. He didn't need to look up at the dark grey, looming sky to tell him the forecast. "My knees are better at predicting the weather than that woman on Channel 6," he muttered.

Pietro looked into the lane, dimly lit by weak security lights on the church wall; he noted that some of the bulbs needed replacing. Ten paces along, an old man in a worn but clean winter jacket rifled through a pile of old newspapers.

"There was a message here. Now there's none." The man picked up a jumble of papers, tearing them as he shifted them from one hand to the other.

"Michael, what's the matter?" the priest asked.

The old man shook his head and waved his hand. "I tell them, I tell you, I tell them," he said, not looking at Pietro. "There's only Mike, no Michael. No Michaels anymore. I am not the messenger, just the medium."

"Sorry. Mike." He took a step toward the old man, who bent to his task again, muttering about a knife. A new motif that worried Pietro; Mike had always seemed harmless but his rants the past month had taken a darker, more strident turn. But they'd never involved weapons, not that Pietro had heard. He glanced around, as if answers would appear out of the darkness. Some concern niggled at the base of his brain, but he couldn't pinpoint what until he saw a rat, further along, scurry for cover from Mike's ravings. "Mike, where's your cat?"

"Hunting. Out hunting for vermin. The vermin. Always looking for evil creatures while I hunt for answers. Together we find the truth." Mike shook his head, pulling his faded blue toque down over his ears. "But there is no truth anymore, only the message."

"What are you looking for? Maybe I can help." Pietro took a step closer, but Mike pulled away.

"No, you don't know what the knife of darkness looks like. No one does." The old man tapped his temple. "But I know, I've seen it." Mike got down on his knees, lifting soggy, dirty pieces of newspaper. "It was here. Dark blade of the Even Star, piercing the heart of the Sun."

Pietro frowned, and rubbed his hands together, before tucking them under his armpits. The threat of snow had passed, but the night was still cold. He crouched down beside Mike, reaching out, placing his hand on the man's shoulder. "Come with me, I can get you a warm bed, some food." 

Mike shrugged his hand away. He always refused shelter. Pietro sighed; he might need to dig deeper to get the man the help he needed.

"Aha, see." Mike extracted something from the pile. He jabbed a finger at a scrap of newspaper.

All Pietro could make out were words with more letters than any word should have. Nothing about a knife.

"Can I see?" Pietro reached for the crumpled paper. But Mike clutched the scrap to his chest.

Pietro retracted his hand, moving it back to Mike's shoulder. "Okay, I don't need to look. Won't you come to the shelter, just tonight?"

Mike shook his head, then looked at the sliver of dark clouds visible above them. "I need to watch. The Herald descends, and the servants of Night fill the air." Mike clutched at Father Pietro's arm. "Don't let them take the day," he said. "Don't let the sun fall." Mike let go of his arm, then turned to pat the sodden pile of cardboard and newspaper. "Now, where's that cat?" he muttered.

Pietro stood, his knees protesting. He looked down at Mike for a long moment before turning and walking back to the front of the church. At the end of the alley, he glanced back at Mike. "Are you sure...?"

The man's eyes finally met his. "You? You shouldn't be out here." He tilted his head, his eyes shining in the weak lights. "Beware the crow that enters on silent wings."

Father Pietro sighed, suddenly very weary. Then he turned towards home, his feet leaden and his heart heavy, his shoulders convulsing as the cough returned.
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MINA STOOD FROZEN, peering down the small lane she found herself in, until the darkness resolved into a value study in shades of grey. Unsure of whether to go forward or go back, she didn't move. She couldn't hear any more gunshots. Nor could she hear footsteps or screaming. She couldn't even hear the skitter of normal city critters in their nocturnal scavenging.

She closed her eyes and opened up her sixth sense, reaching out for the others. But she couldn't hear them: the heavy tones of a funereal dirge filled her blood. She shook her head to clear it. But the sound remained. Her human ears picked up a soft hiccoughing from the nearest rooftop.

She tipped her head, shrinking from the sound, not wanting to believe what her ears heard, when footsteps behind her interrupted her concentration.

Mina spun around, dagger in hand, as a voice reached her out of the darkness.

"There you are." The words held a remnant of a long-ago Irish lilt. Still, it took Mina a second to process, her fingers tight on the hilt of her blade.

"Astrid. You scared me half to death."

Astrid stepped out of the shadows, an eyebrow arched at the irony of that.

"You know what I mean." Mina slid the dagger into its sheath. "Where are the others?"

"We got separated, out looking for you." Astrid shrugged a shoulder. "They're in this warren of alleyways somewhere." Astrid's gaze travelled up the wall to her left, across the narrow patch of sky, then down the other side, gun still in her hand. "And now that I've found you, we should find them," she continued, her voice lowered. Her feet shifted, preparing to turn back the way she'd come.

But in that second, Mina's heart dropped into her stomach as a whoop cascaded through the alley and a shadow coalesced behind Astrid. A set of razor-sharp talons went into the woman's back, coming out the front where Mina could see them glistening.

"Gargoyle," Mina whispered, as Astrid's warm blood sprayed over her face, another taloned hand tearing into the woman's throat. Mina grabbed her gun, despite her shaking hands. Her aim was wild though, and she only hit the creature's shoulder. But it pulled its claws out of Astrid, and advanced towards her instead, blood dripping from its hands. Mina forced herself to take a calming breath before firing again, being more careful with her aim this time. The creature snarled at her as the bullet tore into its right pectoral, still wide of the heart, but that was enough to cause it to retreat into the darkness.

Mina slid to a crouch beside the other woman, pressing her hand to her bleeding torso. Warm blood seeped over her fingers, but even in the weak light, she could see that there was no life left in the woman's eyes. She might have healed from the multiple stabs to the abdomen, but not from having her head half ripped off.

A skittering of shadows passed over her head, and Mina pressed herself back into the wall, under the overhang of darkness cast by the building, wiping her bloody hand on her bloody jeans. The deathly tune grew louder.

"They're dead." Mina's lips formed the words though barely a sound escaped her. She didn't move for long minutes, waiting for the dirge to fade into the night. Then she slumped against the cold, brick wall, and slid down to rest on the grimy asphalt of the dank alley.

All tension drained from her sore muscles, and she felt empty. She let her head flop sideways, to where a shadow flitted at the edge of her vision. But there was nothing there, no vampires, no gargoyles, just a fog of fear and the burden of death. She pressed her eyes closed, willing away the image of Astrid being rent through by the gargoyle, her blood gushing out of her. She rubbed her fists into her eyelids, pushing away the memory of the stake sliding so easily into Luca's chest, his heart popping under the slight pressure. She opened her eyes and rubbed her hands on her jeans, blocking out the smell of blood oozing between her fingers. But it was no good. The memories were imprinted on her senses, on her muscles, on her nerves.

She tilted her head back, gazing up at the sliver of sky, as wracking sobs reached up from her gut and passed through her raw throat. She brought a fist to her mouth, biting it to choke off the sound, pulling it away as she tasted Astrid's blood on her lips. A pang of unwanted hunger shot through her.

She looked at her bloody hands, mottled grey in the shadowed alley. She'd killed a man...vampire...thing. Luca, I sought him out and killed him. She'd killed him with the hands she now let fall onto the icy damp asphalt, not caring what else might be mixed with the blood. It wasn't the same as shooting a creature with a gun, separated by however small a distance. Or even stabbing a gargoyle intent on ripping her throat out. She'd intended to kill him, and she had. And it hadn't change anything, she thought as a whooping sound echoed in the night, underscoring this realization. And Astrid is dead now because of me.

Because I'm a killer. A cold-blooded hunter. Worse, a parasite that lives by siphoning life from others. Her stomach clenched at the thought of feeding, her nostrils filled with the odour of blood. She ran her tongue across the teeth between her canines.

What kind of monster am I? Mina let her head hang and spoke to the shadows. "I'm a vampire. A killer."

––––––––
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SEEMA SLUNK DOWN THE alleyway, weaving through piles of soggy boxes and overflowing garbage cans. The hair on her neck stood up, her tendons strung like zither strings on her limbs. Examining the shadows instead of watching where she was going, she stepped in a puddle of icy water. She scowled and shook off the unctuous liquid.

God only knows what's in that water. She wanted to clean herself off but knew now was not the time. She shook her leg again, the shaking travelling up her spine and into her ears. The temperature had dropped, and snow was starting to displace the rain. But that wasn't why she was out of sorts. She knew that much even if she didn't know the cause. Something just set her teeth on edge. She sniffed the air, cocked her head from side to side. A scent in the snow tugged at her memory. Something sweet and sour and sickly all at once. Something that didn't belong there.

A shadow to her left twitched, and she jumped right. Her heartbeat raced through her veins, but her senses soon told her it was a rat. An ordinary rat. Normally she would have thanked the gods for such a gift, a plump and juicy morsel. But tonight was not normal. Tonight her stomach jittered, the meal she'd eaten earlier burbling uncomfortably.

So Seema left the fortunate rat alone. She needed to get back to Mike, to protect her protector against the deepening night.

Slinking along the alley, she kept close to the brick and concrete wall to her right, not wanting to be startled by another rat. Or something worse. To her left, the passage widened, allowing glimpses of a busier street and the sky above. Grey clouds reflected the lights of the city, casting the sky in a nauseating orange and skewing her internal clock.

Seema picked up the pace, wending her way back towards the square. There was a whisper in the wind, like something she'd heard before, though she couldn't make out any words. Tickling her whiskers, it told her something wicked this way cometh. All of it spoke of things better left slumbering in the abyss.

She rounded the corner.

And stopped short.

A body lay in the alley, its blood congealing on the cold asphalt. She craned her neck, trying to discern the manner of the wound without getting any closer. Failing that, she breathed in, inspecting the air for a hint as to the killer.

She crept closer, inch by inch, keeping as much distance between herself and the body as possible while still getting close enough to examine it. One lesson she'd learned the hard way – never trust a corpse to stay dead. She couldn't smell any nascent putrefaction; this death was recent. But she did catch a scent she recognized. Disbelieving, she got close enough to see the face. The skin was ghostly pale, and the slack mouth revealed an impressive set of canines. Cautiously, she sniffed the dark pools that had formed between the ridges of buckled pavement.

Vampire. She skittered back against the wall and glanced left, right, up. But she saw no sign of the creature that took down the vampire.

She stepped gingerly forward again, one careful step after the other. This bloodsucker she didn't know. She inched closer and sniffed. Over the stink of alley, blood and entrails, she smelled something else. 

Seema spat. Gargoyle. The odour of mildew and rotten earth they left behind on their kills had filled her nostrils too much of late. She huffed to clear her nose of the metallic tang of blood mixed with rotting garbage.

Then something shifted in the shadows and Seema jumped, her ears twitching. But she didn't run. Another lesson learned: it was running that let the predators know where you were. Instead, she crouched low, and let her eyes absorb the dim light. A breeze stirred, carrying a whiff of another smell, one more familiar to her. Of spice and warmth and kindness. She breathed in deep, taking in that scent. Her whiskers twitched. This time it was mixed with blood. Could this be the killer? The thought caused her supper to burp in her unsettled stomach. It seemed out of character if the owner of the scent was who she thought.

She was torn between investigating and going home to curl up for the night. She looked out to where the alley opened onto the welcoming square. Already she could feel the warmth of being nestled close to a beating heart. She glanced back down the dark alley, devoid of even rats. Huffing out a breath of air, she turned away from the square and towards the limp form, ignoring her mother's voice in her ears saying something about curiosity and cats.

Sidling up to the body slumped against the brick wall, she moved sideways, hackles up. She got close enough that she could clearly smell it through the reek of garbage and unidentifiable detritus. Through the blood that splattered its clothes and hands.

This was the source of the scent she associated with warmth and caring, not with a killer. The new vampire, the woman who had been kind to Mike.

The one who was different.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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THE GREY SHAPE, MORE a coalescence of shadows than a creature of flesh, clung to the wall. Hovering somewhere between solid and vapour, he flowed along, cloaking himself in the pools of darkness. Rain was not his friend. Despite being a ghost of his former self, the puddles betrayed his passing. The fat drops didn't know whether to swerve around the void he created in the night or to try to pass through it. If only he had his rightful strength, the weather would have done as he commanded.

Angelos had tried to order the raindrops away from him, but they hadn't listened. The voice he'd used to mesmerize the weak-minded Luca was abandoning him; already it was hoarse, little more than a whisper, and becoming more gravelly every passing hour. In his present state, he could barely charm a rat, let alone a gargoyle or a golem or a sacrificial lamb. He struggled to keep in check the various creatures he'd called upon in Night's name, and hadn't yet been able to claim a body for his own. How was he supposed to pursue the life and death task she'd set for him, without having her powers? A tingle of pain coursed through him at the thought of what failure would mean, threatening to dissipate his nebulous form into the night.

He let out a low growl. Words had power in and of themselves; they could be weapons. When he could speak the proper words, in the right intonation, people had no choice but to listen. He needed to act soon, before the voice Night had given him was gone completely, leaving him with little power and no chance of success. 

Angelos snarled. He needed flesh, a physical form so the words would reverberate with power. Which meant he had to find both a voice to steal and a body to house it in.

He tested the edges of the shadows that enveloped him, probing them, pushing them outward ever so slightly until one ran into the next, allowing him to cross the chasm of light. Once across, he followed the shadows again, turning into an alley overhung with fire escapes and air conditioning units, creating a surfeit of shade from the taunting moonlight and judgmental stars.

He sighed, letting go of the tension caused by the insufferable light. A body would help protect him from that too.

He slid along the brick wall. As he approached the end, he realized that his path of shadows might have led him falsely. The alley opened onto a large square. Opposite, a church spire rose behind a cage of scaffolding.

The oppressive building was illuminated by an obnoxious number of lights, as was the square in front of it, even though it was empty at this time of night. He tried to warp the darkness around himself, hoping to ease his passage to the other side, and allow him to skirt the holy ground. Pulling the threads of his being together, he stepped one foot out of the alleyway.

"The Night comes."

Angelos froze. His gaze swivelled to his left, scanning for the source of the words. A pile of rags and newspapers, clumped against the wall beside him, shifted in the stillness.

"The Messenger heralds the Darkfall."

He turned full-on to the owner of the voice that spoke words so near the mark. The jumble papers morphed into a form: an old man swathed in tattered clothes under a blanket of cardboard and newspaper. Angelos held his breath as he appraised the man, pulling shadows to himself. The man smelled of stale sweat and must, the eternal scent of the homeless and destitute. He waved his hands, clad in a surprisingly decent pair of gloves, moving them through the air in random motions as he continued to mutter.

"Where's that darned cat?" The man moved his hands around, patting his pile of cardboard. "Ah, right, I told her to hunt. She's hungry, even though she doesn't complain." The homeless bum frowned. "I promised to take care of her, so I sent her away. No food today. And coffee's not for cats." The man glanced through the air, his eyes passing over the shadow. "And best she's not here when Night comes."

The man waved towards the church, its facade lit by floodlights. "And the night is not safe for man, but maybe for beast."

A crazy old man. Angelos sighed, releasing tension he hadn't realized he was holding. The man's gaze swivelled towards where he lurked, his nebulous form pressed against the wall.

"Night comes, but I can see shadows in the darkness. Night will fall, but not before her Messenger."

Angelos stiffened again, and took a silent, sidling step towards the man, ignoring the pain caused by the streetlight.

"The blade is found. The vault cracks. But Night is fickle," the man said, looking up at the silver and grey clouds. "She may find a new voice for a new world."

Angelos dared another step closer. The man stilled, then turned to dig around in a bag beside him, as if he had stopped ranting and was looking for something. But Angelos knew better.

"Are you crazy?" he said, his voice rasping in his ragged throat. "Or prescient?"

The man stopped digging in his bag and looked at a space a few inches in front of Angelos. "I hear the Herald, but I heed it not," the man said, returning his attention to his bag.

"But do you fear me?" Angelos asked. "As long as you fear me, I don't care if you listen."

The man stilled and looked forward. "It is a false instrument that Night plays falsely."

"What riddles do you speak, old man?"

"The vault of hell is cracked, but the gates are barred. The heart of the sun is hidden." The man shook his head. "Yet the message is heard by beast wide and far."

"Enough," Angelos hissed, taking another large step so he loomed over the man.

"Night falls, but the Herald's voice is weak." The man tilted his head up and looked right at where Angelos stood, but his eyes didn't focus. "Will the day break before the prison of Night is unlocked?"

Angelos looked down his nose at the old man. Under the dirty clothes and piles of newspaper, a strong heart still beat. He could see the young man that this old man used to be: broad shoulders, strong jaw, deep voice. He could steal that voice at least, if not the decrepit flesh.

"You're as good a sacrifice as any, I suppose." The grey ghost descended on the man, lacerating exposed flesh. The man barely had a chance to call out, a formless petition to life, and there was no one around to hear.

A slurping sound squelched out from the pair, then Angelos stood up. He felt a fullness, a flush. Looking at his hands, they were slightly more opaque, though he could still see the cobblestones through them. He tried a simple spell, to shatter the street light, but nothing happened. It was not enough. He needed to cloak himself in flesh to give his voice power, and this one life had not been enough. He was still a shadow of his former being. Not that he was entirely disappointed, looking down at the pale form of the old beggar man, whose wide, empty eyes stared back.

"I wouldn't have wanted to be you."

A clang sounded over his shoulder, and Angelos spun around, pressing himself against the wall beside the body.

"Hullo?" A man in a black shirt and white collar scanned the square from the doorway of a small building next to the church. But no hue and cry followed.

Angelos knew that all the man saw when his gaze swept over him was a pile of newspaper under an extra heavy overhang. A puddle of darkness in a pool of shadows.
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CHAPTER SIX
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THE PRESENCE THAT HAD been lurking in the shadows crept towards Mina. A small voice in the recesses of her mind told her to run. But she didn't listen, drowned as it was by louder voices of guilt and dejection. Her arms and legs tried to force her to move, but she ignored them too. Instead, she sagged back against the wall, closed her eyes and waited for whatever was descending upon her. Her punishment for failing to kill the gargoyles.

A tentative shape formed out of the shadows, peeling itself away from the darkness to become a small point of light in her mind's eye against the imposing mass of the wall. She remembered her vision of the gargoyle that had almost killed her, its features imprinted against her closed eyelids in pinpricks of vicious light. She was pretty sure this sixth...or seventh sense was no more normal for a vampire than hearing music in the blood of others.

Whatever it was, the light of this shape was less harsh than the gargoyle, softer, and smaller too. It inched forward, its feet almost silent on the wet asphalt. It had a heartbeat, rapidly pulsing through its veins, and it had a blood song –– a high-pitched string instrument. She sighed a little tension away, but not enough. When the fuzzy edge of the shadow touched her pinkie finger, she jerked her hand back, to rest it against her bloody thigh, 

Apparently, she still had some instinct of self-preservation. Very
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