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DRACULA WALKED GINGERLY onto the brown carpeted living room floor as he carried his daughter Jenny and put her on the sofa. With his strength, she was as light as air. The 12-year-old awoke from her fainting spell; the reality of it was like running downstairs on Christmas morning and discovering that Christmas was canceled. Her father was Dracula! Who could have prepared for such a revelation? She didn’t want it to be true, but he looked proud and effervescent. She had to admit that he was a handsome vampire, although perhaps a monster, maybe not.

Dracula felt sorry for the child having to meet her father for the first time under such circumstances, a bombshell that no one should have dropped upon them like that. The shrapnel from the revelation had cut through her, shattering warm thoughts and good feelings. Her mind was a jumble of emotions colliding with one another. Jenny didn’t want to believe it, yet somehow she knew it was true. Was her father Dracula? Her father was Dracula! Jenny’s father WAS DRACULA.

But what did that make her? That was certainly a good question to contemplate.

Dracula attempted to convince Allison to reveal the truth in the past, but she had always put it off until the future. She didn’t want Jenny burdened because her father was the king of all vampires. Many stories were circulating about the Master, many of them horrible. He warned her that Jenny would feel cheated and that important information should have been revealed from the beginning. Allison was frightened of how it would affect Jenny in her day-to-day life. She was sure the child would feel different about herself, which was worrying. She was also afraid that Jenny’s reaction would put an immovable wedge between them. But now the bat was out of his cave, and no way to put him back.

Allison didn’t want to be the type of mother that never heard a peep from their children as they grew into adults, or in this case, her only child. Allison knew that the concealment had been wrong, but time had reinforced the wall that hid the truth as the years passed. She endured more than one sleepless night because of it, especially when Dracula threatened to spill it. Allison had always been intelligent and level-headed, but perhaps she had erred in this situation.  The truth had to be dealt with, as there was no going back.  

“Oh.” Jenny immediately sat up and stared at the both of them, a little embarrassed that she had fainted. She shook her white-blond hair out of her lovely green eyes and stared at her parents. Her parents! The information she received had been quite a shock to her system, an overload of sorts. She was a hybrid with extraordinary talents, with a vampire for a father. 

Jenny was, in fact, a wizard and a potent one at that.   

She had just discovered that her birth father was THE vampire. As Jenny considered her young life, it was starting to make sense; she now knew why she was such a powerful little thing. Simultaneously mad and confused, she was unsure of her next move. Jenny wanted to kick both of them in the butt but knew that wouldn’t happen. Jenny was so mad that she thought about picking up the sofa and throwing it, and she could do it. Her entire life had been a lie, and she felt betrayed. It was an untruth deeper than the ocean.   

Allison felt sorry for lying to her daughter for all those years; she suffered the stress from the disclosure in a progressing headache. How was she ever to make up for it? Allison wished that she had told her years ago. Now she wondered if she might not be forgiven. The responsibility was all on her shoulders. “Jenny, are you okay?”

“I think so. What happened? Did I faint? How embarrassing!”

Her mother sat on the carpet, gazing up at her. She had never felt awkward around her daughter until now. Perhaps this moment would start her rebellious years, but she hoped not. What in the world had she been thinking? Everyone should know their parents and the fundamental nature of understanding oneself.  The links that formed a family tree were important stuff.  “You did faint, and your father caught you.” Allison’s head gestured toward Dracula, who was standing tall beside her.  

Dracula smiled as he raised his eyebrows. He was handsome in his Armani suit and had captivating brown eyes. He was as impressive as they came; even vampires wanted to run away at his sight. His striking face was fortyish and exceptional; he made many pupils of the opposite sex widen with interest. Dracula looked down at Jenny and didn’t know what to say.  Being close and personal with his daughter for the first time was strange, not knowing much about her except for what Allison had told him. It was an awkward situation for all of them. The vampire had butterflies in his stomach for the first time in centuries. Jenny forced him to look away because of the guilt.

“What were you thinking, Mother?” Jenny remained in a state of confusion. It’s not that she couldn’t believe it, but it was a lot to process in such a short time. The truth could be like a sandstorm in the desert, challenging to push through, but everything was clearer once beyond it. It would take some time for her to sit comfortably in his presence. Her mind had shifted into high gear, and she couldn’t slow it down. The girl wasn’t sure if she wanted to believe it, but the expressions on their faces were compelling evidence besides the fact that her eyes resembled his. What would her friends say? Then she remembered that she wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. What a secret to keep. “So Dracula is really my father? And this is not some sick joke?”

“No, yes, he’s your father.”

“Luke, I mean, Jenny, I am your father.”

“You didn’t think it necessary to tell me that Dracula is my father? I mean Dracula, come on!”

Dracula attempted to infuse a bit of humor into the situation. “Look into my eyes.” He was immediately aware of the error in judgment and felt stupid. It was rare for him to feel awkward, but there it was. The Master was ill-at-ease, uncomfortable, and even a little self-conscious. No foe could ever faze him, yet little Jenny had instantly instilled guilt with just a tinge of panic.  Life still had surprises for him, after all, and in a way, he appreciated it. It had not been the dreary day that Drac had expected. He crossed his arms but thought it might appear too stern for the situation. Dracula felt like running away, which made him shake his head slightly and smile. It was challenging for him not to change into a bat and fly off.

“Shut up,” said Jenny. “You owe me a hell of a lot of birthday presents, DAD. And that was some way to meet my FATHER, MOTHER.” She emphasized both her parents. “Oh, by the way, your father just happens to be Dracula. Nice. What would you like for lunch? And by the way, your dad is Dracula. Lots of ways to tell me, MOTHER.” She gave stern looks to both of them, one at a time, and lingered on Dracula’s eyes. Neither parent knew what to say in their defense. He could technically blame it on Allison, but he wasn’t going to do that. Dracula could not recall anyone ever staring at him for that length of time, and again it made him smile. It appeared that she was a chunk off the old block.

“What would you like for all of those birthdays?”

Jenny thought that she would hit him with something big and, of course, expensive. It was common knowledge that Dracula was rich, and everyone was aware. “A red Ferrari 458 Italia? Push-button start, very nice.” 

“Done,” said Dracula.

Allison shook her head. “You’re not buying her a Ferrari; she’s not old enough to drive.” 

“She can play in it in the driveway until she’s old enough. Some kids have a dollhouse; she’ll have a Ferrari. What’s wrong with that?”

Jenny observed their bickering and liked it; it could be helpful in the future. Perhaps she could pit one against the other as they would have plenty of guilt for years to come; at least, she hoped it would be the case. Jenny could get her father to buy her a seat on one of those flights into orbit. She looked up at Dracula and then at her mother. “Mother, is he serious? I’ll bet he’s rich, though. Does that mean we’re rich?”   

There it was. Another reminder of things that should never be revealed, but Allison was beginning to doubt her judgment. Should she inform or not inform? That was the question. A parent’s guidance was like walking a tightrope; one way or the other, they would fall. Allison didn’t know how her daughter would deal with the information she was about to deal, but the hand was hot. Maybe it was the occasion for digging everything out of the attic. Yes, all the cards should be on the table, although her conscience waved a red flag. She was starting to regret getting out of bed. “You’ve always been rich, Jenny, from the day you were born.”  

Jenny’s cute face scrunched as she attempted to figure out what she meant. “Say what now? What the heck is that supposed to mean?” Jenny stared at both parents, first at one, then the other, and then back again. Sounded like gibberish unless it was an attempt at diversion. Of course, this was the perfect place for diversionary tactics. 

“Your father opened a bank account for you the day you were born, but you don’t get it until you’re eighteen.”

“Really? How much? A million? Two?” 

“Let’s just say that you’ll never want for money.” Her mother smiled.

“Nice answer. Dracula was serious about the Ferrari?”

“Oh, he probably is, but no, you’re not getting a Ferrari. Dracula, what happens when she turns the key or presses the button and heads up the road at two hundred miles per hour?” 

“That seems unlikely. The street isn’t long enough to attain such velocity. Well, I suppose it is, but I ah. I, ah, I should be going now?”

Jenny shook her head. “I wouldn’t go more than a hundred and fifty.”

Silence ensued as they all considered the situation in their way. Dracula was happy with having the opportunity to stare at his progeny up close and personal, and like her mother, she had a fire in her eyes, and he liked that. He expected nothing less. Jenny had areas of her mind blocked even to him, which her father found most interesting. What kind of powerhouse had his genes created?  He could tell Jenny was a little frightened of him, but he also knew that an entire mafia family couldn’t make her cough up that information. He considered that she was probably exceptional to such a degree that even he couldn’t imagine it; this made Dracula very proud of his daughter.

Jenny considered that if Dracula was her father, how freaking powerful did that make her? Would she one day be the new Dracula? No, she knew that was a stupid thought. But if Jenny was a wizard descended from Dracula, did that make her the most powerful? The answer was probably not because a wizard was a mixture of power, knowledge, and experience. She thought that if she were dumb enough to become overconfident, it would most likely get her killed.

Allison was on a guilt trip and feared it would be a one-way ticket. Would their relationship recover, or would it be forever strained? One thing was sure; Jenny would never let her forget it. Reminders would be thrown at her for the rest of her life.  Allison’s eyes searched for forgiveness, and then she remembered. “Jenny, your grandmother is outside waiting for you. Are you going to postpone, or will you go out with her?” 

They could almost see Jenny’s brain jumping into a lower gear; she always appreciated the time spent with her grandmother. “If we’re stinking rich, why do we live here?”

“Jenny, you’re the one that’s stinking rich, as you so eloquently put it.”

“I’ll bet he’s helping you out financially.”

“Maybe.”

“Mother, my whole life has been a stretch. What a complete lie I have lived, not knowing my father. Does that make any sense, or am I babbling? Is there a bankbook around here with my name on it? Dracula, would you be so kind as to read her mind and tell me where it is? For whatever reason, I can’t mind her. Otherwise, I would have known that my father was you-know-who, the big cheese with teeth. They say that you are the most powerful creature on the planet.  Let me see your fangs.” 

“No.” Dracula continued to feel uncomfortable.

Allison got up and stood beside Dracula, and they held hands, and Jenny pointed at them and told them to stop it. Jenny stood and made her way to the window and looked out. Hannah was busy putting on rouge, and Jenny could sense her excitement from where she was standing. She didn’t feel like going out, but she would go because her grandmother was looking forward to the outing, although she knew her mind would be busy with the Dracula thing. “I’m gonna go. I don’t want to disappoint her. Mother, we have some talking to do when I get back.”

“Maybe I’ll run away from home.” 

Dracula smiled as he looked down at Allison. “Ha, you’re going to get lectured.”

Jenny turned and looked up at her father. “Wait a minute. Wait a freaking minute? You’re standing out there watching the house once a month?”

Dracula shrugged. “Maybe. Is it a crime to want to get a glimpse of my daughter?”

Jenny wanted to give her father a good kick in the shin but didn’t dare. “I can’t wrap my brain around it that you’ve been lying to me for years. Does Martin even exist? Was he ever a real person?”

Allison shook her head. “No, I thought we’d established that.”

“So, mister Dracula, do I have any brothers or sisters running around?”

Dracula shook his head at her tenacity. “No, I believe you’re the only one. There were others long ago.”

Jenny nodded. “Who, Jack the Ripper? Attila the Hun? Aren’t I special?”

“More than you know.” The Master raised his eyebrows for emphasis.

“Oh, brother. And you, Mother, how he sent you a card with a single word. Nice. What was the word, bullshit?” Jenny looked up at Dracula and examined him; he looked down at her and smiled as best he could. “And you, where’s my autograph?”

“What would you like me to sign?”

“Oh, never mind, I don’t even know if I want it anymore! It’s just not the same when Dracula’s your father! I bet I could sell your pants on eBay for a fortune. I suppose my uncle is a werewolf? Lovely family tree, Mother. Why don’t you just take a branch from the family tree and beat me with it? Oh wait, I think you just did.” Jenny left the house and slammed the door; she stuck her head back in with another statement. “If my grades fall off a cliff, you’ll know why. I should tell Nan, and you can deal with her stroke, heart attack, and nervous breakdown. Where the heck is my purse? On my shoulder, of course?” She slammed the door once more.

“That went well.”  

Allison took her hand out of Dracula’s and gave him a look. “This is your fault, you know.”

Dracula looked down at Allison, enamored by her beauty. He went into her mind and asked her for a kiss, but she refused. “How the hell is it my fault? You lied to her. I told you to tell her years ago, but no, you refused, and now it’s my fault? Tell me about this Martin guy.”

Allison slapped him. “Dracula, that is not the least bit funny.”

“I’ll tear him to pieces. I’ll eat him if I have to.”

“It’s your fault because you didn’t force me to tell her. I’m only a defenseless woman, not a vampire.”

“I see.”

“Shut up. Jenny is never going to forgive me. I’ll tell her that you wouldn’t let me tell her. Yes, that could work.”

“That wouldn’t work for me. I’m sure Jenny will forgive you in time, though I imagine she’ll play the Dracula card for the next few months. Perhaps years. Who the hell knows? She’s a feisty little thing. I can’t wait to get to know her better.”

“Why don’t you go with her to the next parent and teacher meeting? Wouldn’t that raise a few eyebrows?”

They embraced as their eyes met. A passionate kiss, and then Drac stopped and stared. “Oh, how I’ve missed that.”

Allison smiled as she started to melt. “You can stop showing me images of us making out. I’ll never forget, so you don’t have to remind me.”

“Shall we?”

“Right now?”

Dracula ran his fingers through her hair. “Better now than when Jenny comes back. She probably won’t be in a good mood for a few years. I know you want to.”

“No. Oh, I suppose.”

Dracula picked up Allison and headed for the bedroom. “Don’t scream too loud.”

“After all this time, I make no promises.”

“And I like it when you scratch my back.”

“Oh, I’ll scratch you, alright.”

The Master blurred into the bedroom, and the wind slammed the door behind them.
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CHAPTER TWO





[image: ]


THE NEW YORK SKYLINE had a thunderstorm approaching with the occasional flash of lightning in the distance, and as Lauren gazed, she hoped it wasn’t the mood of things yet to come. Besides regretting the loss of Michael, she had a peculiar feeling going through her.   Usually, the feelings were a bit clearer, but this warning remained murky if that’s what it was. Unsettled and uncomfortable, something was disturbing her comfort zone, and she had a conflict of feelings about missing Michael. This time she couldn’t tell if the warning was for her. Perhaps something big and nasty was getting ready to go down. She hoped it didn’t mean that Michael was in serious trouble.  

The day was fiery and humid. The skyscrapers stood seemingly in defiance of the approaching weather. A few faces looked out of those windows with hopelessness as if they wanted to leap. The state of New York City was scarier than it had ever been. Rush hour traffic was heavy and impatient, with two large men engaging in fisticuffs in the middle of the street, the battle evenly matched. One tripped and fell awkwardly, skinning both of his knees. A wife’s screams for her husband to return to his shiny silver Mercedes-Benz went unanswered. He quickly got up, and then they went right back at it. Many people watched the battle for entertainment value. A blond 7-year-old boy in the backseat of a red Toyota Yaris covered his eyes as it was too much for him.

Lauren had settled into her apartment in New York, but she couldn’t get Michael out of her head, and she had never felt so alone. The days were long and the nights longer. The loft was large with shiny hardwood floors, and her furniture didn’t appear to occupy enough space, like miniatures in a dollhouse, but there was a place in her heart that also felt empty. Michael’s face filled most of her free time. That she missed him wasn’t a surprise, but the fact that she missed him to the extent she did certainly was. He had taken her heart without permission, ingratiated himself into her soul, absolutely nothing she could do about it. The damage was accomplished.  Lauren couldn’t punch him for that. She returned to the day he had hired that guy to throw the note in the bottle from his boat, which lifted her mood. It made her smile.  

The four rectangular windows were horizontal to the floor; they were huge and let in a lot of light. She had a large black sectional sofa with a chaise, a black reclining love seat, and in between a square glass coffee table with her swords resting on top. There was a curio cabinet with photos and knickknacks, and Michael’s note to her was inside it, still in the Coke bottle. The ceilings were the tallest she had ever seen, but the whiteness was not to her taste. It needed a splash of color. Someday she would take care of it but not today. The vast wall space dwarfed even her large Florida paintings of palm trees leaning over the water.

Lauren sat on the sofa, starting to read a new Dean Koontz novel almost a half dozen times, but her mind was distant, and she couldn’t get into it; it was hard to concentrate on anything. She alternately paced and then stared out the window. New York’s pace was hectic, even more so than Boston's. There were many things to do and see, but she didn’t want to do or visit any of them. The nasty vampires were thicker here; she killed three in less than a week.  One had had a spell on him, made his way surreptitiously behind her, and almost took her head. If it hadn’t been for that 10-year-old girl that screamed at her, she would probably be dead. She would take their heads if she ever discovered who the hell was providing the evil ones with magic.   

The pot that was New York was beginning to boil. People were even more irritated with the oppressive heat; some felt like they were melting. People lost weight and hope, and some moved out of the city. Add the daily slayings making the mood a mixture of anger and bleakness. A story posted in the New York Times on the hopelessness of it all depressed many people, making them want to track down the writer and pound the snot out of him. The reporter was given a two-week vacation just in case the death threats had some validity. So many New Yorkers were at their breaking point these days.    

When Lauren was bored or bothered, she liked to clean. However, the place was already shiny and clean, and she could not find a single dust bunny. And the painting was too smelly. Perhaps her mind needed to be vacuumed out, but that was one thing that she couldn’t accomplish. With the seriousness of her job, it wasn’t good to be distracted. Distracted in battle was an excellent way to get killed. She desperately wanted to cut something or someone in two.  On top of everything else, Lauren began to suffer from a lack of sleep.

“I’m so bored, yet I don’t want to do anything, and here I am talking to myself!” Her lonely gray-blue eyes examined the place and thought the space was missing something important, and of course, she knew that what it wanted was Michael. She had to snap out of it soon. Her Nutrisse blue-black hair was short and sassy. Lauren turned away from the windows and sighed because she missed those hazel eyes. He had stalked her for quite some time before she finally agreed to a single date, but it had become much more. Now she longed for him whenever she wasn’t battling evil vampires. She was starting to feel like a lovesick teenager, and she didn’t like it. Love could be amazing or devastating; on occasion, it was both on the same day.

Lauren stared at the Supernatural brothers' poster on the wall and then at the poster of Alexander and his female German Shepherd vampire dog Tessy. She stood immobile for quite a while, staring past the dog with her thoughts returning to Michael. The sheriff missed him on multiple levels, and she also missed Samantha. It wasn’t easy to make new friends when one was a red sheriff, especially those of the genuine variety. The excitement of dispatching nasty vampires had also lost some of its satisfaction. Lauren knew it wasn’t wise to put one’s happiness into the hands of another. Michael was back in Boston, and she regretted her decision even before she had arrived in the Big Apple. It was hard to find someone special, and now she felt she hadn’t fought hard enough for him. Those mixed feelings had turned into something substantial. Life was tricky like that.    

“Maybe I should dirty the place so that I can clean it. Don’t even know why I took the damn day off.”

She had tried to call him but was not successful. Why he didn’t have a cell phone was beyond her, almost everyone else did. Those morons who strolled through the mall with their phones glued to their heads, spewing personal information too loud, were humorous and pathetic. “Oh yeah, I got a lump on my left testicle. I said I got a lump on my left testicle!”

Even Samantha, back in New York, had been unable to contact him. Michael’s absence made her days so much longer. On her next day off, she decided to fly back to see if they couldn’t make it work. After all, Boston wasn’t all that far away. It was the only thing she had to look forward to, getting Michael into her arms. All those years of being turned off emotionally made it hard to deal with. If necessary, she could bring him back in a trunk. That thought made her smile for the first time in days.   

Lauren picked up her Samurai swords and held them touching at ninety degrees with her knees bent; she remained motionless as she went into a meditative state, transfixed like a statue. She stayed in that position for several minutes. Her level of concentration was at a higher intensity than most could obtain. The mind was wiped clean of all external distractions. She imagined several foes that approached. Lauren’s awareness was heightened; all her senses were razor-sharp. The mind was still as her muscles readied. The sheriff then went through a series of thrusts in a predetermined pattern, her swords cutting noisily through the air with the most impressive leaps. She parried, blocked, and decapitated in a fluid motion as natural to the sheriff as water in a brook. 

Then she envisioned multiple attackers with swords as she went into kill mode, slicing and dicing. There were two males and a female, all with swords. She dished out controlled fury combined with experience and style.  It was art in motion as she tumbled through the air with her blades striking at deadly angles.

Her front door was kicked off its hinges and flew across the room. It was no dream as her new home had sustained damage. Lauren faced the two intruders and smiled; Milton and Clifford blurred into the living room and were translucent. The spell that had allowed them entry without permission wasn’t exactly working as it should have. That was the thing with spells; people had to know what they were doing. The effects could be unhealthy, even deadly. They were tall, blonde, and skinny. Clifford’s hair was touching his shoulders while Milton had a brush cut. They were after bragging rights for killing a red sheriff, and there was now a prestigious club for biters that had killed sheriffs.  

Lauren kicked Clifford with such fury that she drove him back out the door. Milton deflected a single attempted blow before decapitating him, as she was in no mood to play. He didn’t immediately turn to dust because of the spell. Sparkles of lights danced through his headless torso. Clifford rushed in, screaming like an insane samurai warrior; she knocked the sword out of his hand, and as he ran to retrieve it, she took his head.  Lauren let herself fall onto the sofa and stared for almost five minutes at the corpses that hadn’t yet turned to dust. Milton was the first to pop and turn to dust, then several seconds later, the same thing happened to Clifford. It was time to get the vacuum cleaner. She had some cleaning to do after all.
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CHAPTER THREE
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IT WAS A LITTLE AFTER TEN O’CLOCK in the evening when Jerome exited the forest and made his way to the Mill Road in Moncton. He was comfortable dragging his victims into the nearby woods and feasting on them, surrounded by the trees and animals that concealed themselves in the night. The waxing crescent moon peeked through an opening in the clouds, and crickets chirped to give the night ambiance. A few cars went by, but not many. He knew there weren’t many sheriffs in Moncton, if any.

Jerome was a bearded fellow who had watched the three women who resided in the century-old white house with the peeling paint for the last two nights. He had set his attention on them like a trucker on a stake, and he wasn’t about to let go. Jerome blurred across the road, then paced at the back of the house and became excited every time one of them passed by the windows, lit up by the inner glow against the darkness outside. He was motivated by the night’s hug and by its freshness. The women were all in their sixties and shared the cost of living, making life more comfortable. They had become good friends and were like family. When one was sick, they all felt ill.

“You are bags of blood with legs. That’s what you are, ladies.” He looked like a mountain man who had just come out of the mountains and into civilization, with wild and crazy eyes. The more days that went by, the hungrier Jerome had been getting for their blood, but he liked to be patient. He took pride in the fact that he was so patient. He was hungry enough to eat their faces and drink their blood. They would taste as good as a cold draft from a large mug. They would be such a thirst-quencher. Jerome considered that his hunger just might be making him a little emotional. Instead of low blood sugar, did he have low blood blood? That thought made him smile. It was satisfying when he cracked himself up. 

Mary-Lynn Baker was reading the Times and Transcript newspaper at the kitchen table as Betty-Ann Cormier and Margery Tailor were doing the supper dishes at the sink. Margery always hummed when she did the dishes, and she was so good at it that the other two appreciated it. Her humming could raise anyone’s mood, as Margery had a talent for it. All three were unattached and had little family. Although Margery did have two sisters in Abbotsford, British Columbia, and a brother in Detroit, she hadn’t heard from them in years. They were all well-off, and she wasn’t. She had been ostracized and pushed out of the family loop without a single word uttered.

“That poor President Obama,” said Mary-Lynn. “Every time he tries to do something, they stop him. They say it’s a terrible idea when it's an exquisite idea.  A president should have more power than that, don’t you think? Otherwise, what’s the point of being president? I mean, if they fight you on every little thing, what is the point of being the President? Of course, having too much power could be dangerous.”

Betty-Anne was scrubbing spaghetti sauce off a white plate that had sat for too long. “It’s all about getting re-elected. They don’t care if the country goes right down the toilet. They have lots of money, and that’s all that matters, but boy do they like to pretend. They get in their limousines and go home to their mansions after telling poor folks to tighten their belts. I’d like to tighten a belt around their necks. ”

“I think we watch too much CNN.” Mary-Lynn considered how they seldom watched the Canadian news because it hit too close to home. They were all hooked on CNN.

The plate dropped and smashed on the floor, sending white pieces flying everywhere as Betty-Anne screamed the most horrible scream. Jerome was staring into the window over the kitchen sink with wild eyes; he liked to play with his food. They would have jumped out of their skin if they could have managed it. The vampire maneuvered himself to be upside down, appearing to be some crazed maniac, but of course, they knew he was a vampire. The biter repeatedly showed them his fangs and then retracted them. He made his way around the window twice as if defying gravity, peering at them from different angles to terrorize. The sound of him doing so was awful. If anyone showed up to challenge him, he would run off and return tomorrow night.

Margery ran and grabbed the phone off the wall, but someone cut the line. She grabbed her cell phone out of her purse but unfortunately discovered that the battery was dead. She felt like she was going to vomit. “My cell phone is dead! What in God’s name are we going to do?”

Mary-Lynn closed the curtains and tried to remain calm, but her shaking hands told a different story. She tried to take a deep breath to calm herself, but it wasn’t working. “He can’t get in if we don’t invite him in. He’s trying to make us run for help. Nobody can outrun a blood-sucking vampire.” She screamed toward the window. “Get out of here, you bloodsucker!”

Jerome went up the side of the house and onto the roof; it was the most horrible sound they had ever heard. Thump, thump, thump, scrape, clunk. What was he up there? They knew he couldn’t come in, so what the hell was he doing? Once on the roof, the thumps got louder, but he was careful not to cause the roof to cave in as he didn’t have the invitation to enter. The vampire paced back and forth up there, considering his options. Tomorrow night they could have a red sheriff waiting for him. What to do? He walked from one end of the roof to the other, transformed into a bat, and flew into the living room window where they had assembled. He stuck to the window and flapped his bat wings to terrorize them further. It was a peculiar thing seeing the bat laugh.

He turned back into his regular form and pressed his face hard against the glass. If Jerome could frighten them enough, he thought that it was likely that their instincts would take over, and they would make a run for it, or at least one of them would. His tongue started to lick the window as Margery screamed, his smile disturbingly extensive. She thought he looked like a sick clown. They ran back into the kitchen when he pulled down his pants and stuck his hairy ass against the window.  

“I can come in if I want to!” It was a lie, but it certainly did frighten them.

“I’m gonna run for help. If I scream loud enough, someone will come.” Panic had pushed away common sense crying; she desperately wanted to run, but they wouldn’t let her out of the house.

Moon Diamond, the lilac point Siamese, was on the sofa pawing at the remote to turn on Dracula’s sizeable flat-screen television. Zacharia’s soul was trapped inside the Siamese cat, and he was looking to watch the news. After several attempts, Zacharia managed to find the station but soon became uninterested in all the political talk. He stretched long and hard, then threw himself down on the floor and flicked his tail back and forth. The cat inside his head showed Zacharia images of mice he wanted to pursue and eat. The vampire told the cat to discontinue its pestering, but being a cat, it was fixated on rodents, birds, and balls of string for all he knew. Things that were important to the cat were not important to him. It was like living with a polar bear and trying to get along; they were simply too different to mesh. Best he didn’t think about being trapped forever inside the cat, but that was impossible.

It came out of nowhere and made the cat’s ears twitch.  A scream from somewhere forced Zacharia to stand and take notice. Someone was in distress, but where? It startled him to attention. Then another shriek found its way to his ears; it sounded female. The living room window was open to the outside, and Moon Diamond jumped onto the window sill and listened. The cat had taught itself how to use the electric can opener because the Master had been away for a few days and was now self-sufficient. And the bags of blood in the fridge were also fast food.

“Meow.”

Another distressful shriek and the feline jumped out of the window and onto the lawn. It waited for another scream so that it could orient on it. Suddenly it took off on the run, crossing Mill Road and turning left. It wasn’t long before he discovered Jerome with his face against the living room window, licking it. It was evident that the vampire was in the process of terrorizing humans. Moon Diamond climbed the creep’s leg to his left shoulder and took a bite out of it. Climbing that vampire was fun for the cat but extremely painful for the biter. 

“Aaaahhhhh!” Jerome fell off the window, tearing the cat from his shoulder and some skin, and attempted to smash the cat to the ground. Jerome tried to stomp the life out of the cat four times, creating a loud thud with every stomp, but Zacharia easily avoided him. They stared at one another with contempt. “What the shit are you!”

“Meow, meow, MEOW, meow, meow?” the cat mocked. The Siamese strutted with confidence, lifting its right paw and indicating that Jerome bring it on. The animal did a little dance to add to the insult. Finally, there was something for Zacharia to enjoy. Nothing made a person feel more alive than the risk of death in battle.

The vampire rushed to kick the feline. His foot arrived where the cat had been, the momentum of the blow knocking him onto his behind. The Siamese laughed at his indignity. It stuck its tongue out at the bloodsucker. Jerome was now beyond angry; he was furious. Moon Diamond scratched down into the lawn, digging in the dirt so that it would be much more painful when his claws dug into his opponent. He could smell the chemicals sprayed on the lawn.

Margery gestured for the others to approach the window and watch. “The vampire’s fighting the most beautiful cat, and believe it or not, the cat’s winning! Come and see. Hurry up!” They thought that she had gone over the edge until they saw it.

Moon Diamond launched into his beard, and his claws sunk deep into his neck. Dirt and pesticide sank into Jerome’s skin. The cat’s fangs sunk into his chin, causing him excruciating pain. The vampire screamed and rolled onto the lawn faster than any human could. It burned like iodine on a wound, and when it healed, it continued to cause burning pain. The feline reached the top of his head, dug out several chunks of skin and hair, and began lapping the blood. He tried hard to tear the cat from his head but couldn’t. He ran his head and the cat into the side of the house, knocking the cat off, screaming and dancing, and jumping. He blurred off into the night. Claps of approval originated from inside the house. The Siamese bowed to indicate that he had heard their applause and then ran off into the night, satisfied that he had accomplished a good deed, continuing to hear Jerome’s screams and curses far off into the forest.  
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BERNARD AND ANTHONY HAD SET UP THE GUN and tripod in a perfect place, two parallel streets over from Jenny’s house in a small wooded area on a dead-end road. It supplied sufficient cover for the task at hand, and as soon as it was done, they would flee with the girl’s head in the bag. Their hearts weren’t into the job, but it was either her head in the bag or theirs.

Two beautiful cardinals flew around the space where they were situated, traveling around a substantial building. As Anthony puffed away on his Bolivar, the air smelled of intense Cuban cigar smoke. Bernard had knocked down a birch tree and now had a perfect line of sight past a brown garage on one street and between a house and a swing set on the other. They sat on the ground and told each other stories of past conquests and battles that had almost ended up with them being bones. It was a way to pass the time as they awaited the perfect shot.

“So I was just getting ready to kill this guy and drink him, and right when I was ready to jump on him, I got a tap on the shoulder. It was a red sheriff wanting a light for his Treasurer cigarette. I didn’t sense him, but sheriffs use magic like everyone else. I would have been bones for sure. I had a nightmare about it once. After I gave him a light, he pulled his sword and cut my head off.”

Bernard nodded. “Aw yeah. Probably wouldn’t be here with me right now. Probably be some other loser.”

“Hey, that’s not funny.”

“Aw yeah. It wasn’t meant to be.”

The sky was shades of gray and threatened to rain, but it had been an idle threat; not a single drop had fallen. A small engine plane buzzed up there somewhere, but the clouds concealed it. Bernard was short, just over five feet tall; he wanted to be anywhere else but his current location. He would prefer just about any other job than this one. Anthony was of average height with shoulder-length black hair and a stern face. His conscience was not a healthy thing but rather a sickly entity barely able to lift its head, and whenever it did so, it was knocked back down. However, his conscience was attempting to rise like a down-and-out boxer trying hard to get up.  

The Winchester Model 70 extreme weather rifle with scope had a clear view of Jenny sitting on a lawn chair in the front yard facing her mother, but killing a little girl didn’t exactly sit well. She was sideways to them, and he was waiting for a better angle. Bernard took a discolored cloth out of his pocket and polished its stock, and Anthony shook his head at the act. But to Bernard, it was merely a slight distraction. He was polishing time to make it glide past a little easier.

“Bernard, what will you do with all that money?”

“Gonna give some to charity.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Aw yeah. My father was blind, so I’m gonna give some to the Institute.”

Bernard had to chuckle. “You belong in an institute. If it wasn’t that Sharpton would track us down, I think I would just get the hell out of here. That’s one vampire that I do not like. Notice how vampires go missing around him? Like when Arvel went to Italy. Italy, my ass. Not everyone is as stupid as he thinks.” 

“Aw yeah. If I told him you said that you wouldn’t live very long. Don’t worry, I’m no rat.” Bernard was anxious to get it over and out of the area. He could sense some of Jenny’s energy but wasn’t sure what he was detecting or where it originated. It did make him a little edgy, but he decided not to bring it up. They didn’t need to be unnerved. Some things were best left unsaid. There was no choice but to complete the task, so they were going to, and that was it.

They were surrounded by a circle dug into the ground about three inches deep, filled with broken glass crystals. It created a temporary spell that allowed them to go undetected from Jenny. That small area had become invisible to her magical mind, like radar bouncing off a stealth fighter. Sharpton’s instructions had been precise on how to accomplish it, and it had taken them two days to complete the circle as they had run out of crystal. The crystals had to form a solid circle, or it wouldn’t work. A spell that wouldn’t function was a waste of time and energy. Any space where crystal wasn’t touching crystal would nullify the enchantment. The fragments had to originate from enchanted crystal balls smashed and sprinkled with flakes of dried vampire blood that contained a high level of magical properties, but at least Sharpton had taken care of that end of it, having supplied the glass. A wizard sold them the blood, and it had been his blood. A spellcaster’s blood had a reputation for being unpredictable when consumed, with tales of vampires melting from the inside out. But some stories were just that, perhaps put out there by a wizard.    

Bernard stroked the blade of his 17th-century katana sword and looked nervous, starting to cut his hand open in slices and watching it heal. Even his blood was appealing as he stared at it. He loved killing and terrifying humans, but killing a child?  This day would not be one to remember. Bernard thought he might use a spell to make sure he’d forget, but those things were expensive, so he wasn’t sure he wanted to dish out that kind of money. A wiped conscience was often a happy one. “That was so cool that Nash took that red sheriff's head off. I wish it had been me. If you take a sheriff’s head, how other vampires look at you changes.”  

Anthony ran his hand through his hair. He watched as Bernard sighted the rifle at Jenny. “Bernard, you shoot her in the heart when the girl stands. We’ll run over, and I’ll cut her head off and put it in the bag, then we can put this business behind us. Do not hesitate. In this business, nothing good comes from hesitation. Do you understand?”

“You’re hesitating when it comes to shutting up!” 

Bernard’s dull green eyes looked like they had seen too much nasty business; he shook his head. “Aw yeah? Making the right decision just might come from hesitating. What the hell is next? Are we going to kill a baby in its cradle? I don’t know whether or not Sharpton knows what he’s talking about. She just looks like an ordinary girl to me.” But maybe the energy he was feeling belonged to the girl. 

“What the hell do you expect to see? Magical dust flying out of her ass? Hey, moron, if you want to cut yourself, do it when I’m not around. Supposed to be something special about her, but I don’t know. She looks an innocent to me.”

“Aw yeah. She won’t be so special with her head in the bag.”

Anthony stared at Jenny and knew her head would soon be in the black gym bag at his feet. “Life is a lot more exciting now than it used to be. I can’t wait until we run everything, and it’s coming. Humans are just too weak.”

“Aw yeah? Shit is coming; that’s what’s coming—a big heaping pile of it, all stinky and nasty. Everyone’s going to be covered in it. Vampires and humans. We’ll be able to draw some nice and big stink lines on it.”

“Who spit in your blood? A vampire’s gotta do what he’s gotta do.”

On her front lawn, Jenny sat on the lawn chair facing her mother; she had a Steven King paperback in her hand, but she wasn’t reading. The girl was wearing a red blouse and a skort made with patches of black velvet with a single two-inch long blood-red diamond for color above her right thigh; she had had a lot of fun making the ensemble with her mother. It was just one of the things that they shared that made them happy. “So, where did Dracula go?”

“Your father went back up to his place in Canada.”

“Sure, now he’s my father. Before that, he was a blood-sucking monster who liked eating kids and kittens.”

“I can assure you that he was never that. Anyway, he’s got some business up there that involves you.” Allison knew it was difficult for Jenny; she could see the troubled look
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