
  
  
      
        
          Magnanimous Moonrise & Savage Sunset

          
		      Savage Sunset
Magnanimous Moonrise

          Nox Spacey

        

        
          
          The Whumpy Printing Press

        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2024 by Nox Spacey            
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact thewhumpyprintingpress@gmail.com.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Cover Illustration by Robin
Cover Typography by Nicole Alessi
First edition 2024






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Dedication


To Kane and Jim 
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  A Note From the Author


This book is comprised of dueling stories. Corresponding chapters tell the same events narrated from the perspective of a different character.  Savage Sunset is from the perspective of a vampire hunter, and Magnanimous Moonrise is from the perspective of a vampire. If you want a little mystery, you can read Savage Sunset first. If you want all the answers right away so you can enjoy the full brunt of the angst, you can start with Magnanimous Moonrise. I personally feel like the best experience might be starting with Savage Sunset, but you can read them in either order.
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Content Warnings


This story contains dark content, including torture and sexual assault.  
Below is a list of content warnings by chapter. 
Prologue: Kidnapping
	Knife violence, blood, broken bones, nonconsensual bondage/restraint, gag     /muzzle

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, heavy emotional distress, mentions of mass human rights violations

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, broken bones/broken nose

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, “it” as a dehumanizing pronoun, transphobia, violence against a transmasculine character, forced nudity/stripping, sexual assault     

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, heavy emotional distress, references to torture, burns, violence against a transmasculine character     

	Knife violence, misgendering, drowning

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, aftermath of torture, cuts, burns, nonsexual nudity, heavy emotional distress, suicidal ideation/euthanasia discussion

	References to torture

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, aftermath of torture, starvation, nonsexual nudity, heavy emotional distress, mind control, violence against a female character

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, aftermath of torture, starvation, nonsexual nudity, heavy emotional distress, mind control, violence against a female character, lots of blood, unsanitary/vomit, brief eye injury

	Aftermath of blood loss

	Aftermath of torture, starvation, heavy emotional distress

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, aftermath of torture, starvation, heavy emotional distress, mentions of off-screen rape, cuts/broken glass, burns

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, aftermath of torture, starvation, heavy emotional distress

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, aftermath of torture, starvation, heavy emotional distress

	Aftermath of torture, starvation, heavy emotional distress          

	Aftermath of torture, broken bones, heavy emotional distress, nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, suicidal ideation, homophobic slurs (reclaimed usage), teeth pulling (off-screen)

	Aftermath of torture, starvation, heavy emotional distress, mind control, violence against a female character

	None

	Discussion of disordered eating/self-harm/cutting/homophobic parents

	Weight discussion, mentions of rape and torture (off-screen)

	Heavy emotional distress

	Nonconsensual bondage/restraint/being trapped, gag/muzzle, character death

	Blood, corpse, knife violence, casual misogyny, prejudiced vampire

	References to character death

	Guilt, references to abusive spouse

	Tension

	Mind control, misgendering

	None
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Prologue



“He didn’t invite me to the dance. Can you believe it? Our last high school dance, and he didn’t even invite me. The last prom of my life. And he didn’t even invite me.” Lex groaned.
Ari looked from Lex down to the ground, putting her hands in her pockets. Ari was privately wrestling with some very complicated emotions, because she didn’t have a prom date at all and was considering not going. “He didn’t ask you because you’re dating Dustin. Dustin would’ve busted his nose if he caught him asking you to senior prom.”
Lex stepped down from the crumbling cement curb she’d been balancing on, letting out a sigh that shot a cloud of vapor into the cold night air. “Yeah, but I don’t want to date Dustin. I want to date Nathan.”
Ari didn’t say anything, pushing her hands deeper into her pockets to keep them warm.
Lex stopped walking. “What? You’re pouting.”
“I’m not pouting.”
“You have something to say?”
“Break up with him if you don’t want to date him.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“How on earth could it possibly be more complicated than that?”
“Well, it’s like, it’s like – Dustin took me to the drive-in to see a movie I really wanted.”
“And?”
“And, well … ” Lex trailed off and started walking again. “And I don’t know.”
Ari followed, wanting to hold Lex’s hand but not taking action. “We should hurry home,” she said instead. “Before it gets any darker out.”
Lex scoffed. “You’re not worried about vampires, are you?”
Ari said nothing.
“You are. Are you scared?”
“Just being cautious.”
“Come on, they don’t come this far in. Right?”
“ …Usually.”
“We don’t even have vampire hunters here.”
“That’s why I’m worried.”
The truck Ari had used to drive them out came into sight in the parking lot. “Not because your dad is going to be mad at you for bringing his truck back late?” Lex teased.
“…Whatever.”
A pair of red eyes flashed in the darkness ahead of them, accompanied by the sound of footsteps going inhumanly fast.
Lex looked spooked.
“You were saying?” Ari sniped.
“Let’s – let’s just get in the truck,” Lex said. She hustled over.
A blur darted into the parking lot and snatched her up. Her scream faded into the distance alarmingly quickly as her kidnapper zoomed away.
Barely able to register what had just happened, Ari cursed and cursed and cursed, got into her father’s truck, started the engine, and slammed the gas to follow.
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The neighbors complained. 
Not that there were that many neighbors, all the way out here in bumfuck nowhere. They were almost too far south to even worry about vampires, almost too far out for the vampire hunters to even bother. They were so far from vampire territory that Lex had initially thought she was being pranked when someone asked her to come all the way out here.
He only comes out at night, the neighbor had complained. And when he does come out during the day, he’s always dressed head to toe in black, not a square inch of skin showing.
And Lex had said, Well, which is it? Does he not come out during the day, or does he come out during the day and cover all his skin? To which the neighbor had snapped that she was scared and wanted to be taken seriously.
It’s not a crime to be goth, Lex had informed the neighbor, much to said neighbor’s irritation.
Then she’d gotten another call. There weren’t many neighbors, but the ones there were were fucking nosy. They never saw him bringing in groceries, they said. He had a car, but he never drove it. He stayed up all night and slept during the day. They’d never seen his face because he never showed any of his skin.
Except, reportedly, one neighbor had snuck up to peek into the window at midnight and caught a glimpse of pallid skin. And then burning red eyes, as he’d apparently heard them with his preternatural hearing and swung his head towards them.
Any of these things by themselves could be dismissed. But all together, from multiple people, they couldn’t be ignored. Lex had no idea what a vampire could possibly be doing all the way down here – and apparently camping out in a house, living there like a person, not maiming anybody. Not following the usual MO of vampires on human territory, which was kidnapping someone and then hightailing it back over the border out of reach of humans.
From beside her in the car, Ari sighed and tapped her balled-up fist on the steering wheel. “Sooo … one more time …We need to decide before we get there. Are we knocking on the door or not?”
“If he is a vampire, he’ll hear us approaching the house,” said Lex. “We should try talking first. From the reports, it sounds like he’s unsociable, but not violent.”
“But – ” said Ari. “I mean, but – if he is a vampire, he’ll hear us coming, and I doubt he’ll be very keen to talk to us. In case you forgot, we’re vampire hunters.”
Lex sighed. “I don’t know. Well, it’s the middle of the day, maybe he’ll be asleep. Or not home.”
They continued to argue right up until the point where they got to the reported address, but they had to work as a team, so they had to agree on a plan. Eventually, Ari gave in and agreed to just go knock on the door first.
“But I’m still bringing my gear,” said Ari, belt jangling as she strapped said gear on.
“Of course,” said Lex. She was carrying more lightly, but she was afraid that if this vampire somehow was willing to resolve things nonviolently, it would scare him off if she was too heavily armed. But … walking in without anything would be stupid. No one ever really managed to resolve things nonviolently with a vampire. It just didn’t happen.
That didn’t mean she wouldn’t try, though. She was an optimist. At the very least she wanted to know what was up with this vampire’s strange behavior. Still. She had her gun, and her wooden stakes, and her silver-core handcuffs on her belt.
Ari holstered her own gun. “All right then, let’s give it a try.”
Up to the door. The blinds were all drawn. Everything was quiet. Out of the corner of her eye, one of the nosy neighbors was visible at the property line, peeking over the fence.
Lex knocked. Nothing
“Hello?” said Ari. “Is anyone home?”
No response.
“He left a few hours ago,” the neighbor shouted distantly.
Lex sighed and grimaced, giving the neighbor a wave. “Okay, thank you.”
Ari tapped her gun. “This is … just such weird behavior for a vampire. What could he possibly be doing if he’s a vampire?”
Lex didn’t know how vampires behaved in their own homes, miles and miles away in their own territory. But when they were here, their purpose was usually to kidnap someone and then go back home immediately to use their victim as a perpetual source of blood. Vampires were a looming threat to humanity, but one concentrated geographically – and they usually stayed where they were comfortable, up in the weak light of the north. Vampires gave birth instead of spawning from corpses like archaic misconceptions, so they could effectively be shunted off to their own corner of the world. Humanity had basically drawn a big line around vampire territory and said “enter at your own risk” – and as such, encounters with the creatures were exceedingly rare unless you were unlucky.
So for a vampire to just … cross the border into the territory of vampire hunters, make its way allll the way down here, and apparently not even show any interest in biting the human neighbors … It was puzzling.
This person, who may or not be a very weird vampire, had apparently been living here for weeks, doing … something. Something the neighbors couldn’t see, but which worried them immensely.
“Dunno,” said Lex. “That’s why I wanted to ask first.” Maybe he would just reveal himself to not be a vampire, laugh at the misunderstanding, and send them on their way. Maybe it would be a vampire and they could kill it for the bounty. They needed the money. 
“Well,” said Ari, cracking her knuckles. “Are we breaking in or what? He’s not home.”
Lex averted her eyes nervously. “I guess that would give us some clues. And we could always just get out before he gets home.”
Lex hemmed and hmmed about how to break into the house – this was not something her career of vampire hunting had ever required her to do. Ari, on the other hand, simply strode over to the back of the house with startling confidence and broke a window, glass tinkling under her flashlight.
Glass crunched under their boots as they delicately maneuvered into the house, knocking loose shards of glass out to avoid cutting themselves. It would definitely alert him that someone had broken in, but not until he’d seen the back of the house, which was hidden from the front door.
The window led them into a pantry. Which was completely barren except for some empty jars … and a few baskets of some orangeish mushrooms.
“What are these?” Ari said, crinkling her nose.
“Dunno,” said Lex. “But I’d say that’s one mark in the ‘not a vampire’ column.”
Ari’s admittedly quite limited imagination couldn’t conjure up any use a vampire would have for mushrooms, so she bobbed her head in agreement.
They pushed the door open and came into the kitchen, walking quietly in the dimness of midday streaming through the curtains. The kitchen had none of the usual trappings of food preparation – no knives, no silverware, but it did have a few empty glasses in the sink, residual dredges of fluid left at the bottom.
Ari opened the fridge, and her eyes boggled out of her head. “Um … Lex.”
Lex peered over to see and a wave of disgust hit her stomach. The fridge was full of blood. Gallons of it, glass bottles of varying sizes crowding the shelves in the otherwise sterile and bare fridge. There were even a few jugs in the door, as though he’d just run out and bought a half gallon of milk. 
“I’d say this is a big one in the ‘is a vampire’ column.” 
Lex nodded, face white.
Ari silently closed the door. “Fuck. Fuck. To get that much, he’s either bled a few people absolutely dry, or bled a lot of people. A lot of people, very frequently.”
“We have to check the house,” said Lex, aghast. There hadn’t been reports of people screaming, or any sightings of other people at all, but it was inconceivable that any vampire could have harvested this much blood without having human captives nearby and convenient.
Ari nodded, thinking the exact same thing.
But as their boots passed the threshold into the living room, they heard the keys in the front door jingling. “We can get the jump on him,” said Ari, and Lex nodded.
With the practiced ease of two people who’d worked in tandem together for years, in perfect sync, Lex stepped backwards into the coat closet behind her, while Ari crept down the stairs into the basement. They positioned themselves so they could still make eye contact, ready to go on a hair trigger.
The front door opened. Lex heard the stomp of boots and heavy breathing. The front door closed.
The footsteps moved closer. He came into the room, and now she could see why the neighbors were complaining.
Despite it being a hot, sunny day, he was dressed head to toe in thick black leathers, complete with gloves and a scarf wrapped around his neck, not that he needed it with the billowing cloak completing the ensemble. The hood was up, and as he pulled it down, she could see he was wearing a mask … a black mask, with a beak and frosted lenses, darkened like sunglasses … and through them, she could see the distinct gleam of red eyes. He was not extraordinarily tall for a vampire – in fact, Ari was much taller than he was. Despite that, he had a terrifying, commanding presence. It wasn’t a crime to be goth, but she shivered knowing what kind of creature would hide itself like that, and what it was capable of.
Definitely a vampire. So they had to treat him like a vampire. All thoughts of talking went out the window immediately. 
He panted into the confines of his mask, fogging up the lenses. He walked past Ari’s hiding spot, then past Lex’s. They were both surprised that he didn’t smell them – vampires had an extraordinary sense of smell, so they’d both been preparing to strike when he noticed them. It must be the mask. They quickly recalculated. 
He strode towards the kitchen and pulled his mask up off his face. His skin was pale – vampires came in a range of skin tones just as humans did, but theirs extended into a distinctly non-human range of corpse-like colors, and this particular vampire was well into that range, with almost translucent skin showing blackened, lifeless veins under the surface. He still panted, streaked with sweat. He ran one leather-gloved hand through his hair, which was a silvery white color, slicking it back with his own sweat. He licked his lips dryly, giving them a flash of his fangs.
Ari’s eyes flickered from him to the kitchen. Lex knew what she was thinking. He’s probably going for the fridge. That’s when we get him, when he’s distracted.
Lex nodded.
The vampire’s gloves came off next and he slapped them down onto the coffee table, exposing his talon-like fingers. He strode into the kitchen, continuing to shed layers of his wrappings, throwing them on the floor or over nearby furniture. He opened the fridge and leaned over.
Lex and Ari both emerged from their hiding spots, taking up positions on either side of the kitchen door. The vampire closed the fridge and emerged holding a glass of blood, which he lifted to his lips, teeth clinking on the rim of the glass as he drank. He didn’t seem to notice them, distracted by the smell of the blood he was drinking. Perfect.
Despite vampires’ enormous physical strength, the greatest threat they posed was actually their voice: vampires had the power of persuasion, the ability to command humans to do their bidding with a word.
Therefore, while Ari readied her gun, Lex readied a bit gag. It was made of a silver core with steel coating, and if she could get it into his mouth, it would be game over for him – without persuasion, they could overpower him if they were careful.
They could also just blow his head off with a gun and then stake him, but they could take him alive this way.
They leapt. Lex pulled the bit over his head, yanking it back and slamming it into his mouth when he opened it to yelp in surprise. At the same time, Ari came up and used her considerable bulk to immobilize him, bear-hugging him and slamming him into the ground.
Lex quickly pulled the bit tight and fastened it. She could tell by the angry noises – noises, not words – coming from their prey that it had worked.
The vampire reared up, standing and slamming Ari into the wall, audibly cracking bones, drawing a pained gasp out of her. Lex jammed her silver knife into his abdomen, under the ribs. He let out a muffled scream, one hand clawing at the bit in his mouth in an uncoordinated way, torn between trying to fight the two hunters and using both hands to remove it.
The pain from the knife clearly got to him, because it gave Ari the opportunity to get back on him. He cried out wordlessly again as Ari pressed him into the ground, sinking the silver knife further in, prompting an audible sizzling from the silver on his flesh.
“The cuffs!” Ari yelled. “Get the cuffs!”
The cuffs, not the stake. Ari wanted him alive too. Lex was already in the process of fastening the silver-core handcuffs onto him.
The vampire writhed, movements pained and weakened by the silver burning into his core, but Lex grabbed his wrists and forced them behind his back. She snapped the cuffs shut.
“I have ankle cuffs on my belt,” said Ari.
Lex took them, but when she leaned over to cuff his ankles, he lashed out and slammed his heel into her nose. Her head exploded with pain as her nose crunched under the blow. “Fuck!” she screamed, clutching her broken nose as blood erupted out.
“Son of a bitch!” said Ari, and she grabbed him by the back of the shirt and yanked him up. He let out more muffled growls, flailing his legs as she lifted him into the air. “Stop struggling!”
She slammed him into the wall, prompting yet another pained whine as the silver knife jolted deeper in. She pressed her body against his, pinning his legs to the wall with her own. Even restrained, wounded, and much smaller than her, it still took considerable effort to immobilize him. “Lex!”
Still clutching her nose with one hand, Lex came over and shakily fastened the ankle cuffs on, adding her blood to the spatters of the vampire’s blood accumulating at his feet.
He writhed but could make no progress. Panting, Lex got out the final piece of restraint: a muzzle, which went over the bit and kept it in place, forcing his mouth shut completely.
There. They’d done it. He was in handcuffs, ankle cuffs, and a muzzle, all of them made of silver and therefore impossible to break. Ari pulled away, wheezing, and pushed him onto the floor. He landed with a thunk and a whimper. “Fuck,” said Ari, cradling her ribs. “He got me good.” Her eyes flickered up to Lex.
She came over and tenderly cradled Lex’s bloody face. “Are you okay?”
Lex swallowed the blood pooling in her throat. Ari produced a paper towel. “Here. Just take it easy. We’ll see the medic when we get back to base.”
Lex groaned. “Shit,” she hissed through clenched teeth. She looked over at the vampire. He had rolled over and was worming around on the ground desperately, pulling at the cuffs.
Ari came over, kneeling down. “Hold still.”
He let out a rumbling growl, but it quickly died into a pathetic sob when she grabbed the handle of the silver knife. “I said hold still.”
She pulled the knife out, releasing a spatter of blood. The vampire let out a final pained sound, but sagged against the floor in relief.
Lex still held her hands to her nose to stop the bleeding. “All right. I didn’t think this far ahead. Now what do we do with him?”
Lex was now preoccupied with her broken nose, but she still wanted to know what the fuck this vampire was doing here. The easiest way would be to ask him, but … they couldn’t do that, because if they removed the muzzle, he would just use persuasion on them.
Ari was clearly thinking the same thing. She hesitated. Eventually, she said, “Let’s put him in the coffin, then search the house.”
There was a contraption in their van affectionately dubbed “the coffin,” put together by one of the hunters back at their base who kept repeatedly asking everyone who would listen to bring back a live vampire for him. His name was Nick, and he loved to do experiments to learn more about vampires and invent new weapons and new ways to kill them, so it was easy to imagine what he wanted one for … It was very difficult to capture one live, though, so the coffin had been unused so far.
The device itself was simple enough: it was a box about seven feet long, bars made of silver coated with steel, with silver chains inside, basically a cage just large enough to contain a person. It was made to lock a vampire inside and render them completely immobile, hence the nickname. Lex hadn’t really thought she would actually use it, but they did need to secure him while they searched the house. It didn’t look like this vampire was going anywhere the way it was now, but … 
“Are we going to take him back to base? To Nick?”
Ari grimaced. “I mean … what else are we going to do with him?”
From the floor, the vampire lowered his head and whined.
“Oh, shut up,” Ari snapped. “You tried to kill us. Don’t expect us to feel bad for you.”
The vampire was silent, but a fearful tremor racked his body.
“Let’s do it, then.” Lex came over and grabbed the crook of his elbow in one hand, keeping the other on her nose. Ari knelt and hefted him by the other arm.
With a defeated look on his face, the vampire let himself be dragged towards the front door. When Ari actually opened it, though, he let out a growl and locked his knees, pushing against the doorframe.
“Fuck off,” said Ari, pushing him impatiently. “You’re going outside to the van.”
She shoved him so hard he fell over and out onto the porch. He flipped to his side and started to crawl away as best as he could.
Lex took note of the sun: the porch was mostly shaded, but he was desperately trying to put some distance between himself and the line where the sunlight cut into the porch.
“He’s scared of the sun,” said Lex.
The vampire’s head thunked onto the porch, his hair falling to cover his face, his body racking with silent sobs.
“Yeah, and I’m sure all his human victims were scared of getting all their blood drained out of them,” said Ari gruffly. “I’m not coddling a monster. Let’s go.”
The vampire looked up at Lex with desperation and shook his head rapidly. Whatever he was trying to communicate was lost in a tidal wave of panic on his face as Ari grabbed his ankle and started to drag him. He writhed, letting out more muffled pleas.
Lex sighed. “Hey, if we throw your cloak over you so you don’t get burned, will you stop fucking struggling? We just want to get this over with so we can get first aid.”
The vampire’s squirming stopped. He caught his breath, then nodded.
Lex walked back into the house and grabbed the cloak from where he’d thrown it over a chair. She came back out and tossed it over him, arranging it over all the exposed skin on his face and hands.
“Softie,” Ari said. “You grab his ankles.”
Ari moved to the front and wrapped her arms around his chest from under his armpits. Lex went to the other side and grabbed his ankles. They carried him down the front stairs like that, like they were moving a piece of furniture.
Lex dropped her end of their load and pulled the van door open. Ari hefted him up and dropped him on the van floor. He rolled over, moaning, tangled up in his cloak.
Lex clambered into the back of the van where the coffin lay waiting. She used the silver key to unlock the padlock keeping it all shut, then opened the bars making up the lid. It creaked open. “Okay. Just lay him in there.”
Ari pulled the cloak off his head. And oh, when those red eyes locked on the coffin, Lex had never seen that level of panic and anger. Ari got up into the van to pull him over, but he lashed out with his legs again, crunching his boots into her shin.
“Fuck!” Lex shouted. “Goddamn it!” She rushed over, but the vampire had managed to get upright, using the wall as leverage. The van shuddered and briefly rolled up onto two tires as he slammed into her, denting the metal of the wall, knocking the breath out of her. She felt something in her skeleton snap. “Fuck!” Lex yelled again, unsheathing her knife and once again plunging it into whatever part of his body she could reach, tearing it down and leaving a ragged hole in his flesh.
The wounds smoked as the silver-lined blade tore through him, and he screamed as loud as he could with his mouth forced closed, jaw grinding on the bit. Lex gave him a vicious shove, and he tumbled over.
Ari hobbled to her feet, steadying herself on the wall. “Fucker. Goddamn. Just – just get in there.” Chest aching, Lex grabbed him roughly by the back of his shirt and shoved him into the coffin. He still fought wildly not to be put into it, lashing out as much as he could while restrained, catching her a few times with his claws and tearing holes in her clothes and skin.
She managed to get his torso aligned as intended into the coffin, and she quickly stretched the chains over his body, pulling them tight. As he thrashed and wailed, she moved to his feet and secured them to the bottom.
There. He was in it. As soon as she shut the lid and re-did the lock, sealing him inside, it was like he turned into a completely different creature instantly. Tears welled in his eyes, rolling down his cheeks, and he sniffled pathetically. He let his body go limp. Fucking finally.
“You good?” said Lex, offering Ari her hand.
Ari tried to put weight on her foot, then immediately lifted it up again, wincing. “No.”
Lex sighed, helping her down and out of the van. 
“Maybe we should call someone else in to search the house,” said Ari.
“Let me do it,” said Lex. “You stay here.”
“We can’t split up.”
“He’s been secured.” At this pause in the conversation, the wordless wailing from inside the van could be heard in the silence. “Your leg looks pretty fucked, but if there’s people trapped inside, we can’t leave them there.”
Ari hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. But just do it quickly. Come right back out.”
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It felt wrong going into the house alone – vampire hunters always worked in pairs, because the creatures were so dangerous that going up against one alone was practically a death sentence. Not only that, but Lex and Ari were rarely ever apart. They’d been fast friends ever since they were young, and then more than friends later. Ari had been Lex’s rock through some of the darkest moments of her life, through the tragic events that led to her becoming a vampire hunter in the first place. They never wanted to separate. 
It would definitely be counterproductive to make Ari walk on that leg, though. Lex watched as her partner opened the passenger side door in the van and sat with her leg stretched out. Ari made an irritated motion for her to get a move on.
So Lex walked back up onto the porch alone, hand gripping her knife. She was fairly certain the only vampire around was currently locked in the van, but that didn’t stop her from being afraid of there being more. She had to find any captives that were inside, and maybe she could find some clues as to what was going on here.
Back into the kitchen. The half-full bottle of blood lay spilled on the floor, cracked in the scramble of their fight. Lex’s boot crunched over the glass. The pool of blood on the floor was upsetting. There was just … so much of it.
She opened the fridge and looked in again. Just as before, gallons and gallons of blood. She took a few jugs and started to dump them down the sink, then halfway through, thought better of it and closed them again. The metallic scent hung heavy in the air.
She walked back into the dining room, checked the closet where she’d hidden. There were some clothes hanging up, but that was it.
Then the basement. She was … nervous about what she’d find there. But as she came down the stairs and flicked the light on, there weren’t any half-dead humans chained up as she’d feared.
There did appear to be a workstation of some sort, with laboratory glassware scattered about. Another basket of mushrooms. A container of some white powder. Metal shavings. A mortar and pestle, with orange sludge sitting in the bottom of it. She came over and tentatively sniffed the things, but could make no sense of what they could be for. There was a stack of handwritten notes sitting on top of a notebook, which she picked up to try and read. The handwriting was atrocious. She put it back.
She went back upstairs. The living room was bare except for a few stacks of books.
Up to the second floor. There were even fewer furnishings up here. In the first bedroom, thick blackout curtains had been stapled to the wall to cover the window completely. Besides that, there was a cheap-looking cabinet with clothes folded inside and an unglamorous mattress sitting on the bare floor. She found a wallet next to the bed and flipped it open.
There was a photo ID inside. She thought this was ridiculous. Vampires’ entire society depended on the vicious kidnapping and murder of sentient human beings without an ounce of regret. And they still did shit like have wallets and photo IDs. It just felt wrong. It felt too normal and human. She imagined the vampire going to some version of the DMV in the middle of the night. Taking a number and waiting behind a line of other vampires to go talk to another vampire that would have him fill out vampire paperwork. Monsters that drained the life out of others shouldn’t be doing paperwork. Why are you filling out paperwork when there’s a whole section of your society performing mass human rights violations? Their society depended on the fucking ghoulishness of human blood farms, but God forbid there were any vampires out there with fake IDs. Ridiculous.
At any rate, the photo ID did tell her that the vampire’s name was Valen Kithrara, which of course didn’t mean anything at all to her because she wasn’t familiar with vampire families. Few hunters bothered to learn such details. They weren’t of much use. The people who did want to learn about vampires, like Nick, were mostly interested in learning how to hurt them more efficiently, not their social lives.
She sighed and opened the wallet all the way. Her eyes boggled to see that there was a few hundred dollars inside. Don’t mind if I do. She clicked her tongue and put the wallet in her pocket.
There was a second bedroom, which was completely empty. The bathroom, which had a damp towel on the floor and – bizarrely – some needles in the sink, clearly used. She couldn’t imagine what they were for. Vampires were unaffected by drugs.
She retraced her steps through the hallway and found a door leading to the attic, which she climbed into with some effort. It was little more than a crawlspace. Absolutely empty.
She came back downstairs, baffled. The only things of any note had been the things in the basement. She should grab some of them, then have the other hunters come take another look to make sure she hadn’t missed anything.
Where had all that blood come from? She’d expected to find human captives, and a lot of them. Had he brought the blood with him from somewhere else? Was it animal blood? Vampires couldn’t just drink animal blood, that much everyone knew, otherwise it wouldn’t be necessary for them to do the things that caused them to have such poor relations with human society. They had to drink human blood, and they’d seen him drinking the stuff in the fridge, so where had it come from?
She went back down to the basement, finding a box and moving some of the things into it, containers and glassware and the notebooks. She stared at the mortar and pestle very hard. The residue inside was the same color as the mushrooms. He’d been grinding them up for something, right? What was he trying to do? She stared at the workbench, very deep in thought, gears in her brain grinding to try and draw a conclusion.
She made sure she had as many clues as she could carry in the box, then went back upstairs. She set the box on the counter and opened the fridge again.
She brought one of the bottles to her nose, smelling it, brow creasing. It certainly smelled like blood to her. Vampire hunters had all smelled their fair share of blood, both human and vampire blood. The color and smell were certainly closer to human blood than vampire blood. She cautiously lifted the bottle to her lips and took a sip, then spit it out immediately because of how foul it tasted.
It was metallic, familiar from all the times she’d had blood in her mouth from getting the shit kicked out of her. What had she expected? It was blood. She probably didn’t have a refined enough sense of taste or smell to get any useful information out of sampling blood this way. She sealed the bottle and put it in her box of clues.
She came outside. Ari looked relieved to see her walk out in one piece. “What’d you find?”
Lex came over and set the box on the ground next to Ari. “There was some sort of workstation. I gathered this stuff up from it.”
“Nobody else inside?”
“Not a soul … unless I missed them somehow.”
Ari huffed. “There’s got to be.”
“You’d think.”
Ari hobbled around the van to the back, throwing the doors open. The vampire locked inside flinched, facing away from the harsh sunlight she’d just let into the van.
“Hey, you,” said Ari.
“His name is Valen,” said Lexi. “I found his wallet.”
Ari rolled her eyes. “Fine. Valen.”
He turned his head back towards her.
“Don’t give me that look. Stop being a baby. We’re not even hurting you. The muzzle is padded, the cuffs aren’t bare silver. We could be being a lot meaner.”
“We did stab him,” Lex said, then fell silent as Ari glared daggers at her.
“My point is,” said Ari, trying to be intimidating as she stepped up into the van, but she stumbled and ended up having to do an undignified hop because of her leg. She recovered, dragging herself over to the coffin. “My point is, if you want us to continue not being mean, maybe you can help us out.”
His huge, watery eyes locked directly on her. She leaned over. “Where did all that blood come from? There weren’t any people in the house.”
Valen furrowed his brow.
“How do you want him to answer?” Lex piped up.
Ari once again glared at her. She frowned, then turned back. “They aren’t in the house?”
He shook his head.
“Are they nearby somewhere? Outside?”
He shook his head.
“Do you have captives at home?”
He shook his head. The tears started rolling down his cheeks again, down onto the muzzle, terror clearly growing as he sensed Ari’s mounting frustration.
Ari sneered. “Then where the hell did it come from? Is it animal blood?”
He nodded desperately.
“So you’re some special vampire that can drink animal blood instead of human blood?”
He squeezed his eyes shut, taking a shuddering breath, grinding his jaw on the bit in his mouth.
“Erm, babe,” said Lex, clambering up beside her. “I’m not sure if this is really going to go anywhere. Listen, do you think that maybe … I don’t know, do you think he made it somehow?”
He nodded wildly, pulling his arms as though trying to gesture.
“Well, which is it, then?” Ari snapped. “Is it animal blood or did you make it somehow?”
He kept nodding.
Ari groaned. “Okay, this is pointless. We’re not gonna get any real answers out of him until we can find some way he can communicate without using persuasion.”
“No, no, listen, the stuff in the basement, it looked like … Well, I don’t know, I’m suspicious it might be that one.”
“Why would any vampire come all the way out here, set up camp in the middle of human territory, to make fake blood? Like, why would any vampire make fake blood at all, let alone come all the way out here to do it?”
Lex deflated. “Well, I – I don’t know. I’m just guessing. There’s – there’s some notes, but I can’t really read the handwriting.”
“Well, let’s just hand it all over to Nick and see what he can make of it. And maybe someone there will have an idea of how to safely talk to him. We can get some pen and paper, maybe.”
Ari stepped out of the van, cussing up a storm once again about her leg, limping. Lex turned back to look at their captured prey one more time.
She didn’t want to feel bad for him. She really didn’t. All available evidence pointed to him probably being a mass murderer. He’d thoroughly thrashed both of them even while tied up. He was a monster by any definition.
But he was giving her puppy dog eyes. She’d never seen that before. It was so much easier to be mean to a vampire when they did what they usually did, which was act like a proper monster. He just looked so miserable and scared. Despite her best efforts to remember that was probably how his victims felt when he showed them no mercy, she did end up feeling bad for him. Her brain scrambled to try and concoct explanations for how maybe he wasn't actually bad, because she didn't want him to be, but how likely were they? Making fake blood? Did she really believe that?
But … 
She leaned over the coffin once again, his puffy, pleading eyes snapping up to her. “Hey,” she said. “It’s gonna be all right. Okay? We’re just trying to keep everyone safe.”
He broke eye contact.
“Hey, Mother Teresa.” Ari was clearly also feeling guilty, because Lex knew Ari reacted to feeling guilty by getting grumpier. “When you’re done, let’s get moving.”
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“Christ alive,” said Ari, stretching her stiff legs out. “Babe, you have  got to start speeding or we’re never going to get there before the earth falls into the sun.” She opened the door of the newly parked van and pivoted to sit sidesaddle, giving herself as much room as possible.
“Sure, Ari, let’s get pulled over for speeding with a vampire locked in the back of the car. That’ll go over real great.” Lex circled the van, tousling Ari’s hair and almost regretting it when her hand scraped against the gel-stiffened spikes Ari had fashioned her mop into. “I’ll be right back.”
They’d spent more of this day driving than actually hunting vampires. Not really an effective use of their time, but oh well. Lex was anxious to get back to the hunters’ base of operations – maybe there, they could start figuring out some answers.
She walked around the rest stop aimlessly for a few minutes before ordering something from Burger King and bringing it back out.
She took a moment to peer into the back of the van and made eye contact with their captive for the briefest moment before he deferentially averted his gaze. She found herself feeling bad once again. Her heart was softer than Ari’s – she didn’t like to see suffering, even if it was from a monster. But they couldn’t be expected to just let him loose. For all they knew, he was a horrible killer … like most vampires. They had no reason to believe otherwise.
But still. She felt bad, seeing him so scared and sad. Maybe they could figure something out.
She came around and into the driver’s seat again. She tossed the bag onto Ari’s lap, putting the drinks into the cupholders. “Holding down the fort okay?”
“Yep,” said Ari. “Ugh, did you get me diet, at least?”
“If you don’t want it, I’ll drink it,” said Lex, starting the car. “It’s lemonade. It’s good.”
Ari picked at the drinks. “Don’t suppose we’ve got anything red for our friend back there.”
“Hardy-har. Check if anyone’s coming from the outbound, I can’t see the road with that truck parked there.”
Ari helped navigate as they swung back onto the interstate. “How’s your leg?” said Lex.
“I mean. Still busted as fuck. The nose?”
“I mean. Still broken. Do we have any ice packs left?”
“Nope. Just water packs.”
Lex sighed. If Ari’s judgment based on the road atlas was anything to go by, it was still an hour drive. She didn’t want to stop at the hospital with their prisoner in the back, but God did it hurt.
Ari’s hand gently rubbed her arm. “We’ll be there soon enough. I know you’re tough.”
They held their hands together on the stick shift, occasionally giving each other small kisses and letting the other bitch about whatever was on their mind.
There was a sound. At first Lex thought it was coming from Ari, but she glanced over and saw Ari sitting there completely silent. In fact, Ari’s head was tilted in confusion, as though she heard it too.
“Oh hell,” Ari muttered when the sound increased in volume and it became obvious their captive in the back was wordlessly crying, sad whimpers choking out.
Ari twisted and leaned back. “Hey.”
“Be nice,” Lex whispered. “There’s no reason to be mean.”
“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Ari muttered under her breath, then raised her voice again: “Look at me.”
Lex couldn’t see, but apparently the vampire had complied. Ari continued, “Are you in pain?” Silence for a moment. “Hey. You’re making sounds that sound like you’re being hurt somehow. Is there bare silver touching you?”
Further silence.
“Just nod your head if it is. I’ll come fix it. No sense in torturing you.”
“He’s probably just scared,” Lex said.
Ari stared back hard at the vampire. She turned back around and crossed her arms. “Whatever it takes to make him shut up.”
Oh no, be careful, Ari, you almost cared about someone. Then everyone might know you’re not actually a heartless bitch.
Lex put a soft hand on top of Ari’s. Ari grumpily held her hand, seemingly determined to be sour no matter what.
They passed the rest of the trip with nothing but the car radio. Normally what Lex would do in this situation would be to endlessly pester the person in the car she didn’t know anything about with personal questions, but … 
They were able to make it back to the base of operations before sunset, which was always a relief. Lex felt comforted at the sight of it – it was an impressive three-story house that had been repurposed by the group. The most noticeable aspect of it was the silver-coated bars covering the windows, something a lot of people might find foreboding, but this close to the border, even many private homes had them.
They pulled into the driveway, nosing up as close to the house as they could. Lex turned the van off, the engine dying into silence, and they both just sat there for a minute, slumping against their seats, injuries throbbing.
“I keep saying we should get a carphone in this thing,” said Lex. “It would be so convenient. We could just call whoever was inside to come help us.”
“We are not getting a carphone,” Ari said. “Those things are expensive as hell.” Ari nudged Lex with her foot. “Go on, I’ll watch Nosferatu. It was fine when you visited the burger monarch.”
Lex rolled her eyes. “Fiiiine.”
The van dipped as she got out, slamming the door behind her. Ari watched her walk off, and in the newly fallen silence, strangulated keening from the back filled the cabin.
Ari sighed, leaning against the window. “I know, buddy, me too.”
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“Fuck!!” 
The exclamation came accompanied by an unsettling crunching as the medic set Lex’s broken nose back into place. She let out a groan, scrabbling for the offered painkillers as Gabriel snapped his gloves off and went to wash his hands. “That should do ya.”
“Uhh – that’s it?” said Lex.
“Yep. You’re lucky that vamp didn’t kill ya. Most of ‘em are strong enough to just crush your nose right up into your brain.”
He’s also lucky he didn’t kill me, Lex thought. Because if he had, Ari wouldn’t have been as nice as she was to him. She still held the bloody tissue to her nose. “I’ll be sure to thank him, then,” she said wryly.
Gabriel slipped a full bottle of Tylenol out of the drawer. “No hunting for a few weeks, okay?”
“Won’t be able to till Ari’s leg is fixed, anyway.”
“Sure. Just take it easy. Take painkillers when you feel like you need them, but not more than eight every twenty-four hours. Oh, and try to make yourself look a little less tasty, if what I heard about our newest guest is to be believed.”
Gabriel had already heard that they’d brought a vampire home. Of course he would have, everyone would be abuzz about it. No one had managed it before. They were very hard to handle live.
“Well, if what you say is true, apparently he has such delicate, gentle kicks that I don’t need to worry,” said Lex, tossing the bloodied tissue into the bin. “Thanks for the Tylenol. And the excuse to sit on my ass for a few weeks.” It would probably be a little difficult to squeak by on their savings for a while, since they would have to go without winning any bounties until they could hunt again, but they could probably manage … especially since the prize for bringing home a live catch had been pretty generous. And it would be nice to have some time to just focus on recovering.
“Sure,” said Gabriel. “Oh, and … if I were you, I would steer clear of the director for a bit. He’s not gonna be happy about this.”

      ***Lex saw the other hunters gathered around the coffin when she came back out. They parted slightly to let her through, and she couldn’t help feeling a little upset when she saw the vampire had blood on his face that definitely hadn’t been there when she’d left.
This was what she was afraid of. There was no reason to hurt him when he was already all trussed up. Some hunters could be vindictive as hell, though. It was needless cruelty. Still … she didn’t want to be the one sticking her neck out to tell off her colleagues for their treatment of a vampire, of all things. She shook her head. “Where’s Nick?”
“He’s on the phone with the director,” said Jerome.
“Oh boy,” said Ari. “I bet he’s just thrilled with this new development.”
“I thought he gave Nick the okay to do this?” said Bailey, puzzled. “He authorized Nick to put a bounty on bringing a live vampire back.”
The other hunters laughed.
“Yeah,” said Jerome wryly. “To get him to shut up. He didn’t think anyone would actually do it.”
“The director was bluffing,” said Ari. “Because vampires are so damn hard to catch live, he thought none of us could do it. He doesn’t actually want a vampire in the building.”
Lex came over and put a foot up on the coffin, like she was posing with a hunting trophy. “Hah! That’ll show him. And he’s contractually obligated to pay out the bounty.”
One of the other hunters experimentally copied Lex, putting a hand on the coffin, and the vampire inside went ballistic, slamming his skull up and narrowly missing crushing a finger on the offending hand.
The hunter jerked his hand away, grimacing. “Yeesh … Well, Nick can have him.”
“Speaking of,” said Ari, and Nick appeared in the doorway.
His eyes sparkled. “You did it. Thank you! Thank you!”
He sounded like a kid at Christmas. Lex had always been a little bit creeped out by Nick. In fact, most of the hunters weren’t thrilled with Nick on a day-to-day basis.
Nick seemed … like he wasn’t quite all there. They all knew why, of course – Nick had been imprisoned by vampires for an alarmingly long time before he’d gotten away. And anyone who spent too long over there eventually turned into a mindless husk as their brain melted from being under the thrall of vampire persuasion for so long.
Nick had apparently been … part of the way there when he’d gotten out. Part of his behavior was because of trauma, but part of it was because his brain had been supernaturally tampered with … 
… and some of it was also just the sheer bitterness and hatred stemming from what he’d gone through. Looking at him now, at how excited he was to be presented with a vampire gift-wrapped, Lex felt unease crawling up her spine.
“Come on, Ari,” said Lex, tugging at Ari’s hand. “You have to get your leg seen to.”
“Wait, ladies, I have to give you the bounty for your hard work!” He clapped his hands together. “And, everyone, after some … heated discussion … with the director, he has simply given me the guideline that, for safety, we can only open the coffin when at least two people are present. So, who wants to be the lucky volunteer and help me take this specimen downstairs?”
“I will,” Lex volunteered instantly, and then felt embarrassed about the speed at which she’d done so.
“I see how it is,” said Ari. “Rather spend time playing with Nick in the basement than helping your poor, hurt girlfriend to the nurse.”
Lex blushed. “We can – we can do that together and then go help Nick right afterwards.”
Nick looked around. “Well, I don’t hear any other volunteers, so … ” He beamed. “I’ll wait right here for you to get back!”
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The coffin thumped as it slid down the stairs, banging into the wall at the bottom. There was silence for a moment before the captive inside let out a miserable whine. 
“Oops,” said Nick.
“All right, Nicky, how about you slow down a bit,” said Ari, who obviously shared Lex’s thought that he had definitely let it slip down the stairs on purpose. With her leg newly encased in a medical boot, she came down the stairs one step at a time with Lex supporting her elbow.
“Of course,” Nick said sweetly. “Sorry.”
Nick bounced down the stairs and pulled the coffin into the basement. Lex had never actually been down here before – the director had given it to Nick to work in, and Lex usually avoided him when she could. It had a concrete floor with a drain in the center, a variety of chains mounted in various places around the room – ghoulish, Lex thought. He’d really been preparing for this.
There was also the metalworking equipment – Nick was the one who made the silver weapons and gadgets for everyone, so he had the necessary furnace, tongs, and hunks of silver in various states of being melted.
Lex set her cardboard box of clues collected from the house onto the workbench. “Okay, before we do anything else, I wanted to get your thoughts on all this stuff.”
“Hmm?” said Nick. “What is that?”
“Stuff we collected from his house. He had a lot of blood in the fridge, but we didn’t find any signs of violence or any human captives.”
Nick tilted his head. “Oh?” He came over to the box.
Lex handed him the notebooks. “I can’t really read his handwriting, but maybe you can.”
Nick flipped through the pages, pausing to look at the diagrams of chemicals. “Oh? Interesting.”
Lex started unpacking the box. “And this is some of the blood that was in the fridge, and these mushrooms, and some of the stuff he was using – ”
“What exactly,” Nick interrupted, “are you expecting me to do with these?”
Lex’s hands faltered. “Well, I – it seemed really weird. He was deep in human territory for something. This is really irregular behavior for a vampire, and we were trying to figure out what he was doing.”
“Is there some way we can ask him?” said Ari. “That would just be fastest. I was thinking, like, if we could get a pencil and paper – ”
“No!” said Nick. “Absolutely not! Vampires can use persuasion through any mode of communication! Even writing! It kicks in as soon as the victim understands the message imbued in what the vampire was communicating. So long as there’s a shared language, it’ll work. Some can even do it with nothing but eye contact!”
Lex glanced over at Valen and saw his huge, pleading eyes and thought this must be bullshit – he was clearly communicating Please let me out.
“O-okay, then,” said Lex, rattled. “Well, can you make anything out of the stuff in here, then?”
Nick picked up the bottle of blood, holding it up to the light and swirling it around. “Looks like blood to me.”
“ … Right, but is there, I don’t know, some tests you could do on it?” 
“To … ?”
“To see if it’s actually blood?”
“What else would it be?”
“I don’t know!”
Valen writhed inside the coffin, letting out frustrated, muffled screams.
“The mushrooms are the weirdest part to me,” said Ari. “I can’t imagine what he was doing with them.”
“I don’t know if this is a fruitful avenue of investigation,” said Nick. “When I asked you to bring me back a vampire, I wanted it to do experiments on, not … whatever this is.”
“Can’t you at least try a little bit?” said Lex. “There’s something unusual going on here.”
Nick sighed and put down the bottle. “All right. If you really want to know.” He tapped his chin. “Well, a large volume of blood, with no human victims in sight … The simplest explanation would be it was harvested elsewhere and brought with him. Having access to this much blood this fast, I would guess that this vampire is affiliated with the blood harvesting facilities, and was granted this large portion to feed him as he came deep into human territory to do something.”
The coffin rattled as Valen thrashed as much as he could.
“Er … ” said Ari, rubbing her neck. “I guess that makes sense, but what would he come in this far for? It doesn’t seem like it was to collect human victims, and that’s pretty much the only reason vampires come in.”
Nick picked up one of the mushrooms, examining it closely. He then immediately went and washed his hands in the basin sink, then grabbed a book off the pile next to his workbench. It was a field guide – he flipped through it until he found a page with the mushroom in question.
“Here it is – ah, this is illuminating. This mushroom species only grows in warm climates, which means it couldn’t grow in vampire territory. Hence he must have come here to collect it.”
“But what could he use it for?” Lex asked for the millionth time.
Nick held the book out. “Well, this mushroom species apparently produces a potent tranquilizing poison. If we assume this vampire is affiliated with the blood farms, then we can guess that maybe he’s here on a sponsored trip to research more effective ways to hunt down humans. His notes support that – there’s a lot of drawings of chemical compounds, and notes on combining things in different ratios. Maybe it was to develop a tranquilizer that would be easier to use than hunting down humans manually.”
That got a reaction from the coffin. More banging, desperate growling. Lex’s face faded into disappointment. “Oh … ”
Ari took Lex’s hand. “Come on, Lex, we kind of knew he must be here for something no good.”
“Right, but … I dunno, I guess I thought maybe … ” 
Nick snapped the book shut. “Well, I will let you know if I discover anything else, but I think for now this is the most likely explanation.”
Lex knew she was being foolish. It was the most likely explanation. She knew this vampire was probably a monster, and here because he meant ill. But she wanted him to be good. She wanted there to be some other explanation.
Ari clearly saw the dark cloud hanging over her, because she rubbed Lex’s hand. “Hey, just to settle the matter, if you want, we can go call Patrick and ask him if he knows anything. We have the vampire’s full name.”
Patrick was a contact the hunters had who was more familiar with the inner workings of vampire society than the average hunter. He knew the names of some of the more prominent families, and occasionally particularly important individual vampires.
That was worth a shot. Maybe if Patrick happened to recognize his name, he could tell them about him … after all, such a strange trip into human territory would probably only be performed by a notable vampire.
Lex nodded. “That sounds nice.”
“I’ll go give him a call.” Ari started the painstaking process of limping back up the stairs.
“Do you want me to – ”
“I don’t need help!” Ari snapped.
Lex smiled wryly. “Okay.”
Nick watched her go with amusement. Then he turned back to the coffin. “Well, now we can, perhaps, get on with it.”
Lex watched as Valen shivered. “Okay … Well, I guess I count as a second person here, so it’s not against the rules to open the coffin.” Maybe she would feel a little better when they let him out of the coffin. She felt guilty that he’d been in there for so long. “What exactly are you going to do?”
“Well, I need to document everything, so we should start with photographing its condition when it arrived.” He gestured to the chunky camera on the workbench.
“O-okay,” said Lex. “Um, what are you going to do – to – that will affect his condition?”
“Well, the first thing I wanted to try out was to establish the optimum percentage of silver for an alloy to still be effective for vampire hunting. We’ve been using pure silver, and we go through a lot of it. If, say, fifty percent silver is just as effective, we could be much more efficient.”
“Okay?”
The chains in the coffin rattled as Valen shuddered. Nick came over and tugged at the coffin. “May I have the keys, please?”
Lex removed the key from her pocket and handed it to Nick. He clicked the lock open.
Valen started to thrash as soon as the lid to the coffin was open. Of course, there were still multiple layers of restraints keeping him immobile. Nick just watched the performance with an amused smile. “Go ahead, get it all out of your system.”
Valen fell back, limp, chest heaving.
Nick went over to his tool bench and withdrew something: a long pole with a clasp on the end. Lex realized with some bemusement it was an animal control pole, the kind that people would use to handle a particularly violent dog.
He came back over and slipped the noose around Valen’s neck, cinching it tight as Valen’s enraged wiggling started back up again. “Feisty, aren’t you? Lex, will you please undo the restraints?”
Lex came over and unclipped the chains wrapped around his chest. After a moment’s pause, she removed the bare silver metal chains entirely and put them in her pocket. Then she moved to his feet. Having learned her lesson, she kept her face out of kicking range and leaned over comically far to release the chain keeping his cuffed ankles secured to the bar, then scooted backwards quickly.
Nick lifted the pole. Lex almost wanted to say this was excessive, but Valen had managed to break her nose and Ari’s leg while he had his hands cuffed behind his back and his ankles shackled together, so she wasn’t eager to volunteer to handle him manually and not with a five-foot-long pole between them.
Still, she felt a twinge of pity as the wire dug into his neck. He squirmed, choking, as he tried to find a way to balance supporting his weight with his bound limbs as he was
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