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Part One: There’s No Such Thing as
Vampires

 New York,
NY, 6th November 2014.

She could smell the blood. The
metallic, coppery taste of it filled her mouth and flashed into her
brain. Her mouth watered and she swallowed, annoyed. Now was not
the time: he was here and she would catch the bastard this time.
She had tracked him to a disused warehouse near the Henry Hudson
Parkway in Harlem and, this time, he was not getting away. From the
scent, he had killed another one, but there would be no more.

Her boots made no sound as she
slipped down the corridor, and her sword made barely a whisper as
she unsheathed it. She wanted this quick and quiet. No media
attention, just an end to the killings and, unfortunately, eleven
unsolved murders on the books. The smell of copper death became
stronger as she approached an open door. She could hear him, hear
the growls and snarls of…

Anger flashed through her and
she pushed it aside. It was not him, but this one had to be dealt
with anyway. She darted into the room, the scene resolving around
her in one sweeping glance. An old office, a single desk, a broken
chair. He had dumped his victim on the desk and the cheap, pale
wood was stained in red. He was still bent over her: the sounds she
had heard were him hungrily lapping up the last of her blood,
though there was plenty of it still dripping from the desk, pooling
on the floor, running down the walls… He was young, a few days at
most since his death. There was no pallor to his black skin after
his feeding, but there was still more than a hint of decay about
him, overlaid by the stronger smell of blood.

He heard her, turned, and bared
his fangs, hissing.

‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘No, we do
not do the hissing thing. It’s crass.’ She could see the
wild insanity in his eyes. Killed, turned by pure accident, left
for dead to wake up craving blood. She almost felt sorry for him,
but the corpse on the desk behind him could not be ignored.

He moved, lunging forward, and
so did she, driving forward as her katana came up and swung in a
silver arc. His body hit the ground, followed a second later by his
head. Her body stayed in the same extended posture for a brief
second and then she turned, bending down to wipe her blade clean on
his shirt. There was more blood now, but the scent was different
and she did not need to ignore it. She reached up to her ear and
tapped the hands-free unit clipped there.

‘It’s me. The bastard turned
one. I need clean-up to twenty-three eighty, twelfth avenue, top
floor. One vampire, one corpse.’ She waited for the response.
‘Saint Nicholas Park? That’s not far; I’m on it.’ And she tapped
the cut-off button as she sprinted out the door.

~~~

Suits, Mike had decided, were an
instrument of torture invented by women in revenge for high heels.
Well, off-the-peg ones anyway: maybe custom tailored ones were
better, but he wasn’t buying one of those, even on a detective’s
salary. So the jacket pulled on his shoulders and the slacks were
either too tight or not tight enough. He never seemed to be able to
find shirts that fit around his neck properly and when you added a
tie, it was purgatory. At least it was not too cold.

Things had been easier when he
was in uniform and still working the 32nd Precinct. Not
that he wanted to go back: he had worked hard to get his shield and
he had no desire to get back into a uniform any time soon. But they
had posted him to Midtown North so his apartment three blocks from
his place of work had become half the island away. He had wanted
homicide or, at worst, vice, but he spent his time dealing with
burglaries. Still, it was plentiful work, serving the public with
relatively little chance of getting shot, which his mother was
happy about, and it was good investigative experience. Sighing, he
crossed Edgecombe Avenue and headed for the subway entrance.

And stopped. He could hear
sirens, a few shouts. The latter seemed to be coming from the park
across Saint Nicholas Avenue and, checking for traffic even though
it was three thirty in the morning, he darted across to look
through the trees. Here, you could see the buildings of the
university through the darkened greenery, the paths through with
benches for those wishing to contemplate the beauty of urban New
York. No one there now, no one…

He saw something, a fleeting
glimpse of someone running, a flash of white in the darkness.
Behind that figure, more indistinct, another figure ran, dressed in
dark clothing. Just from the way they were moving, Mike could tell
it was not a fun-run and he bolted after them, pulling his Smith
& Wesson Model 5946 from his shoulder rig and racking a round.
They had a lead on him, but the guy in black seemed to be catching
the one in the white top, so Mike figured they would be stopping
soon and there was just the hope that the time it cost to close the
distance would not be too long. The runners moved out of sight
behind a tree and Mike pushed harder to catch up.

Backup, he thought as he rounded
the tree, hoping to see another flash of white. Should have called
for backup. The thought of reaching for his radio evaporated as he
saw white, and red.

The runner in white was a girl.
The white was a sweatshirt worn with a short, black skirt. If she
had been in shoes, they were gone. The left side of the sweatshirt
had been ripped open to reveal the lacy, rose-pink bra beneath it.
The man in black had his head to her neck, and Mike might have
thought he was interrupting lovers if it were not for the fact that
he had her pinned up against a tree, her legs kicking at empty air.
A student, Mike thought as he took up a modified Weaver stance and
aimed, probably a student. ‘NYPD! Back away from the girl.’ There
was blood. Blood running down the pale skin of her breast.

The man turned, tossing the
woman aside like a rag doll to land on the grass. Blood on the
grass. Blood on his mouth.

A weird feeling, like his brain
was trying to throw up, washed over Mike as he looked at the man
with the close-cropped, blonde hair and the square face. They had
been calling him the Harlem Vampire… ‘Hands on your head,’ Mike
commanded, and the man charged at him.

Bang! Bang! Two solid hits to
the chest and the guy was still coming. He hit Mike like a train
and they went down onto the grass, strong arms grabbing Mike’s
shoulders and then his head, twisting it sideways. Mike let out a
shriek as he felt something, teeth, sink into his throat. The smell
of blood, hers and now Mike’s, was strong in the air. Mike rammed
his pistol into the man’s side and pulled the trigger over and over
again. There was the smell of propellant and the clicking of an
empty pistol, and the pain was gone, replaced by a weird euphoria,
a heady, dizzying warmth that spread through Mike’s body to replace
the fear. He braced his hands against the man’s shoulders and tried
to push, but coordination was not his strong point right now and
there was an urge to just go with it.

There was a sound like someone
smacking a coconut with a mallet and the insane man reared up and
was yanked away out of Mike’s sight. There was a scream, a
combination of pain and rage. Mike closed his eyes and, a second
later, he felt someone pull his pistol from his hand, and then his
jacket was pulled aside. A voice said, ‘Hold on, fella. I’ll be
with you shortly.’ Then he heard gunshots, a lot of them, though he
was beyond the ability to coherently count now. His gun was pressed
back into his hand.

‘There’s help coming. Hold
on.’

Mike opened his eyes as much as
he could manage and figured he was dead. There was an angel leaning
over him. Had to be an angel: she was beautiful, absolutely
stunning. Olive skin, deeply blue eyes, a mass of soft, black hair
that framed an angular face and fell over the slopes of large
breasts. Lots of skin on display… Not something to think about when
you meet an angel. Then the angel leaned forward and kissed him. He
felt her tongue slide over his and his head started to buzz. The
hard-on was not only embarrassing under the circumstances, but
probably not good given his lost blood.

The angel leaned back and
grinned at him. ‘You’re about to be a hero, kid,’ she said.

‘I’m dead,’ he mumbled as his
vision began to close in.

‘Better not be,’ she replied
before getting to her feet.

Mike heard shouting. He thought
he heard the angel shouting for medics, but that was crazy. And
then, with the darkness, came silence.

7th November.

The beep of monitors intruded into what
felt like the best sleep ever and Mike struggled into consciousness
to find out what the noise was. He recognised what sounded like a
steady heart beat and, since there seemed to be wires and tubes
attached all over him, he assumed it was his heart that was
beating. Good start.

He turned his head and saw the
trolley with its bank of screens and medical who-knew-whats, but he
instantly forgot about them. Curled up in a chair at the side of
the room was Leanne. Her head was bowed, so her face was hidden
behind a curtain of copper hair, and she was dressed in scrubs
which did absolutely nothing for anyone in Mike’s opinion, but it
was Leanne so everything was okay. The thought occurred that if she
was there, then he was probably in Harlem Hospital Center: she was
a resident there.

Almost as though she had felt
him awaken, Leanne’s head lifted and she smiled. She had a
triangular sort of face, so not a wide mouth, but it tried really
hard right now. Her green eyes sparkled with pleasure and, Mike
thought, relief. She had sharply angled reddish eyebrows, and they
rose as he looked at her. ‘You decided to re-join us then? I’d
better get your attendant–’

He shook his head and tried to
say ‘No’ but it came out as a croak. His throat felt like it had
been through a dryer on spin. Leanne stood and crossed the floor
quickly, retrieving a plastic cup of water with a straw jutting
from it.

‘Wet your throat. Not too much.
It was badly bruised.’

‘What happened?’ he asked when
he could speak.

‘You don’t remember?’

Mike frowned. ‘Fragments. I was
chasing someone and… And he attacked me. The girl?’

Leanne’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry.
She didn’t make it, but there won’t be any more, thanks to
you.’

‘Any more? I don’t…’

‘You, and let me add that if you
do anything like this again I’ll kill you myself, are a hero. You
took down the Harlem Vampire.’

Mike looked at her. He was not
really sure he had taken anyone down, but the idea that he had
stopped a serial murderer was absurd. But there had been gunshots…
‘You don’t believe in vampires,’ he said, mostly to say
something.

‘You’re right, I don’t. No such
thing. Ridiculous superstition. And not even a source of
good horror movies now. Too much teen angst. I do believe in
psychopaths and fetishism, and if the press wants to sensationalise
it, there’s not much to be done, is there? But you shot him and
he’s dead.’

‘I thought I was. I saw an
angel.’

‘You saw an angel? Really? Halo
and everything? Big, white dress?’

‘No, she was wearing… And she…
was probably a hallucination. I lost a lot of blood, right?’

‘Yeah… It was touch and go for a
bit. They say the guy was on PCP or something. No one knows how you
managed to reload with him hanging onto your neck like that.’

‘I reloaded? I don’t
remember.’

Leanne frowned. ‘I’m going to
get your doctor. It’s probably normal, but I think we need to get
you checked out.’

‘Yeah. Thanks for being here,
Leanne.’

‘Are you kidding? They couldn’t
pry me out.’ She turned and headed for the door. ‘See you in a few
minutes. I’m glad you’re awake.’

‘So am I,’ Mike replied, but he
was also confused. What the Hell had happened to him in that
park?

9th November.

Mike was sitting up in bed and the
monitors were gone when his mother walked into the hospital room.
Mike was glad. He had not wanted her to see him with all the tubes
and wires: she was going to be worried enough without that.

Georgina Williams was sixty-six
and aging fairly well. Her hair was grey and she no longer held it
to the bob Mike remembered from her youth; her face was lined and
her neck showed wrinkles, but her skin was clear, and she still had
most of the figure which her husband had once described as ‘the
best thing to come out of Sheepshead Bay, ever,’ though
Georgina had just laughed at that. Her brown eyes were weakening,
and she needed glasses now, when she remembered, but they were
still clear. Except that now there was worry in them which belied
the smile she gave her son.

‘Now what have you gone and done
to yourself?’ Georgina said as she sat down in the chair Leanne had
been occupying when she was not working.

Mike laughed. He could laugh now
without pain, which was a good sign. ‘Become a hero, apparently.
And I didn’t do it. It was some nut with veneers on his teeth.’

‘This “Harlem Vampire?” Leanne
explained. I refrained from any suggestion he might have been a
real vampire.’

Mike smiled. His mother did not
exactly believe in the supernatural, but she was open to its
existence, and Leanne was a supreme rationalist. When there was
alcohol about and something set them off, they would bounce off
each other on the subject, but Georgina would not set off an
argument when things were serious. ‘Just a psychopath with a
fetish. I had a couple of guys over from the thirty-second
yesterday to take my statement. I couldn’t tell them that much
because I was pretty out of it after the guy jumped on me, but
apparently I managed to put him down. They seemed pretty sure that
was the guy, so I’m flavour of the month.’

Georgina nodded. ‘I was worried.
Leanne called to say you’d been brought in, but you were
unconscious. There were news reports, but your name wasn’t
mentioned until yesterday. By that time, of course, Leanne had
called again to say you were fine.’

‘You know, you didn’t have to
come out here. I’m getting out tomorrow, at least that’s what
they’re saying. I’ve got two weeks’ medical leave so you’ll be
seeing me out at the house once or twice.’

‘And you normally come on a
Sunday, when you can. Today is Sunday and I wanted to see my son.’
And to make sure Leanne was not exaggerating his fitness. It was
unspoken, but it was there. Mike knew his mother had not really
wanted him to join the force, but she had never stood in his way,
had encouraged him. Still, the worry that she would lose her son
the way she had lost her husband was always there, unspoken.

‘I’m fine. Neck’s still a little
stiff, but I’m fine. I think they put more blood back in than I
lost, to be honest. Leanne says I look flushed a lot.’

‘That would be all the nurses.
Ah, there’s that flush again!’ Georgina knew just how to embarrass
her son.

‘Don’t say that near Leanne;
she’ll cause someone harm. Probably me.’

Georgina smiled and shook her
head. ‘That girl would cut her own arm off if it hurt you.’

‘True, but the nurses are
probably not off limits. How are you? Journey wasn’t too bad?’

‘I am quite capable of moving
around, you know?’ Georgina replied with a hint of mild affront,
and the conversation proceeded as it often did when he came for
Sunday lunch, just without Leanne there to add her bits. A family
Sunday, in a hospital room, and Mike felt better every second it
was happening.

10th November.

It took some effort to get the hospital
to agree that Mike’s apartment was close enough to walk to, but he
managed it. Getting Leanne to agree that he could walk it on his
own was another matter, and he did not really try that hard anyway,
so they walked together to W 138th Street and started up
it past the deli on the corner.

‘You know…’ Mike began as they
walked.

‘I know a lot of things,’ Leanne
said when he paused too long.

‘I know you do. I was just
thinking that my apartment is a lot closer to your job than that
place you’re sharing in the Kitchen.’

‘And when I stay over, I enjoy
that fact immensely.’

‘So, maybe, I was wondering,
maybe because I had a close call, you know? I was wondering if,
maybe, if…’

‘You’re more eloquent than
usual,’ Leanne said, deadpan. ‘I’ll think about it, but I’m signed
up with the other guys until June. Can’t move before then.’

Mike let out a breath. ‘You’ll
think about it?’

‘I’ll think about it. It’s a
pretty heavy thought.’

‘Yeah.’ Mike had been thinking
about asking her to move in with him since he had got his shield,
so he knew it was a heavy sort of thought. A big move. The
big move. Well, the second biggest.

They stopped at 7th
Avenue and waited for the lights, and Mike turned, looking back the
way they had come for something to do. He saw someone walking their
way, maybe thirty yards back. An indistinct form in a long, black
coat and dark glasses, but he had seen the same figure when they
had turned past the deli. Were they being followed?

‘Lights,’ Leanne said and Mike
turned back, crossing the road. When they reached the central
island, he glanced back, but the dark figure was nowhere to be
seen.

Shrugging it off, he ran a
couple of paces to catch up with Leanne, and started to believe he
might need the two weeks’ recovery.

~~~

The ‘angel’ in the black coat and
sunglasses looked up at the well-appointed brownstone which Michael
Williams called home. Three apartment units, according to the
details she had. He occupied the smallest of them, tucked away
below street level with barred windows and a door hidden away under
the steps leading up to the main front door. Not bad: she figured
he had been lucky to get it. Fairly good security too.

She tapped at her headset. ‘He’s
got good instincts. He made me on the walk over.’ She listened
while she walked on down the road. ‘I know you don’t, but you know
they won’t let the current situation continue. Get the taps set up
and monitor everything. Do the girlfriend as well. I want to know
what colour it is if he sneezes. I’ll see you back at the
office.’

12th November.

Mike opened his eyes and groaned at the
fact that there was no light coming in the window. He checked, six
a.m., and thought about trying to sleep, but there was the
lingering memory of a nightmare hanging in his mind and he did not
feel like going back to it. Leanne was pulling a double shift and
would be arriving to collapse into his bed in a couple of hours,
rather than dragging herself to Hell’s Kitchen. He decided on a
shower: maybe Leanne would not be too tired when she got in. Some
chance.

The thought occurred as he dried
himself off that he had had more than one disturbing dream since
the attack. Not unnatural, he assumed, but these seemed thematic.
Fangs, blood: vampires. The fangs had been explained: tooth
veneers, they had said. The ME had looked and found them. What was
setting Mike back was the weird feelings he had had before and
during the attack. He could put the wild euphoria which had
weakened him down to blood loss, but it had started before he had
lost that much blood. And then there was the vague, sickly feeling
he had had on seeing the man, but maybe that was just to do with
what the killer had been doing…

Coffee was made and Mike got his
laptop out and booted it up. Thinking it was a bad idea, he started
up a browser and searched on ‘vampire.’ Google gave him 129
million results, topped off with a website for ‘real’
vampires and a Wikipedia entry. There were a lot of images of
stunningly beautiful women wearing contact lenses and fake fangs,
and the Count from Sesame Street. Bela Lugosi was on the
fourth row, which suggested that Leanne’s comment about the way
vampire movies were going was right.

He clicked Wikipedia. ‘A vampire
is a mythical being,’ he read aloud. ‘Newsflash.’

It was a pretty long entry. The
black-clad-creature-of-the-night myth was European, it seemed, but
there were stories of vampires from all over. Africa and Asia all
had blood-sucking monsters of one form or another. There were as
many explanations for why the beliefs about the creatures existed
at all. Poor understanding of the process of decomposition,
premature burial, rabies, and the blood disorder porphyria had all
been suggested. Others just said that vampires filled a niche, a
mythological niche rather than an ecological one: they were,
essentially, an archetype of storytelling.

He tried another site, and
another, and he was still working through links when Leanne rolled
in and fell down beside him on the sofa.

‘Vampires? Seriously?’ she
said.

‘Oh, I couldn’t sleep and I was
just looking. You know how it is when you start clicking
links.’

‘Huh, yeah. Okay. It’s better
than finding you browsing porn.’

‘Which I would never do.’

‘Oh… no.’

‘Anyway, I was hoping we could
make some ourselves, but you look like it’s been a long one.’

‘I’m still a little wired. You’d
be doing all the work, but I might let you. You know…
Hypothetically, obviously, but if there were real vampires, there’s
no way you’d find anything about them looking on there.’

‘No?’

‘Nuh-huh. What happens when
someone thinks they’ve found a real vampire?’

‘Murder enquiries, mobs with
pitchforks…’

‘Yeah. So if there was anything
even remotely like a vampire, they’d hide. That’s why there’s no
way the guy you put down was a vampire. They just wouldn’t…
couldn’t run wild like that.’

‘That’s… logical. But people go
nuts. Human people go insane and murder other people. Why couldn’t
a vampire do the same?’

‘Okay. Valid. I could fall back
on “there ain’t no such thing as vampires,” but since we’re playing
hypotheticals… The other vampires couldn’t let someone like that
run around and prove they existed. They’d have to take him out and
cover it up. Good old vampire conspiracy stuff.’

‘You’d never cover up something
like that. Too many people would know…’

‘Vampires are immortal. They’d
have a lot of time to get their conspiracy set up, but I wouldn’t
lose sleep over it. No such thing as vampires, remember?’

‘I remember.’

‘Now, how about you take me to
bed and help me wind down before I sink into oblivion for eight
hours.’

Mike grinned and hit the power
button on the laptop. ‘I can do that, sure.’

14th November.

‘He has spent a lot of time digging
into vampires.’ The speaker looked to be about fourteen and she sat
in a large, comfortable office chair surrounded by screens,
keyboards, and mice, as well as a games controller off to one side.
The room was dimly lit, much of the light coming from various
displays.

‘Successfully?’ the ‘angel’
asked.

‘What do you think?’

‘All right. What do you think of
his research technique?’

‘Starting at the top and trying
everything you see is not a research technique.’

‘It’s my research
technique, more or less.’

‘You use more judgement. He’s
finding all the usual rot, nothing particularly useful unless you
know what you’re looking for. One interesting thing came up.’

‘Oh?’ Perfect eyebrows raised a
little, the angel was interested.

‘His girlfriend suggested he go
out with her tonight. One of her flatmates wants to go to the Black
Candle. He agreed very quickly.’

The angel smiled. ‘It’s Friday
and I’ve not much else on.’

‘Give Pat my regards.’

~~~

The Black Candle was a few blocks from
the apartment Leanne shared, but neither she nor Mike had ever been
there. Mike had had a number of reasons for agreeing to go out to
the place, among which was the fact that he had barely left his
apartment all week and he was going stir-crazy. There was also the
company, Leanne’s housemates, all of them medical residents like
her. Lisa and Mark were okay, in Mike’s opinion, but Andy, the one
who had persuaded everyone to try the Candle, was a bit of a jerk
and tried it on with anything female every chance he got. Lisa and
Leanne ignored him, but that did not stop him trying.

Then there was the other thing.
‘This place has a bit of a reputation,’ Mike said to Leanne as they
walked down W 48th. ‘No one’s ever managed to get
anything on the owner, or catch anyone up to anything, but you get
some… rough crowds in there.’

‘It’s dangerous?’ Leanne
asked.

‘No. Probably not. No more
dangerous than leaving you to Andy anyway, but I thought coming
along might be safer.’

‘And you can sit between me and
Andy.’ Leanne flashed him a grin.

‘And that.’ Mike cast his eyes
ahead and spotted the club. In the middle of the block, it looked
like a converted apartment building, five storeys high. The ground
floor had a stone facia, the windows blocked up, and the upper
floors were brick with barred windows. No light came from inside,
which suggested some sort of blackout. The door was at one side,
painted black, and there were two bouncers standing outside it.
There was no queue, but Mike saw the bouncers turning someone away
as the group of five approached, Andy in the lead.

The head bouncer, or Mike took
him as such, flicked casual eyes over them. He was a tall, heavily
built man with a shaved head and hard, grey eyes. His gaze fell on
Mike and lingered for a second, and then he waved them in. As Mike
walked up, he saw the earwig in the man’s ear, and then the bouncer
nodded and said, ‘Detective. You’ll prefer the third-floor
bar.’

‘Uh… thanks,’ Mike replied and
continued in through the black-painted door with its rather
discreet sign: red, Gothic lettering on polished copper with the
name of the club. In the small foyer, the throb of music became
audible from further inside. To the right was a coat check with a
smiling, very attractive, blonde attendant, and they paused to hand
over their coats.

‘You’ve met that guy before?’
Leanne asked as they waited in line.

‘Not that I remember.’

‘He seemed to know you.’

‘My picture’s been on TV
recently.’ It was a source of mild embarrassment, but it was
true.

‘Yeah, I guess.’ Leanne slipped
her coat off as she spoke. She was wearing her partying dress: she
only had the one. It was short and black, which he appreciated, in
a watermarked silk or satin. He had never been sure what the
difference was between silk and satin, and did not care much. The
dress had one solid shoulder and one composed of three thin strips,
and there was a lace band around the hem, and she always coupled it
with her ‘stripper shoes’: a pair of cross-strapped sandals with
thick, transparent plastic soles. Leanne was a practical girl on a
budget: this was her one and only frivolous outfit.

‘God, Lisa, why do you do this
to me?’ Mike looked around at Andy’s voice to see Lisa’s chosen
outfit for the evening. You might have been generous and described
it as a dress: hot pink with a deeply cowled neckline, ladder back,
and wide slits up the hips. Her sandals were high-heeled and had a
wide band wrapping her ankle. Lisa spent more on clothes than
Leanne did, but then both Mark and Andy spent more on clothes than
Mike did, despite not having his income. Of course, in a few years,
that would change when they were surgeons or something.

‘Because I can,’ Lisa replied,
smiling. Few people who saw her believed she was a
soon-to-be-practising physician: most thought she was, generously,
a model, or a ditz if they were being unkind. That partially
stemmed from the blonde hair, long enough to reach her breasts with
a tendency to messy and, currently, bright pink streaks dyed into
it. She was blue-eyed, slim, around five-foot-nine, with long legs
and a trim body. While she did not have Leanne’s chest, she did
make the most of what she had whenever she could, hence the diving
neckline, and her breasts had a certain pert quality which Andy
loved to comment on.

Andy was tall and blonde,
good-looking and solidly built. He had played football in high
school, and you got the impression he was the kind of kid who
picked on nerds, but he did have a good brain in there; it
just tended to express itself like a jock, or maybe a stereotypical
med student. Compared to him, Mark was straight-laced and ordinary,
and very much the wingman. He had more of a dusky complexion than
black skin, dark eyes and close-cropped, black hair. He was fit and
fairly attractive, but he constantly lived in Andy’s shadow,
despite being the brighter of the two. Perhaps because he was
brighter, he did not let Andy drag him into too much trouble.

‘Music sounds good,’ Andy
said.

‘It sounds loud,’ Leanne replied
as Mike handed over his coat. ‘The guy on the door suggested the
third floor.’ They walked through the heavy door onto a dancefloor
which was throbbing with some sort of dark, Gothic rock, and a lot
of bodies. ‘Definitely the third floor,’ Leanne added, though only
Mike heard her. Still, Andy began weaving through the dancers
towards the stairs at the back of the room.

Mike watched the crowd as he
moved. He was expecting to see evidence of drugs, but what he saw
was something else and he was not entirely sure what it was. There
was attention: Mike was sure there was more attention directed at
the newcomers than he would have expected. Nothing dangerous, more
curious. The dancers seemed… exotic, a little strange… and there
was that weird feeling in Mike’s mind, but it was different, more
of a head rush than nausea. Some of the looks they were getting
seemed almost hungry, with a healthy dose of sexual tension. Well,
there was a lot of pretty close dancing…

The head rush faded, but did not
vanish entirely, as they got to the second floor and a more sedate
dancefloor. At one end of the room, a band was playing some sort of
techno music: Mike was not too hot on that kind of thing, but it
was lighter than the dark stuff downstairs. The floor area was
smaller, surrounded by tables where various groups and couples sat.
Many were watching the dancers, but several turned to look at the
group of people crossing to the next set of stairs. This lot looked
better off, in Mike’s opinion, but looks could be deceiving and the
light downstairs was too dim to tell designer distressed leather
from genuinely distressed.

There were waitstaff here, two
girls and a guy, dressed to kill and all attractive. The women were
in heels which looked totally impractical for a waitress, but the
girls showed no sign of discomfort. Mike’s feet ached just looking
at them.

And then they found the bar on
the third floor. It was subtle, not at all brightly lit, with a lot
of dark wood that seemed to absorb what light there was and booths
around the edge which were mostly in deep shadow. On the street
side of the building, the opposite end of the room from the stairs,
was the bar counter with various people propping it up, and there
was an empty table big enough to sit all five of them.

‘Almost as if we were expected,’
Andy said, grinning as he marched over. ‘You getting the first
round in, Detective Williams?’ Andy only ever called Mike that when
money was involved.

‘Yeah,’ Mike said as he joined
Andy at the bar and waited for the woman behind it to see them.

Mike knew who she was from
talking to some of the vice cops at the precinct: Patrice Lumiere,
born in New Orleans, she had been running the Candle for almost
fifteen years and owned the place. She was tall and slim, quite
beautiful with shoulder-length, pale-blonde hair and eyes the
colour of good-quality whiskey. She was wearing a tank dress in
pink and purple, and pink high heels, and she was not showing any
discomfort either as she walked down towards Mike with a smile on
her face.

‘Detective Michael Williams,’
she said, ‘the hero of the day. You did a good thing last week. I’m
Pat. First round’s on the house.’

‘Uh… thanks, and if you’re Pat
then I’m Mike.’

Pat’s smile widened a little.
‘What’ll it be?’

As the drinks were ordered, Mike
looked around. The weird feeling in his head was still there, but
subdued, and no one seemed to be looking their way. Except when he
looked down the bar. At the end, perched on a stool in a tight,
black, high-collared dress with a low front, was a woman. She was
tall and dusky skinned with lush black hair that fell to her
breasts. Her long legs were strapped into ludicrously high-heeled
boots that ran up her calves, and she had a thin, black choker
around her throat. And Mike was sure he should recognise
her. She lifted the tumbler she was holding in a silent toast and
gave him a nod.

Leanne, of course, noticed. ‘Do
you know that woman, Mike?’

‘No. I don’t think so, anyway. I
think I recognise her, but… No.’

‘She’s beautiful.’

Mike looked at his girlfriend.
‘I am required by law to say that you’re more beautiful.’

‘Sweet-talker.’

‘Who knew having a cop on the
team would get us free drinks,’ Andy said as they settled around
the table.

‘Well, don’t expect it to be a
common occurrence,’ Mike told him. ‘The news channels will find
something else to focus on soon enough and then I’ll have had my
fifteen minutes.’

‘You deserve more,’ Mark
said.

‘For almost getting killed?’

‘For stopping that nut. What was
it? Eleven dead in forty days? The guy was a maniac.’

‘Drinking blood,’ Andy added. ‘I
mean, what kind of person drinks blood these days with all the
potential diseases you could catch?’

‘A crazy one.’

‘Or a vampire,’ Lisa said.

‘Here we go,’ Andy said,
grinning broadly.

‘No such thing as vampires,
Lisa,’ Leanne said, a little wearily.

‘What? Look at the facts. He
drank blood, and he was strong. Mike put, like, twenty rounds in
him before he went down. PCP does not explain that.’

‘It has to, or something else,
something more powerful.’

‘Now who’s clutching at straws
to justify her beliefs?

‘Huh,’ Mark said, ‘this is a
good conversation for a night out. How about we talk about
something more amusing, like sclerosis of the liver?’ He lifted his
beer.

‘That,’ Mike said, lifting his
own, ‘is something I can get behind.’

~~~

Mike made his way to the bar for another
round of drinks and found the only space at it beside the
black-haired woman on the stool. He looked down the bar and decided
he might be waiting a small while since Pat was pretty busy; his
gaze turned to his neighbour.

Up close, she was lusciously
beautiful. Thin eyebrows arched up over large, blue eyes. She had
high cheekbones over hollowed cheeks and a strong jawline. Her
lips, painted a deep red, were full, almost pouting. Her figure was
like something out of Playboy: her dress strained to hold in
a very large pair of pert, rounded breasts, her waist was slim, her
hips wide, and she had legs that belonged on a Vargas pin-up. There
was something almost unnatural about her, as though she had been
manufactured to be that perfect. Her dress, he noted, had a zip at
the front, rising from the hem to her navel, which was unzipped for
four or five inches.

‘Good evening, Detective,’ she
said.

‘Hi.’ Mike frowned. ‘Have we met
before?’

She just smiled. ‘I’m Diana,
Diana Hunter.’

‘Mike Williams.’

‘I’m aware. You’ve been all over
the news. “Hero cop ends chain of killings.”’

‘Yeah, well… I’m still not sure
how I did that. I thought I was dead.’

‘Apparently you were mistaken.’
She had a voice to go with the body: lush and velvety with a
throaty quality.

‘Apparently. I think they pumped
the entire city’s blood supply into me at the hospital.’

‘You did exceptionally well. He
is not going to kill another. You should take some pride in
that.’

‘Oh, I do.’

‘Hello again, Mike,’ Pat said,
appearing beside them. ‘Time for another?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I remember the list. You need
another, Di?’

‘I’m fine,’ Diana said.

‘Hey, I thought I’d come help
with the drinks.’ Leanne managed to quietly insert herself into the
group as Pat went after the drinks. It was not that Leanne got
between Mike and Diana, but she placed herself so that she was
clearly assuming a buffer position. Mike felt his cheeks
flushing.

Diana seemed not to notice.
‘Hello. We haven’t met. I’m Diana.’ She held out her hand to Leanne
who took it automatically.

‘Leanne,’ Leanne said. ‘I’m the
hero’s girlfriend.’

Diana smiled. ‘He’s a lucky man.
You’re quite beautiful.’ Leanne blinked, not sure how to respond
and not quite sure how her jealousy seemed to have been derailed so
easily.

‘I know I think she is,’ Mike
said.

‘Policemen are supposed
to be observant,’ Pat commented without looking around.

‘Yeah,’ Mike said, ‘which is why
I’m annoyed half of what happened in the park is just a haze. I
really don’t remember using a second magazine on him.’

‘Blood loss,’ Diana said, ‘can
cause all sorts of problems with the brain.’

‘We were worried about him for a
while,’ Leanne agreed, ‘but there’s no evidence of permanent damage
aside from the loss of memory, and the engrams probably never
encoded given the timeframe. It can take several minutes.’

‘You’re a doctor?’

‘Resident, working on the
full-on medical doctor thing.’

‘Beautiful and
intelligent, a dangerous package.’

‘You’d know,’ Pat said, turning
to place the last of the drinks on the bar.

Diana gave Pat a smirk. ‘Be
careful, Mike. The smart ones can be a handful.’

‘Oh, she is,’ Mike replied. He
handed money across the counter.

‘I’m not,’ Leanne said,
half-whining, ‘am I?’

‘My handful. I can cope.’

‘You’ve known each other a long
time,’ Diana observed.

‘First day of kindergarten. We,
uh, didn’t actually date back then.’

‘Ah, young love. So romantic,
don’t you think?’

‘Mike has never been a great
romantic,’ Leanne replied.

Mike gave her a mock scowl.
‘Let’s get back with the drinks before Andy annoys Lisa.’ As they
walked back to the table, he added, ‘I’m sure she undercharged
me.’

‘You’re the hero, remember? That
woman, Diana…’

‘Yeah?’

‘She’s really
beautiful.’

‘Yeah, she is, but she seemed to
pay more attention to you than to me. Maybe I should be
jealous.’

Leanne just giggled.

~~~

It was almost midnight when Leanne went
to the bar for drinks. Everyone was getting a little tipsy and Lisa
had already given up and headed back saying she was feeling a
little off. Mike had considered escorting her down, thinking of the
crowd on the first floor, but the Candle seemed like a well-run
place, not likely to tolerate anything going on under its roof. Why
vice had such a hard-on for the place he was not sure.

‘You having any second thoughts
about the job after what happened?’ Mark asked and Mike glanced his
way, surprised by the question.

‘No. I mean, if you have second
thoughts about close calls, you don’t start. Every cop knows
there’s the possibility something could happen to them. Last thing
you want is your name on the memorial wall, but we all know it can
happen. But, Hell, any of us could get hit by a bus.’

‘Cheery thought,’ Andy said,
‘but true.’ He shrugged. ‘We take all the precautions, but it just
takes a slip and we’ve got HIV or hepatitis. It’s slower, but it’ll
kill you all the same.’

Mike looked around at Leanne,
who seemed to be having a fairly intense chat with Diana and Pat.
‘You’re right. Cheery. I won’t say it wasn’t scary as Hell. I
thought…’ He frowned. ‘Actually, it was kind of weird. I was pretty
sure I was going to die, but it was like it was funny or something.
Like I was drunk.’

‘Blood loss will–’ Mark
began.

‘Huh, yeah, I know.’

‘Lack of oxygen to the brain,’
Andy said. ‘I’d imagine you’ve had it explained enough your ears
hurt.’

‘Yeah. But knowing Leanne means
my first aid is better than most people’s anyway.’

Leanne chose that moment to
return and place glasses of beer in front of Mark and Andy. Then
she bent down to place her mouth against Mike’s ear. ‘We need to
go,’ she whispered, a hint of urgency in her voice.

‘We do?’

‘Yes. I want you. Right
now.’

‘Oh…’ He raised his voice. ‘Uh,
guys, we need to head back. I’m still not a hundred per cent and my
doctor is advising me it’s pumpkin time.’ Leanne had never, as far
as Mike could remember, demanded sex like that, but he was not
going to question the sudden need.

‘I’d call you a lightweight,’
Andy said, ‘but I guess we can make allowances for your invalid
status.’

‘Yeah, thanks.’ He got to his
feet and followed Leanne to the stairs, noticing Pat waving from
behind the bar and the somewhat amused look on Diana’s face on the
way.

15th November.

They almost fell in through the
apartment door. Leanne had given Mike the key so he could work the
lock while she concentrated on kissing his neck. It took him two
tries to get the key in the lock and a couple of goes at
coordinating turning the key with pushing the door.

‘I want you,’ Leanne whispered
as she pulled him in.

Mike pushed the door closed
behind him. ‘I kind of got that.’

‘Now,’ she added, backing up
against the wall and hitching her dress up around her hips.
‘Here.’

It was weird. Okay, not weird,
but a little out of character. On the other hand, it was also
intensely arousing. He pushed himself up against her, grinding his
cock into her through her panties.

‘God! Put it in me!’ Leanne
gasped, reaching down to wrestle with his belt. After a second of
frustration, she let him do that and focused on pushing her panties
down, wriggling to get them to drop to her ankles. ‘Please,’ she
moaned out.

Mike grabbed her behind and
lifted, pressing her back against the wall, and her legs wrapped
around his hips and he pushed…

‘Yes!’ Leanne groaned. ‘Do it.
Hard and fast.’

He had never seen her
like this, so wound up and ready to pop for no apparent reason. He
pulled back and then rammed himself in, repeating the action and
getting a grunt of pleasure from Leanne each time. It seemed to
take seconds before she let out a wail and clamped her hands around
his shoulders, clinging on as the orgasm crashed through her. Mike
kept going, feeling her body clenching around him.

‘Oh, God,’ she gasped, ‘I’m
going to… Ah!’

This time as her body clamped
down on him, he felt himself go over the edge and there was nothing
he could do to stop it. There was the violent explosion of climax
and then they were on the floor in a crumpled heap.

‘Shit!’ Mike said. ‘That
was…’

‘Yes,’ Leanne agreed. ‘Now get
me to the bedroom. I want it longer next time.’

Wondering if she was trying to
kill him, Mike began disentangling himself from her limbs so that
he could pick her up.

~~~

Mike opened his eyes, blinked a couple
of times, and lifted his head to check the time. It was after ten
and Leanne was still curled in his arms in her narrow bed, so it
was a good thing she was on a later shift.

‘I’m awake,’ Leanne mumbled.
‘I’m just trying to work out how to show my face in public
again.’

Mike chuckled softly. ‘Why?’ He
was fairly sure he knew why, but teasing her a little seemed like
the thing to do.

‘I dragged you out of the
club.’

‘Led in a demanding manner,’ he
countered.

‘And then… That wasn’t me. I
don’t do that.’

‘You,’ Mike said, ‘were an
animal.’

Leanne yanked the sheet over her
head. ‘Don’t!’

‘I liked it. Not sure what got
into you, but I liked it.’

The sheet was pulled down and
she turned in his arms. ‘You did? I mean, I did. It was like I was
on fire. Every time you touched me, I felt like I was coming. It
was amazing. I… I was talking to Pat. A-and it was like I suddenly
had to have you.’

‘Hell of a conversation.’

‘She said she liked my dress.
That was it. Then I felt all light-headed and horny.’

‘Weird, but I’m not going to
complain. I like what we do normally, but that was certainly a nice
change.’

Leanne’s smile was a little
timid. ‘It was, wasn’t it? We must have woken Lisa.’

‘She came in after we did. I
guess she wanted away from Andy and made an excuse.’

‘Oh. I guess. I’ll grill her on
it later. How did you notice her coming in? I was out of it after
we made it through the door.’

He smirked. ‘Door of the
apartment, yeah. Couldn’t even wait for the bed.’

Leanne bit her lip. ‘Don’t!’ She
tried to pull the sheet up again, but he stopped her, instead
forcing it down and off her breasts.

‘Don’t cover up then.’

‘Mike, I don’t, ahh…’ She
trailed off into a moan as his mouth closed around her left nipple.
‘I-in that case… go on.’

17th November.

The first of the Harlem Vampire’s
victims had been found in a housing redevelopment down by Harlem
River Drive. Leanne had been more than usually attentive for most
of the weekend, and the sex had been welcome, but it had not chased
away the weird dreams which refused to go away or make sense. Mike
had decided to try something new and go look at the murder
sites.

Flashing his badge had got him
into the building. They were working on a different area now
anyway. According to the foreman, they had been asked to leave the
room where the body was found in case further evidence was needed
and would he please ask someone if it could be cleaned up now.

The door was taped over but
unlocked. Mike opened it and ducked under the tape and into the
lounge of a fairly large apartment. It was probably going to be
upscale when it was finished. Now the plasterwork needed to be
skimmed and the floor was bare concrete. There was a large,
semi-circular window at the far end which overlooked the river, and
no sign of blood.

That changed when he walked
through into what he figured was the master bedroom. They were
probably going to have to resurface the floor and redo the
plasterwork from scratch, though there was, perhaps, less blood
than one might have expected considering the victim had
exsanguinated.

Mike stood, looking at the deep
red soaked into the floor, the splashes and splatters of it on the
walls and even on the window. A woman had died here, died a
horrible death at the hands of a mad man who thought he was a
vampire. She had been picked up off the street on her way home from
her job at a local restaurant, dragged onto the site, and her
throat had been torn open.

Which did not entirely make
sense. The killer had not torn at Mike’s throat. He had sunk those
veneers in and sucked at the blood which pumped out. Serial killers
did develop their technique… Had the guy done the same with
his first victim? Had the tearing had been done after the fact to
disguise the bite? He was just considering asking whether he could
take a look at the case files when he heard the voice behind
him.

‘You’re off duty, Detective.
This is an odd place to find you.’

Even though some part of his
mind recognised the voice, he was drawing his Smith & Wesson as
he turned. Diana’s lips were curled into a slight smile and she did
not seem disturbed by the weapon pointed at her. She wore a long,
black coat over slacks and a blouse, both in black, and kitten
heels. Her eyes were hidden behind dark glasses which she reached
slowly for and slid off.

‘What are you doing here?’ Mike
asked.

‘I’m going to reach into my coat
and take out my ID,’ she said in reply and proceeded to do so,
slowly and deliberately. She flipped open the leather folder and
held it out for him to see.

‘You’re a cop?’

‘Difficult to believe, I
know.’

‘Specialist Crimes Unit. I’ve
heard of it. Just about. Why didn’t you say anything at the
Candle?’

‘Because I needed to talk to
some people before I could introduce myself properly.’

Mike lowered his weapon. ‘I
don’t understand.’

‘Still having trouble with your
memory? You still don’t remember me properly?’

His eyes narrowed. ‘That was
you. I’d just about convinced myself I hallucinated you. You were
there. You… You were the one who killed him!’

She just smiled. ‘Let’s get out
of here. We’ll go to your apartment. I need to talk to you in
private.’

‘Why?’

‘I’ll tell you that when
we’re somewhere private. I need to stop off and tell the foreman he
can start work in here again, then we’ll go.’

‘Okay, I guess,’ Mike said,
wondering what the Hell was going on.

~~~

Mike scurried into his apartment and
gave it a quick once-over before Diana sauntered in, closing the
door from the small porch behind her. Since Leanne had decamped
with him to his place after her Saturday shift, which had lasted
well into Sunday, he had tidied up and he was not the kind of
bachelor to leave a copy of Hustler beside the toilet
anyway.

‘Not bad,’ Diana said, her eyes
scanning the room. It was not exactly huge, a basic rectangle with
a door at the back, but it was large enough for a sofa and a
plastic bucket chair Mike had picked up at a garage sale, and a low
coffee table made of slightly different shades of pale wood jointed
together. The latter was one of the few bits of furniture he had
that he was proud of, but the sofa was comfortable. There was an
entertainment centre under the window: not the largest of TVs, but
it worked and the picture was good. ‘You walk into some bachelor
pads and wonder whether the owner’s human. And there’s always a
copy of Hustler beside the toilet.’

Mike felt his cheeks colour and
had an urge to rush to the bathroom to check, even though he had
never bought a copy of the magazine in his life. ‘Not here,’ he
said. ‘Would you like coffee?’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Uh… have a seat, I think I need
some.’

‘Be my guest. You had a tough
week.’

When he returned from the
kitchen at the back, he found her sitting on the bucket seat,
relaxed with her legs crossed. There was the feeling about her that
she was never uncomfortable anywhere, even though you also got the
impression that she belonged in a palace, probably a big one, on
the arm of a king.

‘The sofa’s more comfortable.’
Mike said.

‘I’m fine. What do you know
about SCU?’

Mike settled onto the sofa and
put his coffee mug down on a mat with the NYPD logo printed on it.
‘Uh… Well, it gets confused with the Crime Scene Unit a lot.’ That
got a smile. ‘It’s under the Special Investigation Division. I
don’t think I’ve ever met anyone from it before and I’m not sure
I’ve ever met anyone else who has. No one really knows what it’s
for. The name is really generic, tells you nothing.’

‘That’s why we chose it.
Ostensibly, the Specialist Crimes Unit is there to investigate
situations which require esoteric knowledge and skills. We have a
varied toolkit and we get involved in all sorts of weird cases. We
debunk ghost sightings where there’s fraud or other activities
involved. We investigate satanic cults who are in it for the child
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