

[image: Cover]



BLOOD HARVEST

Book Two of the Black Stone Bay Series

By James A. Moore


[image: ]



A Macabre Ink Production

Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Crossroad Press digital edition 2026

Copyright © 2011 James A. Moore

Cover art © 2011 Les Edwards

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner or form, including purposes of training for artificial intelligence technologies or systems.


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author

JAMES A. MOORE authored more than forty novels. The first decades of his career focused on his love for horror, as seen in many novels including the critically acclaimed Fireworks, Under the Overtree, Blood Red, and the Serenity Falls trilogy. Later, Jim earned a reputation as the “prince of grimdark fantasy” with his hugely popular Seven Forges series as well as the Tides of War trilogy. The author loved collaborating with other writers, most frequently with Christopher Golden on the Bloodstained Worlds trilogy and with Charles R. Rutledge on the Griffin & Price series, among others. Nominated for the Bram Stoker Award twice, Moore won the Shirley Jackson Award for co-editing The Twisted Book of Shadows. He first came to prominence as one of the principal world-builders involved in the World of Darkness from White Wolf Games, most famously Vampire: The Masquerade and Werewolf: The Apocalypse.

Bibliography

NOVELS

The Black Stone Bay Series

Blood Red

Blood Harvest

Bloodlines

The Bloodstained Series (w/Christopher Golden)

Bloodstained Oz

Bloodstained Wonderland

Bloodstained Neverland

The Chris Corin Series

Possessions

Newbies

Rabid Growth

The Chronicles of Jonathan Crowley

Under the Overtree

Writ in Blood: Serenity Falls, Book One

The Pack: Serenity Falls, Book Two

Dark Carnival: Serenity Falls, Book Three

Cherry Hill

Smile No More

Boomtown

One Bad Week

Where the Sun Goes to Die

The Tourist’s Guide to Haunted Wellman

The Griffin & Price Series (w/Charles Rutledge)

Blind Shadows

Congregations of the Dead

A Hell Within

The Seven Forges Series

Seven Forges

The Blasted Lands

City of Wonders

The Silent Army

The Godless

The War Born

The Subject Seven Series

Subject Seven

Run

The Tides of War Series

The Last Sacrifice

Fallen Gods

Gates of the Dead

Standalone Novels

Deeper

Fireworks

Harvest Moon

The Haunted Forest Tour (w/ Jeff Strand)

NOVELLAS

Dear Diary: Run Like Hell

Homestead

The Wild Hunt

SHORT STORY COLLECTIONS

Slices

This is Halloween


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.



[image: ]




Table of Contents



Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen


Prologue

What’s in a name? Had it remembered its name it might have pondered that question. Instead it considered only the hunger that had been building through endless months of darkness.

Once it had a name; it knew that. Once it knew the sunlight and the touch of warm skin—wanted and unwanted alike—and the comfort of a bed. None of those things had mattered in longer than it could easily fathom. The darkness was all. The end, the beginning, everything in between. The darkness ate the world and stole away memories and comforts along with warmth and the notion of companionship.

There had been others once, just as lost and just as imprisoned in the darkness, but the hunger had been too much and in time it had decided to sate that hunger—had, in fact, consumed the others, devoured their forms completely, even chewing away their bones until there was nothing left but the crashing, booming noises and the dank, dark, endless cold.

How long had it wrapped itself in the meager comfort of the darkness? How long since it had heard any sound aside from the drumming beat of the endless cycle of—it struggled for the right word or concept and finally smiled as the term came to mind—the surf. The smile felt wrong, distorted and obscene, but then everything felt that way, had for as long as it could remember.

It crawled, hands and feet and knees and elbows scraping the hard ground and then the walls and then the damp ceiling overhead. Distant thoughts said that crawling on the ceiling was impossible, but that was wrong. Impossible no longer existed as a concept. There was merely the darkness, and in the darkness all was possible.

And as it lay in that mothering womb of darkness, it changed, became more than it had been, perhaps, or became less. How could it say? It had nothing to compare itself to any longer. It could see in the darkness now, could hear the voices of people far, far away, through stone and dirt and the roots of trees. It could see differently: light came not merely from the sun and moon and stars, not only from electrical devices, but also from all living things. The light was good. The light made it hungry.

The darkness owned everything, except, of course, for the hunger. How long had it starved? Surely not as long as the darkness had held it, comforted it, loved it as only the darkness could. Had someone asked it what the darkness was, it would have pondered the notion for a very long time and sought the right word to encompass the concept of how powerful the darkness was. Eventually, it would have explained that the darkness was God. That, or it would have eaten the foolish thing that asked it questions.

Yes, that. It was so very hungry.

Desperate fingers pressed at the stones above it, sought a way to escape the prison, and for the first time in eternities, the attempt was rewarded. The darkness above it crumbled. That, or it became one with the darkness. It was hard to say, because there was nothing to use as a comparison.

It had been alone for such a long time. There was nothing, no way to weigh the difference in the darkness against what had happened before. All it knew, really, was that something was different.

It attacked the difference with a ravenous hunger.

It moved slowly upward.

And the darkness bled as the drumming noise thundered all around.


Chapter One

Surely towns endure. Most of them, at least. A few grow tired and diseased and die, sometimes with quiet dignity and sometimes in flames and ashes. But most towns, most cities, survive the tragedies that try to crush them.

Surely their people do, too. Tragedies occur and sometimes loved ones are lost, but the survivors have to go on, they must live and remember. In Black Stone Bay that was as true as anywhere else, but there was also the matter of appearances to consider, wasn’t there? The mansions along the Cliff Walk had seen their share of tragedy well before the incidents of five years earlier, and the residents of those vast, opulent homes had continued on. The recession that the president had called the “worst economic disaster since the Great Depression” had bashed and beaten at the country, but Black Stone Bay continued, unflinching despite the financial losses. The same is true of the universities that dominated the center of the town and of the shops that adorned the quaint side roads near the institutes of higher learning.

Adversity does not always destroy. Sometimes it brings a town closer together and binds neighbors with ties of shared tragedy and loss. And even if it does not always unite neighbors, it can still create the illusion of solidarity.

Regardless, Black Stone Bay endured with quiet strength and stoic dignity. No one would have expected anything less of the town or its citizens. If there were old wounds that had not healed, then surely it was best to let them fester in silence, hidden away like a shameful secret.

Five years had passed since the worst tragedy of recent times, and most would never know the truth of that event. A fraternity house had burned down with no survivors. A school bus had collided with several other vehicles in the road, the driver likely confused by the deep fog that rose off the ocean that dreadful Halloween night, and there had been other fires, explosions, and bodies burned beyond recognition. Somewhere along the way Halloween pranks had gotten out of hand and buildings were destroyed, houses of God were desecrated.

People died. More people disappeared, presumed dead by some, assumed to have run away by others. In the long run the difference was negligible. The Bay had suffered, and the community had come together to help the wounded heal.

Five years is the blink of an eye in the history of a town like Black Stone Bay. Buildings were restored, businesses rebuilt, trusts that had broken were carefully recreated, and in no time the town was alive again, vital and healthy.

People are not always as quick to recover. Families were gone, sometimes completely, and occasionally they were merely wounded. Others continued on, seemingly unscathed by the events that had wrought so much damage.

Sometimes towns heal. Sometimes people do not.

Sometimes appearances are deceiving.
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Are we there yet, Mommy?

“No.” Her back hurt from carrying his weight. She’d carried him for so long and there was no way to set him down.

When?

“Soon, sweetie.”

Are you tired?

“Mommy’s always tired, baby. You know that.” She spoke softly as she drove, and looked at the skin on her arms where it flaked and peeled as if recovering from a bad sunburn. She doubted she’d recover from this one.

Tell me about home. His voice was so wistful, and she smiled. She loved him so much, as only a mother could.

“You’ll like it. There’s plenty to eat, and the people are nice.”

Will Daddy be there?

“No, baby. Daddy won’t be there.”

Will I ever see Daddy?

Only in Hell, she thought, but kept that opinion to herself. “I don’t think so, my sweet angel.”

The pain in her back moved across her stomach, her abdomen, pushed slowly through her until she had to pull the station wagon to the side of the road and gasp as it grew and pulsed and twisted her insides. “Oh, baby, please…”

I’m sorry, Mommy. I don’t mean to hurt. I’m so hungry.

“I know. I know. I’ll fix it. Mommy make it better, okay?”

She climbed from the car and looked at the parking lot just ahead. A convenience store. It hadn’t been there the last time she’d been to Black Stone Bay. Then again, she’d seldom been on this side of the town. This was the area that led to the north and the last time she’d been this way she was going home to see her parents. The pain grew worse, and despite the love she felt for her baby boy, Angela Fremont growled in her throat.

I’m sorry, Mommy. I’m so hungry. His voice was growing desperate.

From fifty yards away she could see the people inside the Smart-Mart. The clerk was talking to a girl who was far too young for him, staring hard at the cleavage she displayed proudly in her too-small shirt. While he was busy trying to see more of her breasts, her boyfriend was slipping a large can of beer into his jacket pocket. For just a moment she felt her lips pull down in a disapproving frown. Who was she to judge? Back when she’d had a good body, before she married and got pregnant, she’d used her charms the same way. She chastised herself. Being a mother changed everything. She wanted better for her baby boy. She wanted everything for him. Everything that she had never gotten out of life, he would have. That was the way it was supposed to be, right?

The teenaged girl smiled and flirted with the teller, who looked ready to drag her into the back room and violate her. Angela moved closer, her eyes fixed on the cashier. He reminded her of Brian: always with his mind on getting laid. He could have had Angela five times, and two minutes later he’d be ready to nail whatever piece of ass came his way. The thought enraged her, and her hunger flared as she moved faster. She had intended to walk into the store casually, but the anger and the baby’s desire to feed spurred her into a hard run.

Hungry, Mommy!

Five years she’d been carrying him inside her body, and she was getting very, very sick of his whining. Most women endured nine months. This? This was Hell!

“Shut the fuck up, you parasite! You’re as bad as your goddamned father!” She spat the words and immediately felt bad for saying them. Her baby might not understand the words, but he got the gist of her tone and what she was saying.

He did not cry, but she felt his sadness.

“I’m sorry, honey. Mommy’s sorry. But she’s hungry, too.” She pushed open the front door of the shop impatiently, ignoring the sound of glass exploding. “Mommy’s hungry, too!”
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Courtney Deighton was beginning to think the pig at the counter was actually going to try groping her tits—a thought that disgusted her, thanks just the same. This wasn’t the first time Billy had asked her to distract the guy, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. She hated it, but she loved Billy, and so she did what she had to. The guy was looking at her tits like they were the sweetest things he’d ever seen, and she pushed her chest out as hard as she could, hoping he wouldn’t see that she’d padded her bra with tissues to give the proper view. Billy was going to have to start groveling a bit and that was all there was to it. She didn’t even like beer and wasn’t going to drink any of it. The beers were for him and his douche bag friends. He’d had enough time to grab three or four, and she wasn’t going to stand here much longer.

The loser in front of her licked his lips nervously and started to ask her a question—he’d actually asked for her phone number last time and she’d nearly laughed in his face—when the front door of the shop crashed open and shattered. For just an instant she thought a car had come through the front of the building. Her mind flashed to the cop shows she’d seen where that sort of thing happened, and she tensed, waiting for the impact even before she looked toward the flying glass and the bent door frame.

Her hand moved instinctively, trying to block the shower of fragments that tore the air to shreds. Modern safety glass is designed to break into small squares rather than sharp shards, which was a blessing in this case, as the tiny pieces blasted her before her hand got anywhere near the right spot to protect her.

Courtney was screaming, expecting the worst. Instead she survived with minimal damage to her nearly flawless skin. Everything seemed to happen too slowly. Her hand was too late to protect her face. Her body tried to curl in on itself, but not fast enough to shield her from the missile that pushed into her and knocked her through the air.

Courtney, at all of sixteen years of age, was fairly sure she understood how the world worked. She’d seen enough guys staring at her to know that she could probably get her way with a lot of them. She also understood that Billy liked her, but that he was using her. She thought that summed up the level of pain she could suffer in her world. She was wrong, of course, but no one could have told her that. Some lessons have to be learned, rather than merely explained. Regardless, she got over her opinion of her own invulnerability around the same time her left shoulder impacted with the metal shelves of candy bars and twisted away from the socket meant to house it. She had just long enough to wonder if she was okay before the pain slammed through her and she hit the ground, blinded by the unexpected agony.

The clerk let out a scream that ended very abruptly, and Courtney looked toward him as he was lifted off the ground and thrown completely across the store, his body sailing over the four-foot-high shelves as easily as a football thrown by Billy or another of the players on the team. His scream stopped when he crashed into the cooler door five feet from where Billy was trying to pocket another beer. The door shattered. Unlike the front door of the Smart-Mart, the glass front of the refrigerated glass case was not shatterproof. Thick blades of glass hacked into the clerk, cutting through muscle and sending a spray of blood from a hole in his flabby neck.

Courtney would have screamed if she could have. Billy screamed for her, his eyes wild and shocked and trying to look everywhere at once. Finally he looked toward the thing that had thrown the clerk in the first place.

Courtney looked, too, barely able to grasp what had just happened past the nauseating pain emanating from her left arm. It took a moment, really, because what she saw made no sense. There was a woman standing where the clerk had been. A pregnant woman. She didn’t look right. It wasn’t just the snarl on her face, or the fangs she bared as she growled. No, it was also the way her skin was shedding away like something peeling off a snake, and the bald patches where the hair had fallen from her head. And her skin tone, which was pasty white most places and gray in a few others.

She looked dead, give or take the way she was moving and screaming.

“Mommy’s hungry, too!”

“What?” Courtney was trying to make sense of the words, but nothing much was getting past the pain.

“Ahhh. What the fuck?” Billy’s voice. She looked toward him, rolling her eyes because moving her head hurt too much. The room seemed to jitter as she sought the comfort of his sweet face. He was so cute it hurt sometimes.

One breath. That was all it took. She exhaled and then sucked in a deep breath. And by the time her lungs had filled—was she going to scream? She thought that yes, maybe she was—the pregnant dead woman was standing in front of Billy. Her hand lashed out and grabbed Billy by his face, his perfect, sweet, kissable face, and her nails ripped into his cheeks and drew hard lines of blood as they sank deep past skin and peeled him down to the bone.

Billy tried to make a noise, but before a sound could come from his ruined mouth, the woman bit him in his throat and sucked violently at the wound she’d caused. There was no passion, no affection in the act; there was merely violent, savage biting. Billy thrashed and his hands lashed out, slamming against the woman’s head and face and shoulders, but nothing he did made a difference. She sucked noisily at his neck and grunted, moaned as she drank his blood.

The word came easily enough. She’d lived in Black Stone Bay for her entire life, and though she’d never seen them before, she’d heard the stories that all the other kids heard after Halloween, a few years back. Vampire. The full potency of the word was still rocking into her brain, cutting through the pain and driving for her sense of self-preservation, when the woman threw Billy aside. Billy, who smelled so sexy, who had a million dimples when he smiled, who felt so damned good when he was holding her.

Billy, who collapsed on the ground and stared at the ceiling tiles without seeing a damned thing.

Oh yes, Courtney was going to scream.

The clerk beat her to it. He let out a girly shriek as the pregnant woman grabbed him and snarled in his face, her cheeks and chin covered in blood, her lips peeled back from teeth that shouldn’t have fit in her mouth. He tried to fight, too, and she held him easily, tearing and biting and clawing at him with her hands, drawing lines of blood from him with brutal ease.

She made him suffer. That was all there was to it. Even through the shock that was trying to pull her away from the world, Courtney knew the woman deliberately made the clerk hurt as she killed him, fed on him.

And then she threw him again, hurled him across the store a second time, launching him through one of the unbroken plate-glass windows and looking after him as he rolled and bounced and flopped to a stop in the parking lot, right next to Billy’s Kia.

The scream didn’t get out of Courtney’s mouth, so she blew out a deep gust of breath and sucked in again, ready to cut loose for all she was worth. Oh, my, yes, it was screaming time. No time like the present.

And then she stopped again as she looked at the woman turning to face her. She could see the changes as they took place. The blond lady’s skin took on color, grew tinged with healthier tones, and the peeling flesh sank into her, merged with the skin beneath. Hell, her hair grew back right before Courtney’s eyes.

And the woman looked at her with blue eyes that seemed to sparkle. Her face was so pretty, her very essence was vital. Courtney couldn’t look away.

“I know you liked him, but I was doing you a favor.” The woman walked closer and Courtney forgot about the pain in her shoulder as she formed a weak smile. It was just a misunderstanding, really. The lady hadn’t meant to hurt anyone, that was obvious. “A guy like him? He’d just use you and throw you away. You don’t know, but I do. I was married to one just like him. I’m saving you from that.”

Courtney was vaguely aware of the explosive pain that ripped into her as she pushed to her knees and then stood up. Her left arm hung uselessly, but it was all right. None of that really mattered, not when the pregnant woman was looking at her and smiling so sweetly. Had a woman ever looked more amazing? What they said about pregnancy was true in this case. She positively glowed.

Courtney tried to speak, but her mouth didn’t seem to want to work. The blond lady’s fingers pushed Courtney’s hair from her face, and she couldn’t help blushing a bit, as she was unused to having a woman look at her with such intensity.

And the lady leaned forward and Courtney felt her lips part. It was crazy, but if the woman wanted to kiss her, she knew she’d let her. Did that make her a lesbian? She didn’t know. Didn’t care, not as long as it was the woman in front of her.

“I’m sorry. He’s still hungry.”

Courtney shook her head. “No, ’sokay. Baby’s gotta eat.”

“Exactly. And he’s so hungry, all the time.” It made perfect sense, of course. So Courtney bared her throat and sighed as the woman’s lips touched her skin. She didn’t even scream as the teeth punched through her skin; Courtney merely closed her eyes and drifted into a contented sleep.
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“I’m not saying they were actually fired from a catapult, Richie, I’m just saying it looks like they could have been.” Danny Holdstedter shrugged as he looked over the crime scene. In his defense, his theory was as sound as anyone else’s. That didn’t make Boyd any happier about it.

The Smart-Mart looked like a war zone, complete with shattered glass, broken bottles, blood, and bodies. Richard Boyd chewed on the end of his unlit cigar and scowled. He’d liked his world better when he was just in charge of Missing Persons. Of course he’d said the same thing about Vice when he was over in Missing Persons and he’d always hated working Vice.

“You know what the problem here is, Danny?”

“What?” Danforth Edward Holdstedter looked like a model. He was tall, muscular, blond, and handsome. Even his dimples had dimples when he smiled, and most every woman and a few men wanted to sleep with him. The fact that he reeked of old money didn’t hurt either. To Boyd he was just Danny or Holdstedter and while there was some serious truth to the notion that he wanted to do bad things to his partner’s sister, the man did nothing at all to Boyd’s libido.

“You can’t get a catapult through the door, or even through the broken window there. You’d have to fire the victims from inside to get that sort of clearance and it just wouldn’t work.” Most people listening would have thought they were serious. That was one of the reasons the police captain had moved them to Homicide. There were less people to listen to their banter when the crime-scene tape blocked off easy access. The other reason was that they were very good at solving crimes.

“You always have to punch holes in my theories. Always. Do I go messing with your theories?”

“My theories have some connection to reality.” Boyd looked down at the clerk’s body where it rested in the parking lot. He’d been wrecked. His face was destroyed, his body was broken, and his head had almost been torn from his body. His was the only body they could look at clearly, because the county coroner hadn’t shown up yet to declare the victims dead. Like there was any fucking doubt.

“So, if I were to accidentally move the body, you think the captain would be pissed?”

“Was she pissed off the last time?”

“Well, but you have an in with her. She wants to suck face with you, Richie.” Behind him Tom Burton, a uniformed officer who had been on the force long enough to know the history between the detective and the captain, coughed into his hand to hide his muffled laughter. Boyd shot a glare at him that would have melted steel, which just made the man smile a bit broader.

“Swear to God, Danny, you start that shit again, I’m gonna cut your balls off.” Burton let out a full-scale laugh and actually slapped his hands against his thighs. None of the other uniforms were close enough to hear. Captain Nancy Whalen was a damned good cop. Before her promotion she’d been in charge of Homicide. These days she was in charge of the precinct, and as much as it annoyed Boyd, there were plenty of people on the force who knew that he had the hots for the woman, and at least as many who swore that she felt the same way about him. She was short, mean, smart, and sarcastic and had a body that distracted him from thinking clearly. It was an extremely annoying situation for Boyd. Whether or not he wanted her, or she wanted him, there was a serious problem with that notion. She was married. That was all he needed to know.

Still, Danny poked at that sore spot every chance he got, knowing Boyd would never actually do anything about it.

Danny looked his way, eyes too wide with false innocence. “What? I’m just saying that you’re her favorite detective.”

Instead of answering, Boyd crouched closer to the body of the clerk. The man looked familiar, but he couldn’t come up with a name. This was the part of town he seldom bothered with, and the man he was looking at was at least fifteen years younger than he was. “This guy look familiar?”

Danny walked over and loomed above him. It wasn’t hard. Danny was a giant at six-four. He was taller, broader, sleeker, and richer than Boyd. He had more hair, fewer wrinkles, and was younger, too. His suit was probably worth a month’s salary, which was a little irksome, but other than that, the rest could be forgiven. Danny squinted for a moment and nodded his head. “Ryan Colquitt. Picked him up for drugs once and buying hookers three times.” Danny shrugged. “Seemed like a nice guy other than that.”

“Yeah.” Boyd rolled his cigar around and thought hard. “Look at his neck.”

Danny crouched in one smooth motion, as opposed to Boyd’s grunts and groans and popping joints as he’d lowered himself down. “You gonna say it?”

Boyd pulled the pen from his coat pocket and came dangerously close to touching the ruined flesh. He traced the rough texture of the wounds with the tip. “No. Neither are you. But we’re gonna look at the other two bodies before we leave here.” His eyes flickered over to where Burton was very studiously not looking back in his direction. That was good. Some things weren’t discussed in public. Not ever. Burton had survived that night, too. He hadn’t been there to see how things ended with the cause of the problems, but he knew what went down as well as anyone else did.

Damned if the wounds didn’t look a little too much like someone had been biting all hell out of Ryan Colquitt’s neck.

Danny didn’t have any smartassed comebacks. That was okay. Neither did Boyd.

Danny stood up and stepped back. “Where the fuck is the coroner?”

“He’ll get here.”

Danny nodded. “Good. I want a closer look.” He pulled out his digital camera and snapped pictures of the wounds that could be seen. Boyd walked carefully around the closed convenience store, his eyes looking again at the trail of destruction that surrounded each of the victims. He would have preferred the idea of a catapult to the thought that a vampire had come back to town and started feeding.

Catapults were easier to destroy.
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Some stains are harder to remove than others. You can scrub them, whitewash them, sand the spot repeatedly, but some stains never seem to go away. Mary Margaret Preston understood that notion. She stared out the window of her house on the Cliff Walk and looked at the ocean where it continuously pushed against the black rock and tried to come closer to where she waited. Ben was in the next room, and the rhythmic sound of his fingers typing away on the keyboard was almost as constant as the surf’s efforts.

Ben knew her as Maggie. These days he was one of the only ones who called her that. Most people called her Ms. Preston, with just a small edge of worry in their voices. That was fair. She seldom met anyone these days who didn’t work for her, and even when she did, she had a certain presence about her that convinced most people to be on their best behavior. Ben said it was the mark of the predator with an extra flair of drama that almost always put a smile on her face. Five years together and he could still make her smile. How amazing was that?

She closed her eyes for a moment and simply listened. Down the street Mike Carver was working on his ’57 Ford Fairlane, a juggernaut of a car that he’d decided to restore around the same time he retired from the bank. He had preposterous amounts of money and could have easily hired a dozen mechanics to do the work, but that wasn’t the point. He wanted to get his hands dirty, wanted to remember what his life had been like before he sat at a desk and then spent his years acquiring money and power. She could understand that.

Two houses down from him, she could hear Marley Thompson giggling with a few of her friends. They were having a tea party along with their mothers, basking in the sunlight and laughing with the sort of abandon that fades with childhood. It was Marley’s sixth birthday, and the notion of dressing up in floppy hats, sipping tea, and eating tiny cakes had her and all of her little friends laughing. She envied them that. Part of her wished she could be a part of that world, even knowing full well that she would never be accepted into their social gathering.

Best not to think about that, wasn’t it? But that was the problem with stains. They never really go away.

The Hendersons were walking slowly along the view afforded by the cliffs, enjoying each other’s company and savoring the weather that hadn’t yet become too bitter cold for their comfort. They’d be heading for Florida soon, as they did every year before the end of October. They always left before November showed its face. Every year for the last five, just in case.

She couldn’t hear them, of course, but she could imagine the sounds of the planning committee working out the details of the Phi Kappa Gamma memorial services. Five years and there was every reason to believe the damned celebration would go on forever. There would be speeches, tears, lamentations about how the wonderful boys had been killed, had burned in tragedy before their lives could really start. Maggie knew better. They hadn’t burned. The building had burned. They boys had been taken away before their house blazed down into cinders. Of course before that happened, she’d killed every last one of them. Five years and her full lips still curled into a sneer of contempt. She was supposed to feel guilty about it, she guessed. And there was a part of her that occasionally felt pangs of conscience at their deaths, but the rage over what they’d planned to do to her normally crushed that nonsense before it got out of hand.

Deep inside her, the memories stirred and the first distant flares of discomfort started. She’d have to eat soon.

Ben’s chair rolled softly away from his computer and she heard him sigh as he stood up. His work for the day was done. The sneer on her face smoothed away and was replaced by a small smile as he started walking toward her. She didn’t have to see him to know that he was looking her over from head to toe. She could hear his pulse increase just a little at the thought of touching her, and as he moved closer still, she reached back with her hand, groping blindly for his. His fingers entwined with hers, and he moved closer behind her until she could feel his lean form pressing to her back.

“You okay?” His voice was soft. Five years together and he always sounded like he was in awe of her. Maybe he was. She could have reached into his mind and taken the information, but she preferred to simply guess.

Maggie pushed back against him, and his arms moved, hugging her closer still even as he held her hands within his. She let herself relax against his body and felt him respond. Five years and he still hardened at her touch, but as always he didn’t pursue the matter. For Ben it was just his body responding to her presence, and his self-control was as solid as ever. He wouldn’t push the issue. There was too much history for her, too many things she’d done in the past. He never made the first move, but waited for her. Most times that pleased her, but now and then she wished he’d show a little initiative.

Benjamin Kirby loved her. That she knew. He’d said it more than a few times and shown her more times than she could count easily. He’d saved her life both figuratively and literally and she loved him back. At least she thought she did. Her teeth worried at her lower lip for a moment at that notion.

“You okay?” Ben repeated himself, his voice barely above a whisper. He always spoke softly when they were alone, knowing how sensitive her hearing was.

“Yeah.” She made her voice sound properly pleased. She was really a very good actress. “I’m fine. How about you?”

“Done for the day. Your fashions are selling very well, Ms. Preston.” He got bold and nuzzled his lips against the dark curls of her hair, breathing against the lobe of her ear.

She rewarded his bravery by pushing back against him, slowly, steadily, and heard his sharp intake of breath, felt his growing excitement. Rather than merely tease, she pushed harder still, urging him on. Ben didn’t quite growl, but it was close. His hands released hers, moved to her sides, held her softly against him, and then slowly began to explore the shape of her, the curves that he already knew better than any man ever had.

She had never been with any man for five years. Most men couldn’t afford her rates and those that could normally paid by the hour or the night. Ben did not pay. She was his and he was hers. She knew that as surely as she knew her name. There had been a time when Maggie sold her sexual favors and was paid very well. That was long past. Ben had taken care of her financial needs as surely as he watched over her.

His breaths washed over her neck, his lips followed, kissing, tasting her skin. His heart pounded, his blood flowed, the scent of his arousal was the finest perfume.

Maggie turned and kissed his mouth urgently, her hands moving, peeling at his clothes, stripping him down, ignoring the fact that someone walking past might get to see more than they should if they bothered to look through the windows.

“Uhnn. Maggie….” His voice shivered. Five years and she still made him weak with the promise of the pleasures she offered. He would die for her. He would kill for her. She knew that. Her hands urged him to stand still, and her mouth began the slow, pleasant task of exploring his body. For five years he’d made working out a part of his regular life, and while he was slim, his body was muscled and a delight. Her hands caressed, her mouth tasted, and Ben shuddered and moaned a symphony for her.

Just for her. He loved her.

And she loved him. At least she thought she did. Really, she had nothing to compare the feelings to. At the very least, she needed him as much as he needed her.

“I love you, Maggie.” His voice broke as he made his confession.

For a moment she rested her forehead against his abdomen and looked down at the plush rug beneath his feet. “I love you, too, Ben.”

The words didn’t quite feel like a lie.
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Jason Soulis knew the moment that everything changed in Black Stone Bay. He knew because he had sentries posted, as it were, and because he could feel what was happening with all of the offspring from his experiments.

First, he knew that Maggie was feeling doubt again. She often felt doubt about herself, about her existence and whether what she’d become was a good thing or a bad thing. He found that amusing and depressing both. Amusing, because in the end it didn’t matter, she was what he had made her, and only death would change that. And death did not come easily to one of their kind. Depressing because he’d expected better from her. He had given her a great gift and she was still wondering what to do with it instead of enjoying it.

And really, that was probably the fault of her pet boy, Benjamin. He did not like the boy and never had, but she had to make her own mistakes in the world and he had to let her make them if she was ever going to grow into what she had the potential to be. Keeping a pet human was never wise. They started expecting things, making demands, and then you had to get rid of them and find replacements. It was rather like taking down a rabid dog, he supposed. You felt bad for it, but it was a necessity.

Second, he knew that the girl was coming back to town to deliver her child. He’d made sure she was safe for as long as it took to let the creature come to term, and now he was going to see firsthand what happened to the progeny of a vampire. He’d heard of such things, of course, but never seen one up close. This would prove interesting. He did love his experiments.

Jason considered these things while he packed, carefully folding the clothes he planned to take with him and ignoring the girl that was currently sleeping in his bed. Amber, that was the name. A pretty piece of fluff, but little more than that. She had all the intellectual might of a carrot, and about as much personality. Still, she satisfied certain urges.

Amber rolled over and mumbled in her sleep. He stared at her face for a moment, finding flaws that he’d deliberately overlooked before. She was sufficient for his needs, yes, but only barely.

The house he was currently staying in was on the West Coast, in Oregon. A beautiful location. A boring place, to be sure, but with plenty of acreage to hide an occasional body. The crows would make sure work of the meat and hide the bones for him.

Jason stopped packing long enough to break Amber’s neck and then to throw her body out the window of the master bedroom. The crows were already heading for their latest meal by the time she hit the rocks below.

It was the last of the experiments left that he was most interested in. Jason knew that the detectives had blocked off the only way out of the underwater caves where he’d stashed most of the bodies of the people he’d fed on in Black Stone Bay. In due time they’d changed, risen from the dead and become vampires, as they all did if they were not taken care of. Leave a corpse in a clearing, let the sunlight take care of the second death, and all was well. Remove the head from the corpse, or tear out the heart, and the same end result. But leave the corpses alone and within a few days they rose, hungry and desperate to feed.

Even then, most vampires didn’t last long. They lacked the necessary cognitive skills. They might understand that the sun burned them, but they’d think about the pain and not how to escape it. They came back from the dead with damaged minds. That damage eventually healed, true enough, but only if they survived long enough. Most did not.

Not until Jason decided to experiment. The vampires were left in the darkness, locked in a cave under the water’s edge and imprisoned there for five years. They were, for lack of a better term, germs on a perfect Petri dish. He left them to grow and fester as they would, and now his patience was being rewarded.

He closed the last suitcase and smiled to himself. This should be delightful. This would justify his invested time and efforts.

“I have no idea what you will be, my friend,” Jason spoke to the air, knowing full well that no one save his crows were close enough to hear him. “But I suspect you will be interesting at the very least.”

He carried the bags down the stairs to the main foyer. The trip to the airport would be a simple one, and he felt no need to call a limo service.

Outside, the crows hid the remains of his latest paramour, feeding quickly, tearing away gobbets of meat and squabbling over who would get the best parts. They were his special friends, and he was glad to keep them well fed. Perhaps he’d convince Maggie to try her luck with animal servants. They were far less petty than humans.


Chapter Two

What’s in a name?

It didn’t know anymore. It only knew hunger. It had been hungry for so long that the very concept and word had become a part of its identity.

The ground was not moving, not sliding as it had thought. No, the ground stayed where it was, but it was still moving forward, going somewhere after so long in the darkness. It wanted to scream, to push, to fight for every inch, but instead made itself be calm. Once upon a time it had been a patient or it had been patient. The words, the concepts, they were foreign these days.

As it pushed and slowly rose, it did its best to remember. There were important things that it needed to know, to understand. The desire was more than merely curiosity; there was a need to puzzle out the past, because that past would be important to the future. At least it thought it would be.

Frustration burbled through the thoughts of the creature as it struggled ever so slowly through the darkness and resistance. The darkness had always seemed so solid before, but now it could move through the hard black, could push and swim and rise as long as it was careful. When it tried too hard the resistance came back and so it made sure to relax, even though it wanted nothing more than to fight through.

Long claws cut at the darkness and then broke past the darkness into something different. The tension that had held it prisoner for so long was suddenly gone. For a moment it thrashed, tried to push harder, and then remembered it had to be calm, to remain patient. It pushed again, and the pressure left its face, its neck, its shoulders.

Air. It felt air. Had it needed to breathe, it would surely have gasped at the notion. Eyes that had not seen anything but darkness for a very long time were assaulted by colors, images; an information overload that almost resulted in panic. Calm. It had to stay calm. It squinted until most of the light was gone, and then it felt a new sensation, the darkness slid upward, wrapped it in a shroud of pleasant calm until it could see without being overwhelmed.

It looked around, slowly absorbed the sights that surrounded it, assessed them and tried to remember the symbols, the words that made sense of what it experienced.

It kept rising, pushing through the black granite of the cliffs, puzzled by the notion. Stone was impenetrable. It had been buried in stone. The darkness was the rock, which even now it rose through. Impossible? Apparently not. There were houses nearby, and it knew the houses, knew the location.

Black Stone Bay. Yes. That was the place. The Cliff Walk, which it had roamed for years before the darkness took it. Buried alive? Was that possible?

No. It had died. It knew that. It remembered the teeth, the biting, the pain heaped upon pain, the heartbreak, the suffering. None of that mattered. All of that was inconsequential when compared with the endless hunger that had been the only companion to the darkness over the years.

There was something else that was more important, so much more significant, and so it rose the rest of the way from the hard ground, and set its…the word was missing….foot…its foot upon the lush lawn that started where the black granite ended. Joints protested after so long remaining still, muscles that had barely moved in months groaned their discomfort, and it matched the sounds, aching everywhere. It fell forward, caught itself on hands and knees, and shivered, twitched, and finally rose back to its feet. Crawling had been the only way to move for so long that walking was nearly alien. Still it had to try. It had to learn all over again. Concentration was key. Small steps. It walked, slowly at first as the notion was almost completely unfamiliar after so long in the darkness, bound by the stone and shadow and the endless pulsing of the waves that even now crashed against the cliffs.

Words and symbols, images and memories tried to flood its mind, but as with the steady climb through the hard earth, it made the concepts and recollections come back slowly. There would be time. Surely there would be time.

First it would go back. Back. Where family waited. Family. The thought would have made its heart race, had it had a pulse.

The wind whistled and shrieked. Being so long in darkness, lost to almost every sensation, had made it far too sensitive to everything; like the teeth of a man chewing on tin foil and ice, everything was painful.

Unsure of how to handle the assault, it collapsed in on itself. Moaning in agony at every small impact. Pale hands covered ears that felt wrong, obscured a face that wasn’t the same as it had been back before the great darkness. The memories were sporadic, but the features it remembered were softer, different. That was a niggling concern, however, and not as important as the pain that cut into its mind. The pale skin of its hands shivered—no, that wasn’t right. The flesh twisted, changed as it looked on. The same darkness that had covered its face spread across its body, across its arms, muffling the noise, the pain, until they were tolerable.

It was enough. The silence was not complete, but the wind no longer roared, and the surf merely whispered. It felt the darkness around its body taken by the air, pulled and snapped. It held its arms out, looked at the protective cover that surrounded it. The breeze billowed out its protective veil like a cape and it smiled at the notion. Were the breeze any stronger it might have taken flight. What a delicious thought!

Less overwhelmed, though hardly at complete ease, it moved again, heading for…Home? Was that the place? Possibly. Yes. Home. Where the heart is. Where they have to take you back. Those concepts overlapped like the dark weave of the shroud that grew from its skin and soothed its senses.

Home. It was time to go home.

But first it had to feed. The hunger came back with a screaming vengeance and it sniffed the air hoping for the scent of food.
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Late again. Melinda was going to kill him. Ron Caulfield hated being late, but he almost always managed to remain in that state, and his girlfriend was getting a little tired of it. Tonight they had plans to get together for dinner with Victor and Sarah, two of Mel’s friends, and if they were more than ten minutes late, he’d be hearing about it for months.

Not this time. He gunned the engine a bit and looked around, making sure there weren’t any squad cars hiding in the usual spots. They’d been cracking down again, because now that football season was in full swing, a lot of the high school crowd was driving like they wanted to get busted, and the cops were happy to accommodate.

The cell phone played a snippet of the song “Baby Love,” the ringtone he’d selected exclusively for Mel, and he reached for the device, taking his eyes from the road for a moment.

Just long enough, really.

Ron saw the black shape from the corner of his eye. It was long and angular, twisted into an uncomfortable stance as it turned its head toward him and bared too many teeth in an otherwise obscured face. He tensed for impact and slammed on the brakes even as his fingers wrapped around the phone. The impact rattled the car, and the deep thump of the vehicle hitting the black thing echoed to his ears with an unsettling finality.

Ron dropped the phone. “Oh, fuck! Shit! No!” A thousand notions fought for dominance: I’ve just killed a man (surely it was a man, it was too big for anything else); I’ve just totaled the damned car and I can’t afford higher rates; I’m going to be sooo late! They all fought for his attention. He looked down: the car was damaged, he knew that, but it didn’t look too bad. On the other hand there was someone pinned under him and he had to check, had to make sure—please God!—that the person he’d hit was okay. Around the same time, the adrenaline kicked in and he gasped, shivered as the fight-or-flight desire swam through him.

He couldn’t run. He had to call for help. Ron reached for the cell again and saw the picture of Mel wearing her oversized novelty sunglasses and blowing a kiss looking back at him. Somehow he’d managed to answer her call when the impact happened.

Melinda’s voice cut the air, “Ron? Are you okay? What’s wrong? What happened?”

“Mel, baby. I think I just hit someone. I have to call the police.” His voice sounded wrong. His lips felt numb, and his heart was hammering away in his chest, pounding too hard, too fast.

“Wait, what? You hit someone? Why are you fighting?” Her voice went up half an octave and took on that nagging note he hated so much. He didn’t have time to bitch about it though.

“Fighting? No. I think I hit someone with the car. I have to go.” He was reaching for the door when the thump came from beneath him.

“Ohmigawd, are you okay?” Her voice was even higher now, more shrill, but the concern for him took away a lot of the irritation.

“I’m okay, but I can’t see the guy I hit.” He pushed the door open and even as he did, the car shifted under him and the door promptly slammed itself shut. Ron strained and pushed the door open again, tried to step out and was stopped by the seat belt. He’d never unfastened the stupid thing. He reached for the release and almost dropped the phone, had to scramble to keep it.

“Ron, you have to call the police!”

“I can’t call the police, Mel! You’re on the line!” That tone in his voice? It was going to cost him. He knew that, but couldn’t stop it from coming out of his mouth. He loved Mel, but sometimes she was so damned clueless.

Mel didn’t respond. Instead she killed the call on her end. He stared at the phone for a few seconds while he contemplated how badly she was going to tear into him. No time. He had to check on whoever he’d hit.

The sounds coming from below him didn’t sound promising: there was a hissing noise—radiator?—and then a loud crunch that sounded expensive as all hell. Yes, he was worried about whoever he hit, but what the hell was happening to his engine? BMWs were great cars, but not exactly cheap to get repaired. Guilt caught him under the chin. What if someone’s dying under the fucking car? What does the cost of repairing the damned thing matter?

He tried pushing the door open again, caught himself on the seat belt again. “Come on already!” His anger flared and he fought with the seat belt release and below him something else crunched, the vibrations running through the soles of his feet and halfway up his calves. What the hell was going on? Was the engine block falling out?

The seat belt finally popped free and he started to stand when the floorboard at his feet exploded. Ron had enough time to look down at the pale things sliding through the ruptured metal and carpeting before long fingers grabbed his ankles. Thick, dark nails cut through the denim of his jeans, punched past the socks on his lower legs, and drove
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