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“Let’s keep moving.” I clutched my pistol with both hands, peering through the cobwebbed hallway of the abandoned sanatorium. “This is the best lead we’ve had on Ramon in weeks. He has to be here somewhere.”  
Ladinas sighed, the stock of his crossbow nestled against his right cheek. “I’m not so sure, Mercy. I have a bad feeling about this place. I know you have a history with Ramon and you want to put the best construction on his recent actions—”
“You don’t know him the way I do.” I interrupted. “He might be reckless, but he wouldn’t lead us into a trap. If he’s not here, there’s something here he intends us to find.” 
Prince Ladinas was turned in the sixteenth century. I’d only been a vampire for just over a hundred and thirty years. Vampire hierarchies usually demand one to respect their elders. As the favored progeny of the late Niccolo the Damned, the original vampire, my bloodline carried an authority that even the most ancient vampires revered. 
Ladinas was tall, probably six and a half feet, with long, dark hair that framed his flawless face like two rivers of chocolate. His features were fine, but chiseled. He was beautiful. 
More importantly, Ladinas was reliable. He was the yin to my yang. I was more of the kick ass first; interrogate later sort of vampire. He was cautious and strategic by nature. We balanced each other out. 
This situation was different. It was personal. Ladinas was the one, this time, advocating a shoot-first approach. But if I could talk to Ramon, I knew I could reach him. I had to try.
Ramon and I had history. We’d lived together for the better part of a century in New Orleans. We were ex-lovers. Ramon was also the first vampire I’d ever known who became human again—a gift by the goddess the Morrigan. After that, he started a family of his own—a human family. He had a wife and children. I thought he was happy. 
Ramon threw all of that away a few months back. He found a youngling to turn him again. They say the sequel is usually worse than the original. In Ramon’s case, it was indubitably true. The bodies he’d left in his wake since he re-embraced his dark nature were too many to count. 
That’s why I joined Ladinas and his team in Rhode Island. Ramon was my responsibility. 
I narrowed my eyes as I peered into the dimly lit hallway. The sanatorium stood vacant ten miles outside of Exeter. It was where my father committed me to the last nights I spent as a human—plagued by consumption. It was where my dark angel, my sire, first appeared. This was where everything ended. It was also where everything began.
Ramon chose this place for a reason. He always had a thing for the poetic.
Ladinas and I moved at a deliberate pace down the primary hallway on the first-level of the sanitorium. A century’s worth of dust and broken plaster carpeted the concrete floor, dulling the sound of our footsteps. The air was thick with the scent of aged wood, mildew, and blood. Given Ramon’s visceral eating habits, the smell was expected. If he had any younglings with him—our intelligence suggested he might—it also made sense. Newly turned vampires wouldn’t hole up in a place so far off the grid without bringing along a living, breathing, snack or two.
Ladinas and I approached another hall that intersected with the primary corridor. As vampires, we could see in the dark as well as in the light—if not better. The hall terminated at an intersection. “Check the right,” I whispered. “I’ll cover the left.” 
Ladinas nodded as each of us, pressing our backs against the cracked plaster walls, leaned around our respective corners. 
A dark figure was moving away from me. I had him in my sights. It wasn’t Ramon. Ramon had a stockier build than the lanky man who stalked the hallway to our left. It was a vampire. If it were human, I could have heard his heartbeat. If he were anything older than a youngling, he should have heard us coming. 
I stepped out into the open hall, my pistol aimed at his chest. “Don’t move!” 
Ladinas pivoted. Apparently, the hall to the right was clear. He raised his crossbow. He’d used the weapon for centuries. I understood his reluctance to “upgrade” to firearms—change doesn’t come easy when you’re several centuries old. He was a better shot with a crossbow than a gun, anyway. 
The vampire turned around slowly. He took a few steps in my direction. “I told you not to move, motherfucker!” 
The vampire tilted his head. This bastard clearly didn’t know who he was dealing with. I made a mental note to remind Ramon, if I ever found him, to better educate his younglings. 
“Where is Ramon?” Ladinas asked.
The vampire laughed. Then he took three more deliberate steps toward me.
Ladinas lowered his crossbow. “There’s no need to do anything rash. All we want is to talk.”
I sighed. Ladinas, always taking the conservative approach. This time, he was wrong. Dropping his weapon only emboldened the youngling. He didn’t know what my bullets could do. He charged toward us. 
I squeezed my trigger, firing three rounds into the youngling’s chest. He dropped like a rock.
“Damn, Mercy. Nice shot,” Ladinas chuckled. “One bullet will usually do the trick, you know.”
I shrugged. “Can’t be too careful. These wooden bullets are killer, but the heart is a small target. I wanted to make sure I didn’t miss.”
Technically, they weren’t wooden bullets. They had wooden components that splintered on contact. One of many innovations devised by Ladinas’s team that gave us an edge over our adversaries. The splinters lodged in the heart, leaving a vampire as good as staked.
I raised my pistol to my lips and blew the smoke from the barrel. “I always wanted to do that.”
Ladinas tossed me another magazine. I caught it and re-loaded my gun. “Thanks.”
Static sounded through my ear-piece. Our comms system helped us maintain contact with our team waiting outside. “Heard a shot,” Demeter’s voice crackled in my left ear. “Everything alright in there?” 
“We’ve got it handled,” Ladinas said. “A single youngling. Mercy dropped him.” 
“Remember, I have to make these bullets by hand,” Demeter reminded me. “Try not to waste them.”
I smirked. “Got it. One good shot to the heart. Hasta la vista, baby.”
Ladinas chuckled. “You’re quoting Terminator now?”
I smirked. “Nope. I’m quoting Terminator 2. There’s a difference.”
Ladinas laughed and placed his hand on his chest. “Forgive my ignorance of American cinema.”
I nodded. “Forgiven and forgotten.” 
Ladinas pressed his finger against his ear-piece. “Is the perimeter secure?” Ladinas ordered. “We don’t know how many more vampires might be wandering these halls. We could use more firepower, just in case.” 
“Ten-four,” Demeter confirmed. “We have the facility surrounded. I’ll be in shortly.”
Demeter was Ladinas’s right-hand man in the Vampire Underground. Our resident tech genius. Remarkable, given that he was born the first decade of the eighteenth century; re-born as a creature of the night thirty years later. He was an Enlightenment man. Unlike most of our kind, who resisted the wind of change, Demeter cast his sail high over the seas of progress and innovation. His inventions were invaluable. Most vampires we took out, especially by gunshot, didn’t see it coming. After all, bullets were usually harmless to our kind.
“Are you sure more firepower is the answer?” I asked. “Younglings don’t pose much of a challenge.” 
Ladinas shook his head. “After those gunshots, there’s not a vampire in this place who doesn’t know we’re coming. Ramon might be a youngling again, but evidence of his recent... activities... suggests he’s every bit as strong as he used to be.”
I shrugged. “I know Ramon. When he’s under pressure, he gets sloppy. I want him to know we’re here.”
Il ne faut rien laisser au hasard.
Nothing should be left to chance. Over the years, I’d heard Ramon say those words more times than I could count.
Ramon wasn’t the brute most believed him to be. His penchant for dismemberment notwithstanding, everything Ramon did was cold, hard, and calculated.
L’habit ne fait pas le moine.
The habit doesn’t make the monk. Another one of Ramon’s pithy slogans. The American equivalent? Don’t judge a book by its cover. Ramon appeared to be a bloodthirsty fiend who killed and fed without rhyme or reason. He didn’t wear a monk’s habit to cover up his true darkness. He wore the bloodstained garb of a ruthless killer, but at his core he was loyal—to Nico before me, to me thereafter. If anyone stood a chance getting through to him, it was me.
Ramon chose the sanitorium because he knew the significance the place held for me. He led us there to send me a message.
He remembered everything. 
He was still the same Ramon. I already knew as much when I found his note on my old gravestone. That was what brought us here, to this damned sanatorium.
He knew me too damn well. I’d visited my vacant grave weekly since I’d returned to Rhode Island. It was the only way I could cope with being in a place haunted by so many ghosts from my past.
The body count left in the wake of Ramon’s return was undeniable. He had to be stopped. That didn’t mean he had to be killed.
Demeter pulled a small blow torch out of his backpack of gadgets. “Should I burn out the youngling’s heart?”
I grabbed Demeter’s wrist. “We can still surgically remove the splinters to revive him. If we don’t find Ramon, we may still need him. He may have answers we need.”
Demeter sighed and put his torch back in his bag. “You’re no fun, Mercy.”
“But she’s strategic,” Ladinas added. “Mercy is right. Ending this vampire’s existence won’t get us anywhere. He’s not a threat, but he could be valuable.”
“You’re certain there’s no other way out of this place?” Demeter asked.
Ladinas sighed. “Not unless Ramon or whatever other vampires are here dive out the windows. All the windows are high enough that even a vampire would risk breaking a limb or two. He’d heal, but not fast enough to get away.”
Demeter nodded. “We have men posted all around the perimeter. If anyone tries to flee, we’ll catch them.”
I stuck my pistol in the back waist of my pants. “Get the body out of here.”
“What are you doing?” Ladinas asked. “If there’s one youngling here, there are probably more. These vampires are nesting.”
I nodded. “Maybe, but if Ramon is here, he’ll talk to me. He led us here for a reason.”
Ladinas grabbed my hand. “I know this is personal, Mercy. But this isn’t the same Ramon you used to know.”
I shook my head. “I’m not so sure about that. Stay with Demeter and guard the exit. I need to do this alone.”
“You’re good with a gun,” Ladinas said. “But you’re still green. If you encounter more vampires than you can handle, you’ll need backup.”
I smirked and retrieved my wand from a leather strap fixed to my right thigh. “Green with a gun, perhaps. I have other methods of dealing with younglings. Besides, if I get in over my head, you’ll hear it through comms. You’ll be there in a second.”
Ladinas grunted. With vampiric speed, he knew I was right. It wouldn’t take him long at all to reach me. He leaned in, his breath cool on my neck. “Be careful.”
I touched the small of his back, his toned musculature tensing in response. “I don’t doubt it. Watch the doors. I’ll root them out.”
Demeter picked up the youngling and tossed his body over his shoulder. Ladinas followed him back out the doors of the sanitorium.
I took a deep breath. Strategically speaking, this was a dumb idea. I could handle a few younglings, maybe three or four at a time, with the aid of my magic. Even my best spells required that I point and shoot. An active shooter can drop a lot of people. If folks band together and go after the shooter, though, they can neutralize him. A few people might get shot in the attempt, but that was the calculated risk one might take to end the nightmare. It was the same with my magic. My spells were limited to those I’d incanted into my wand. Some of them took a few seconds to cast. I had to limit myself to newer spells, the ones I’d devised with shorter incantations that could be released with a single word. 
It had been so long since I’d been to the sanitorium I didn’t remember my way around. The only thing I knew for sure was that my room was on the second floor.
I held my wand in my hand, ready to use it if I encountered anyone. 
Vampires get stronger as they age. We’re sort of the opposite of humans that way. The biggest increases in strength and speed occur over the first decade. After that, the changes are more incremental. After three centuries, a vampire is stronger than he or she was after two, but every vampire was different. I’d seen fifty-year-old vamps who were naturally stronger than those twice their age. It didn’t depend on one’s original strength or size as a human. A lot of it had to do with how we metabolized blood. Compared to other vampires, probably because my sire was the first, I was stronger and quicker than most. Any younglings I encountered wouldn’t pose much of a problem, provided I only faced a few at a time and they didn’t take me by surprise.
My goal wasn’t to beat the crap out of them, or even to stake or kill them. I needed to take them out of the game. I had the perfect spell ready to do exactly that. It also wouldn’t be as loud as a gunshot. I didn’t care if Ramon heard me coming, but like I said, if too many younglings came at me at once, it would be a struggle. Even with my magic and my superior vampiric fitness.
The first floor was clear. We’d only encountered the one youngling, and Demeter secured his body. I found a stairwell at the back of the building. With my wand ready, I burst through a solid metal door.
Sure enough, a young male vampire in jeans and a black t-shirt was there, hissing at me as soon as I stepped into the stairwell.
I pointed my wand at the youngling. “Enerva!”
A red blast of energy shot from my wand and struck the vampire in the chest. His knees weakened, and he tumbled down the stairs. Enerva was one of my newer spells. It didn’t paralyze the target exactly, but it drained them of all their energy and strength so they couldn’t stand and could barely move. Even talking was difficult, if not impossible. It usually lasted anywhere from half an hour to half a day. I cast it on myself once, just to test it out, and it dropped me for just over twenty minutes. I figured that particular youngling would be out of commission for a while. More than enough time to do what I had to do. 
Find Ramon, talk to him, figure out what the hell he was doing, and try to convince him to leave with me. That was the plan.
Things never went according to plan.
“Sorry buddy,” I said as I stepped over the youngling’s body. “Stairs aren’t real comfortable, but you’ll have to make do for a while.”
“Fuck off,” the youngling muttered, struggling to get out his words.
I laughed. The kid was bold. I’d give him that. I could have staked him then and there. In my younger days, I would have. I used to be petty like that. Now, I was evolved. It was better to let him writhe in fear. 
I hurried up the stairs, skipping every other step, until I reached the door to the second floor. The door was cracked open. I pressed through it. Three more younglings were waiting for me. They screamed and charged at me.
“Enerva! Enerva! Enerva!”
When my spell hit them, they fell over each other. One of them face-planted right in his buddy’s ass.
I snickered. “How’d that feel? Is it all it’s cracked up to be?”
The vampire moaned into his friend’s butt and struggled to move. I resisted the urge to laugh at my own joke.
I kicked the third vampire over on his back, leaving the other two in their awkward and embarrassing position. “Where is Ramon?” I asked.
The vampire struggled to open his mouth to talk, but he could get out the words if he tried hard enough. “Not here...”
“What do you mean he’s not here?” I asked. “He sent me a letter. It was in Ramon’s handwriting. He told me to come here and be prepared to fight.”
“Not here. Something else...”
“What kind of something?” I aimed my wand at the vampire again to give him an extra dose of encouragement. “Why did Ramon want me to come here?”
The vampire’s lips quivered. He tried to speak again, but this time only a little air came out. My spell was too damn good.
I grunted. “Never mind. I’ll figure it out.”
I approached the other two vampires. I pulled the one out of the other’s ass and stood over him, my boot on his chest. “What did Ramon want me to find?”
He was too weak to speak. I tried the same with the other vampire, but he couldn’t talk, either.
I took a deep breath. “I suppose I’ll just have to find out for myself.”
I caught a whiff of human blood. In my earlier days, it would have sent me into a craze if I hadn’t fed recently. I followed the smell to an open patient room about three doors down from where I’d dropped the three younglings. The door was slightly ajar. I knew that room. I couldn’t have described it if someone had asked me to before, but as I approached the door, I knew it was my old room, where I spent my last moments as a human. Where I became me. I’d existed almost seven times as long as a vampire as I’d lived as a human. For some reason, though, I still thought of my human life as the first half of my existence.
The smell of blood was coming from the room—from my room. As I approached the door, it was like entering a time portal back to my old life.
A low-pitched growl echoed from within the room.
“What the hell?”
I kicked open the door, my wand ready, and a giant four-legged beast with dark hair and fire in its eyes bounded through, knocking me on my back.
The smell of blood and sulfur wafted over me.
I sprang back to my feet and watched as the creature leaped over the three younglings and squeezed himself through the door of the stairwell.
It was a hellhound. I’d never seen one. I knew a few who had. Recently, in fact. Back in New Orleans, Hailey, a vampire and a witch whom I’d adopted several years back, had dealt with one. This creature matched its description. It was three hundred pounds, at least. It was the odor and its fiery eyes that gave it away. 
Why was a hellhound in Rhode Island?
I turned back to the room and gasped. At least a dozen human bodies laid there. I couldn’t get an exact count. Body parts were scattered all over the room. Their torsos were ripped open and their entrails poured out over the floor. Most of them still had heads—but not all of them.
What in the name of the Horned God was going on here? This was what Ramon wanted me to find. But why?
I stared at the macabre scene for a good ten seconds before the sound of gunfire startled me out of my trance.
I took off down the hall. I practically flew down the stairs, skipping most of them on my way down to the first floor. I blasted out of the sanitorium.
Ladinas was standing at the tree line, staring off into the distance. Demeter had his gun pointed into the darkness. So did several of the other vampires who were a part of Ladinas’s task-force. The Vampire Underground. A paramilitary organization of high-tech bloodsuckers that worked with coordination and precision. 
“Did it get away?”
Ladinas nodded. “That thing took at least a dozen bullets and kept running.”
“You can’t kill a hellhound with bullets.”
“Did you say a hellhound?” Ladinas tilted his head.
I nodded. “That’s what it was. I’m sure of it.”
“I take it you didn’t find Ramon?”
I shook my head. “He wasn’t here. This was what he wanted us to find.”
“A warning, perhaps?” Demeter asked.
I nodded. “Or a clue. If this hellhound came out of the convergence in the Seelie Forest outside of town, we’d know about it. Willie would have let us know.”
Wee Willie Winker was a Seelie faerie. An annoying but endearing little fucker. A convergence could open to almost any otherworldly realm. That included the Seelie and Unseelie forests. Willie was there for our benefit, more or less. After the evil faeries, the Unseelie, tried to expand their forest into our realm, he set up shop in a new Seelie forest of his own to prevent them, and anything else, from emerging and wreaking havoc on our world. 
Demeter shook his head. “Are you sure you can trust the faerie?”
I nodded. “He’s honest, if nothing else. If the hellhound emerged from the convergence outside Exeter, he’d know about it. He’d let us know. This monster came out of another convergence. Someone must’ve called it out of hell.”
“Why would anyone call a hellhound?” Demeter asked. “I don’t care what evil you’re up to. That’s just reckless.”
I nodded. “They were feeding it. I found at least a dozen bodies inside, ripped to shreds. I don’t know anything more than that. I suspect that vampire we shot before, might. There are three more younglings upstairs. Another one in the stairwell.”
“Staked?” Ladinas asked.
I twirled my wand in my hand. “Not exactly. We’ll need to carry them out of here. Let’s hope one of them will talk.”
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Dracula turned Prince Ladinas in the sixteenth century. Ladinas was a genuine human prince, one of the many Romanian nobility who accepted the dark gift in what proved a futile effort to resist Ottoman rule. Unlike his bloodthirsty sire, Ladinas had his scruples, a conscience. He believed in the peaceful coexistence of humans and vampires. Though, I had the impression he’d only arrived at that position over the course of a few centuries. 
Most vampires had a bloody past. Very few bypassed their murderous phase. Call it vampire puberty. All a part of “growing up.” 
Ladinas and my sire, Niccolo, shared a vision—a day when vampires were less feared than respected, when “coming out of the coffin” might be possible without detriment to either human- or vampire-kind. It wasn’t so much that they wanted to be known, but realized it was an inevitability. Especially in an era where cameras were everywhere, even in people’s pockets, and the Internet and social media made it impossible to contain reports of vampire encounters. “Handling” one or two loose-lipped people, like we did in the old days, just didn’t cut it anymore.
Ladinas and Nico also agreed on a strategy to maintain our cover for the time being: feed in moderation; ensure your meals either forget the encounter, or are too terrified to tell a soul. We had a few tried-and-true feeding methods that had sufficiently guarded our secret for centuries.
Target the intoxicated. Our bite filtered out alcohol, leaving our victims with a high-enough B.A.C. that their drunkenness compromised both the meal’s memory and their reliability. Feed from the willing, or the insane. Some vampires, though not all of us, had a variety of mind-control abilities that could compel one to forget. Those few of us who dabbled in witchcraft, like myself, had other ways to wipe a mind or alter one’s memories.  
After Nico ended his existence, and I inherited the chancellorship of the Vampire Council, I sent Prince Ladinas to sheriff the territories of Rhode Island, Connecticut, and Massachusetts. Like New Orleans, the region was never truly free from the things that go bump—or bite—in the night. 
Ladinas’s primary responsibility was to ensure that vampires in the region behaved. When vampires lost control and exsanguinated bodies populated the morgues, people noticed. While the general population was oblivious to our existence, there were hunters, zealots, and other supernaturals, who not only knew about vampires, but despised what we were. 
A single reckless vampire, like Ramon, could draw unwanted attention. 
The Vampire Council’s public relations policy was avoidance. That required careful feeds, sticking to the shadows, and not flaunting our abilities (like our enhanced strength or speed) in public. We weren’t in denial. It wasn’t about futilely keeping our existence secret forever. It was more about covering up our worst so that when the day came that we were forced from the shadows, we’d have fewer skeletons in our closets (literal or metaphorical) that would complicate our assimilation into the civilized population. 
The Vampire Underground (“the Underground” for short) was our base of operation. It was only accessible in two ways. First, through the sewers in southern Providence, not far from where I grew up in Exeter. Second, through a well-guarded elevator in an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of the city. To access the elevator, you not only had to get past a well-trained vampire guard, but you could only use the elevator if you passed a retinal and a palm scan. Fail either scan and the elevator still opened. It acted as if you’d passed the scan until you were secure inside. Then the floor dropped out, and the unwelcome guest dropped a few hundred feet into a dark, rat-infested dungeon. I never saw the dungeon. In the few months I’d been back, no one triggered the fail-safe. I only knew what Ladinas told me. 
They rigged the dungeon with wooden and silver spikes retracted in the floor and walls. If our intruder was a vampire, we could stake him with the push of a button. If the stake missed the heart, we might have to hit the button a few times, which was surely a messy endeavor, but we’d get it done. If it was a werewolf, the silver would take care of it. If it was neither a vampire nor a werewolf, well, it didn’t matter what the spikes were made from. Getting impaled by anything had the same effect on pretty much anything. Anything I knew about, at least.
Since the convergences opened around the world, and creatures from other realms started introducing themselves to our world, all sorts of nasty shit I never knew existed made an earth-side debut. 
Demeter riddled the sewers with booby traps and early-warning systems. If anyone tried to infiltrate the Underground that way, Ladinas’s security squad was on them before they knew what hit them.
Bottom line. There wasn’t a facility on earth more secure than the Underground. I also hadn’t visited too many vampire lairs that were more luxurious. Certainly not in North America.
Ladinas had old-world tastes. The Underground was a marvel of decadent luxury. Rich mahogany paneled the walls and thick red carpet covered the floor. The furniture was of the finest quality, upholstered in gold and red velvet.
There were two throne-like chairs on a platform overlooking the main room. These chairs were the most ornate pieces of furniture in the chamber. An intricate pattern in gold leaf covered portions of the upper-back and armrests. The thrones had red velvet cushions so soft they felt like clouds.
The chamber was lit by a crystal chandelier. It hung from the ceiling, and sparkled like a thousand stars. The light from the chandelier cast a warm glow over the chamber.
Before I returned to Exeter, there was only one chair on the marble platform. Ladinas commissioned the second after my arrival. As Niccolo’s heir, my person carried an authority that some old-world vampires respected.
Most of the vampires loyal to Ladinas were Romanian, brought over at Ladinas’s request shortly after I gave him his post in the region. They were also older than me—every one of them. Most of them were more than twice my age. Usually, vampires like these wouldn’t pay much respect to vampires like me. Vampires honored their elders, rarely their youngers. But old-world vampires also revered bloodlines. They didn’t follow my lead merely because Ladinas insisted they do so. They didn’t care a lick for what they referred to as the “American Council.” To them, I was royalty. I was the favored progeny of Niccolo the Damned. In their eyes, it made me a bloody queen.
I wasn’t Nico’s only progeny. Corbin, my older vampire brother, also received the royal treatment back in Transylvania. Most of the old-world vampires believed that Nico’s decision to bypass Corbin and grant me the authority of the council was misguided, clouded by the delusions of humanity that had infected Nico’s mind in his advanced age. Now, though, Corbin was dead. There wasn’t a vampire left in the old-world or America who didn’t recognize my legitimacy. 
At least for the time being. If I wanted to command their respect, Ladinas insisted, I’d better act like a queen. Be decisive. Accept their council, but don’t give anyone the impression that my decisions were anything but final. As a former prince, I coveted Ladinas’s guidance. As one of Dracula’s progeny (Dracula was also dead, too, by the way) old-world vampires honored his lineage second only to mine. Ladinas knew how to command respect and elicit obedience. 
I’d say I followed his lead, but he made it clear that the one thing I could never do was give these vampires the impression I was following anyone.
My bloodline might have secured my status. It did nothing to earn their respect. Vampiric history was littered with cases of monarchs who met the stake at the hands of their most loyal subjects. In every instance, it was because the monarch either showed weakness, or because they mistook strength for ruthlessness. 
I had to be strong but not become a tyrant. It was a fine line that few vampire monarchs walked well enough to endure more than a few decades on the throne of any territory. 
In the eyes of these old-world vampires, I had the throne by right. I could only keep it by reputation.
I’d earned a little cred with the vampires of the Underground when I helped Ladinas stop an Unseelie faerie queen’s incursion through the nearby convergence. We’d suspected an ancient druid, Mug Ruith, was responsible. Come to find out, he was trying to protect the earth as much as we were. Long story short, Mug Ruith was now with us. He was now a vampire—my second progeny. My first, Mel, was also with us.
Mel was training with Demeter. When she was ready, she’d join the tactical team and help out. Until then, she was more a liability than an asset on most missions. She needed not only more skill. She was still prone to uncontrollable cravings. A mission like the one to the sanatorium, where a dozen or more bloodied human bodies lay eviscerated, would have sent her into a frenzy. 
Muggs—what I called Mug Ruith for short—was another story. He was blind. The only sight he had was what’s called the spirit gaze, a druid ability that allowed him to see magical signatures. Everything else appeared to him as shadows. Usually, when a person was turned, their former impairments were healed. It happened to Mel. She’d suffered from severe fibromyalgia and was bound to a wheelchair. Since I turned her, the pain went away. She didn’t just walk now. She danced. I brought her with me to Exeter because she still needed my guidance. A youngling without a sire won’t typically last more than a week before their cravings take over. When that happens, a hunter or another vampire concerned to protect our secret usually takes the youngling out.
As their sire, I could control Muggs and Mel to a point. If I gave them a direct order, they had to obey. With Mel, I used my influence sparingly. Only when she struggled to maintain control. With Mugs, well, I didn’t trust him. His powers were impressive—and dangerous. We kept him under lock and key with strict orders to suppress his power. If I didn’t compel him accordingly, he could have teleported himself out of the Underground. A youngling, with all the urges that come with the turn, could be dangerous. Add to that Muggs’ magical abilities and there was no telling how many people he could kill if he lost control. 
I knew that from personal experience. Without Nico, while I was still a youngling, I could have wiped out all of Exeter and half of New Orleans. 
The Underground had blood maids—humans who volunteered to be fed upon freely in exchange for lives of luxury. Most of them suffered from various terminal ailments in life. They served Ladinas and the Underground willingly. A vampire’s bite can have modest healing properties. Enough to keep most of them alive. It didn’t cure their conditions. Only turning them would accomplish that. But the arrangement allowed the blood maids to survive in comfort. All we asked in exchange was an occasional donation. 
Save a life. Donate blood. 
A pithy slogan that worked for the American Red Cross and also for us—albeit for different reasons. So long as we had blood maids, we didn’t have to hunt the local population. Lives saved. 
Demeter was performing surgery on the vampire I shot to remove the splinters from his heart so we could question him. Ladinas and a few of the other vampires were preparing the other three for interrogation. 
We had a little time—our captives wouldn’t talk at all until my spell wore off.
I grabbed one of our blood maids from his chamber, in an underground dormitory of sorts with all the amenities a human could desire. 
This particular blood maid was a middle-aged man named Gary. He had terminal cancer. A regular bite slowed down the metastasis. The doctors gave him months. We offered him years. 
This was all still a little new to me, but I enjoyed getting to know the maids. It wasn’t out of compassion, but more out of a morbid curiosity. What lives had these people lived that, on their deathbeds, they chose vampires over the grave?
Gary was a retired lawyer. A workaholic who’d alienated most of his family. Lawyers rarely made for good eating. They tasted a little sour. Gary was an exception. He was a public defender. He could have made big bucks. Instead, he helped those who couldn’t afford his services. Not everyone he defended was innocent, of course, but he gave them a fair chance at justice. 
The better a person is at their core, the better they taste. A conundrum for vampires with a conscience, those who’d prefer to hunt scoundrels who deserved it. 
“Mercy!” Gary stood up when I entered his quarters. “May I be of service?”
I nodded. “You may, but not for me.”
Gary turned off his sixty-five inch television. He straightened his shirt, checked his reflection in the mirror, and slicked back the sides of his salt-and-pepper hair. “Very well. I suppose Mel requires my blood?”
I shook my head. “It’s Muggs.”
Gary gulped. “The last time I offered myself to him, he nearly drank me dry.”
I nodded. “I’ll be there this time. It won’t happen. I will stop him before he loses control.”
Gary took a deep breath. “Very well. So long as you supervise.”
I took a black velvet bag off of the table next to Gary’s door. All the blood maids had one. I put it over his head and took his hand. “Come with me.”
The maids didn’t live in an area where they had direct access to the main area. Their wing in the Underground was separate from the rest. The arrangement was for security reasons. It wouldn’t be hard for an enemy to infiltrate the Underground posing as a blood maid.
I led Gary through the tunnels. The air was thick with the smell of sewage. The only sounds were water dripping, the occasional rat scurrying by, and our footsteps. As we walked, Gary’s hand tightened in mine. He’d volunteered for this. He’d provided his blood to vampires dozens of times. Given his last experience with Muggs, though, I understood his trepidation.
We reached the security door to the Underground proper. I activated the retinal scanner, placed my hand on the palm reader, and the lock clicked open. I led Gary through the foyer, down another hallway, to Muggs’ quarters. I unlocked the steel door that held him inside. He was still too volatile to be allowed to roam free.
I pushed open the door. “Dinner time.”
“Mercy!” Muggs sprang to his feet. “I’d say it’s great to see you but, you know, with me I don’t mean that literally. Since I’m blind and all. I can see your magic, though. Looks like you cast something recently.”
I chuckled. “Can’t get much past you, Muggs. How are you doing?”
“Hungry, but I’m well. Have something to read?”
“To read?”
“An audiobook might be nice. I hear they’re fantastic. That’s what the maids say, anyway.”
“Perhaps I can arrange that. If you can help us out with something.”
Muggs rubbed his brow. “You require my help?”
“You’ve traversed through various realms. That’s how you arrived in our time.”
“Indeed. I’ve visited the faerie realms, Annwn, of course, and a few others.”
“Ever been to hell, by chance?”
Muggs gulped. “Why would you ask me that?”
“We have a hellhound problem. Ramon and his younglings had it at an old sanitorium outside of town. They’re feeding it humans.”
“Ahh, yes. That makes sense.”
I tilted my head. “It does?”
“Of course. There was a wraith problem down in New Orleans recently. Dead vampires coming back from hell.”
I scratched the back of my head. “How did you know about that?”
“I’m blind, but I’m not deaf. My hearing was always exceptional. Now that I’m a vampire, well, it’s even more profound. I hear pretty much everything that happens down here, and even a few things that go on in the world above.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You’re just telling me this now?”
“You know what they say,” Muggs shrugged. “See no evil, but hear all kinds of evil.”
I smirked. “That’s not exactly how the saying goes. But in your case, it fits.”
“I’ll just say I’d find it hard to believe if someone opened a hell-portal down in New Orleans that wraiths were the only things that escaped. I went to hell once. Call it a morbid curiosity. Everything there, even Lucifer himself, wants out.”
I pressed my lips together. “So if someone opens the door, activates a convergence...”
“It’s not surprising that a hellhound might squeeze through. It’s also unlikely that all the wraiths who escaped remained in New Orleans.”
“Are you saying there are other ancient, twice-dead vampires wandering the world?”
Muggs bowed his head slightly. “It’s likely. More than that, if there’s a hellhound here, I imagine there’s a wraith or two who came with it.”
Gary cleared his throat. “Should I be hearing all this?”
I pulled out a chair that sat against Muggs’ wall. “Probably not. But it’s not like you’re going anywhere else anytime soon.”
“Gary!” Muggs exclaimed. “I thought I recognized the sound of that arrhythmia. It’s a pleasure to hear your voice again!”
Gary huffed. “Well, I’m willing to serve, provided you exercise a little more restraint than last time.”
“Apologies, my friend! I intended no harm. This is all quite new to me.”
I cleared my throat. “Could the ancient vampires be the reason the younglings are feeding humans to the hellhound??”
“Absolutely!” Muggs writhed his hands together in his lap. “Do you have any lotion, by chance?”
“I can get you some. Why would vampires feed a hellhound?”
Mugs extended and contracted his fingers. “One of the wonders of the modern world, that lotion. Back in my time, we had some oils and such, but they left your skin all greasy.”
“On point, Muggs. The hellhound.”
Muggs took a deep breath. “Right. The thing I know about hellhounds is that they imprint on their mates.”
“Like the werewolves in Twilight!” Gary piped up.
I rolled my eyes. “You read Twilight?”
Gary shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a sucker for—sorry, poor choice of words. I enjoy vampire romances.”
Muggs cocked his head. “What in the name of Cernnunos is a vampire romance?”
I waved my hand through the air. “Propaganda. One of many efforts, envisioned by my sire, to elicit human empathy for our kind. You know, for the inevitable time when our existence becomes public. Nico thought if people saw us less as monsters, and more as bloodsucking sex dolls, they’d be more likely to accept us as equals.”
Muggs shuddered. “Dreadful!”
“Not at all!” Gary piped up. “I wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t for my books!”
I raised one eyebrow. “You volunteered because you have a vampire fetish?”
Gary shrugged. “Sure! And because, well, you know, cancer. But mostly it’s the romance.”
I laughed and shook my head. “Well, don’t get any ideas, buddy. You’re not my type.”
“You’re not mine either!” Gary crossed his arms. “I’m all Team Edward. I know he’s fictional, but I’d settle for Team Ladinas.”
I smirked. “I bet you would. Anyway, Muggs. Imprinting and mating. What does that mean?”
“Hellhounds mate with the souls of the damned. They’re insatiable. It’s all a part of going to hell, I suppose. Eternal torture includes getting boned. No pun intended! You know, since dogs like bones.”
I rolled my eyes. I might have laughed if Muggs didn’t feel the need to explain his joke. “That’s dreadful. How do you know about all this?”
“Like I said, I went to hell once. Why do you think I was so eager to get out of there? It wasn’t the fire and brimstone.”
“Did a hellhound have its way with you, Muggs?”
“No!” Muggs shook his head. “Definitely not!”
“I don’t believe you.” I smirked.
“The point is, hellhounds are real horn dogs. At least they are in hell. But that’s not the interesting part.”
“I find it fascinating!” Gary piped up.
“It’s not what you’re all thinking!” Muggs insisted. “People in hell, especially vampire wraiths, don’t have bodies. It’s not the kind of mating you are envisioning. It’s more of a spiritual violation. The hellhound corrupts the spirits of the damned when he... enters them.”
I cleared my throat. “What does that have to do with why vampires might feed one on earth?”
“When a hellhound imprints on one of its many mates, it forges a connection between the hound and the spirit of his... chosen. There’s a legend told by the bards, lost in the annals of time, but I heard it centuries ago. It was a tale of a man who escaped death in Samhuinn. A hound accompanied him. On earth, none of the... activities... that occurred in hell continued. They didn’t do it doggy style, if you get my drift...”
“Get to the point, Muggs.” 
“Right. Anyway, it was said that when the hound fed on human flesh, it gave the man great strength and power. Since this hellhound escaped with the wraiths, my guess is that this particular hound had marked his territory in vampire hell. If any of the vampires who returned were connected to the hound, they’ve likely discovered the benefits of keeping their doggy well fed.”
I rubbed my brow. Ramon had been to vampire hell dozens of times. Every time he lost control and went on one of his murderous binges, we staked him for a time. It was the only way to break the cycle. Ramon wasn’t among the wraiths who returned recently, but he’d been there. If he was connected to the hound, if the hound imprinted on him during one of his time-outs in hell, it explained his connection to the beast. It also meant he was in some way connected to whatever other vampires might have returned through the convergence. From the way Muggs was talking, hellhounds weren’t monogamous.
“Thanks, Muggs. Is there anything else you know about these hounds? What’s the easiest way to kill them?”
Muggs shook his head. “I’ve said all I know. A hellhound isn’t native to this realm. I imagine being here gives it a weakness or two, but I can’t say what that might be.”
I grinned. “Keep it up. This has been helpful. If anything else comes to mind, let me know, alright?”
Muggs smiled widely. “Can I have my snack now?”
Gary unbuttoned his pants.
“What the hell are you doing?” I asked.
“I thought he might like to feed from the femoral artery...”
I grunted and shook my head. “Keep your pants on. The carotid will do just fine.”
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Muggs handled his feeding well. He only took a few gulps from Gary. I took Gary back to his room and returned to join Ladinas as he prepared to interrogate the vampires we took from the sanatorium. 
Everything Muggs said made sense. If the hellhound corrupted the spirits of those he violated in hell, it certainly explained why a lot of vampires who got staked came back more vicious than before. It even explained, at least in part, why Ramon was so brutal.
Back in New Orleans, Nico and I thought when we staked him, we were breaking his murderous cycle. It worked, sort of. Every time he resumed his hunts, though, he reached new depths of depravity. If a hellhound had imprinted on him, and it corrupted Ramon’s spirit more and more every time we staked him, it made sense. What began as overfeeding eventually became evisceration. Evisceration became dismemberment. Eventually, Ramon moved on to disembowelment. I never understood why consuming the blood from someone’s bowels was remotely appealing. Dismemberment? I suppose there’s a certain je ne sais quoi to it. Blood from a severed limb takes on unique flavors, sort of like how wine gets more flavorful with age. Bowel blood, though? No thank you.
I found Ladinas reclining on a couch in the throne room and reading a book.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
Ladinas sat up quickly and tucked his book under a throw pillow. “Nothing. Demeter is in surgery. Removing splinters from a vampire’s heart is an arduous process. The other four vampires are still out of it. Whatever spell you used must be pretty damn powerful.”
I smiled widely. “Yeah, I’ve been practicing. My magic is getting stronger all the time.”
“Don’t be so proud of yourself. This delay is less than desirable.”
I shrugged. “Sorry?”
Ladinas chuckled. “You did what you had to do. We’ll get our answers soon enough.”
I sat down beside Ladinas. He scooted a little closer to me. “I might have a few answers already.”
Ladinas raised an eyebrow. “How?”
“I brought a maid to Muggs. That old druid actually knew a few things about hellhounds.”
Ladinas rested his hand on mine. It felt like electricity passed from his palm into the back of my hand. If I wasn’t a vampire, I might have blushed. “What did you find out?”
I explained everything Muggs told me. Ladinas listened intently, though I think he was as disturbed by the whole hellhound imprinting process as I was—even if it was a spiritual sort of violation, the whole thing just felt... ew.
“Good work,” Ladinas said. “This will come in handy when we interrogate the vampires. We just need to know how many vampires this hellhound imprinted on, and hopefully, they have names.”
Ladinas shifted his weight on the couch, adjusting the throw pillow that hid the book he was reading before.
I furrowed my brow. “What exactly were you reading when I walked in?” 
Ladinas stared at me blankly for a couple of seconds. “Why do you want to know?”
“Well, you hid it pretty quickly when I walked in. Please tell me it wasn’t Twilight.”
“It wasn’t! I don’t read things like that. I mean, we don’t sparkle. That’s just ludicrous. Little more than a narrative device. How else could an author create vampires who attended a human high school?”
“Fair point. If it’s not a vampire romance, then what book was it?” I batted my eyes.
Ladinas gulped. “Just some drivel. Nothing at all you’d find interesting.”
I reached over Ladinas’s lap. He feigned an effort to stop me and, well, he could have if he really wanted to, but I retrieved the book. I examined the cover and started laughing. “Fifty Shades? Seriously, Ladinas?”
“What? It’s a compelling story.”
I shrugged. “Wouldn’t know. Haven’t read it.”
“What do you read?”
I shrugged. “Mostly Anne Rice novels.”
“So you do read vampire fiction?”
“Yeah, but her stuff is deep and alluring. Her vampires don’t sparkle. She got a lot right. There’s a reason for that, you know.”
Ladinas squeezed my hand. “Enlighten me.”
“Well, the concept behind Interview with the Vampire was based on a true story. Not the actual story. That was fiction. But Rice did interview a vampire.”
Ladinas chuckled. “I should have known. It was Nico, wasn’t it? He also influenced Bram Stoker.”
I nodded. “It was. All a part of Nico’s plan to polish our image. You have to admit, in those books the vampires are terrifying, as they should be, but you also find yourself rooting for them. A well-balanced approach, I’d say. Better than some of Nico’s later inspirations.”
“Was Nico involved in the Underworld franchise, by chance?”
I shook my head. “Not to my knowledge. Why do you ask?”
“I love those movies. Haven’t read the books, but those films...”
I laughed. “You just like them because of Kate Beckinsale.”
Ladinas smirked. “You caught me. I mean, that woman really knows how to wear leather. She’s no Mercy Brown, mind you. But damn.”
I playfully nudged Ladinas in the ribs. “You’re such a flirt.”
Ladinas leaned in closer to me. “You have no idea.”
Damn it, if I didn’t find Ladinas so damned attractive. It took a lot for anyone to get my attention. I hadn’t been with another vampire in that way since Ramon. 
Ladinas grazed my cheek with the back of his hand. 
Fuck it, I thought.
I grabbed his head with both hands and pulled him into a kiss. His tongue penetrated my mouth, tickling my fangs. I bit his tongue playfully as I tugged at his shirt. He removed mine and his powerful hands clutched my back. I unbuttoned his pants.
Then he pushed me away.
“Dude. What the hell?”
“I’m sorry. I can’t.”
I took a deep breath and released it with a drawn-out sigh. I rolled off Ladinas and sank into the couch beside him. “It’s Alice, isn’t it?”
Ladinas nodded. “I don’t know why I can’t get her out of my mind.” 
“It’s been years,” I said. “I lost track of her a long time ago. She might not be coming back.”
“She told me she’d return. When she was done dealing with the Order of the Morning Dawn. They still have a few chapters scattered around the world.”
I shook my head. “She’s the one who chose revenge over a chance to be with you. She can’t expect you to wait for her forever.”
“I’m not waiting forever. A few years is nothing for a vampire.”
I was partly to blame. I’d introduced Alice and Ladinas. When Ladinas was still in Europe, I’d sent Alice there to forge an alliance with the old-world vampires. Ladinas returned with her. I sent Ladinas to Exeter. He invited Alice to join him, but she turned him down. She had a score to settle with the Order of the Morning Dawn.
Alice was almost as old as I was. She was working for the Order with my father and tried to kill me after I became a vampire. I bit her. The Order healed her, but I didn’t know it. I thought she was dead for decades until she returned and tried to kill me again. She failed, obviously. But when she returned to the Order without my head on a platter, they turned on her. 
The Order of the Morning Dawn used vampires they called Nightwalkers as operatives trained to kill other vampires. It was hypocritical for a secret society dedicated to eradicating all vampires and witches from the face of the earth but, in their view, the ends justified the means. Long story short, after the Order turned against her, Alice had a change of heart. I sent her to Romania so she could prove herself, so she could show she’d changed. If it wasn’t for Alice, Ladinas never would have come to America.
I didn’t harbor any resentment toward Alice. Still, for the first time since Ramon, I had feelings for another vampire. Since I’d come to Rhode Island, I’d spent more time with Ladinas than she ever did. Besides, he deserved better.
“You can’t deny there’s something between us.”
Ladinas shook his head. “I’m not denying it, but a vampire’s heart doesn’t open up easily. It wouldn’t be fair to you to start something so long as I still have feelings for her.”
I shrugged. “Fuck old feelings. Fuck me while you’re at it. The feelings will come.”
Ladinas laughed. “You certainly have a way with words.”
“I’m direct. I know what I want. I usually get it.”
Ladinas raised an eyebrow. “Is that a promise?”
I nodded and stood up from the couch. “Damn straight.”
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Ladinas and I sat in an awkward silence for a good thirty seconds. There wasn’t much more to say. We’d be fine, eventually. In the immediate wake of being “turned down” though, I had to admit, I was frustrated. Knowing that Ladinas  was attracted to me, that he actually had feelings for me, made it even worse. I wasn’t the problem. That goddamn Alice was the problem. If she’d shown an ounce of interest, or even had sent Ladinas a letter or two in recent years, I might understand. To hold on to a lost-love, especially when his infatuation was apparently unrequited, was downright stupid.  
The tension was finally interrupted when Antoine, one of our vampire guards, peeked into the throne room from a door in the back. He had a dust-mask over his face—probably due to the unpleasant garlic that he’d used to help secure the prisoners. The door didn’t lead to our quarters. It led to our jails. Also, where we had the debilitated younglings bound and ready for interrogation. “They’re starting to move.”
“Are they sufficiently restrained?” Ladinas asked.
“Of course, sire.”
“We’ll be right there. They might not be eager to talk. Make sure to have a few stakes on hand. A little garlic wouldn’t hurt.”
Antoine nodded and pulled the door shut as he headed back down the hall.
I raised an eyebrow. “Sire? I didn’t know you were a father.”
“It’s not like that,” Ladinas said. “I’m not his sire. It’s more of a royalty thing.”
I snorted. “You were a Romanian prince in the sixteenth century. That doesn’t make you a king.”
“And you were a rebellious American teenager. That doesn’t make you a queen, either.”
“I never said I wanted to be a queen.”
“Nonetheless, these old-world vampires need the command structure of monarchy. We’ve been through this, Mercy.”
“Well, if anyone calls me ‘sire’ they’ll get a boot in the ass.”
Ladinas laughed. “They wouldn’t call you ‘sire.’ You’re a woman.”
“Excuse me? I can sire as well as any man.”
“That’s not the point. We’re dealing with old customs here. They’re more likely to address you as ‘my liege’ or ‘your Royal Highness.’”
I winced. “Gag me with piss.”
Ladinas smirked. “These titles are honorary, a sign of respect. Respond as such. It’s not like they’re calling you names.”
“Like bitch? I can own that.”
“You like it when people call you a bitch? You’re a strange one, Mercy Brown.”
I shrugged. “I have an appreciation for honesty and the truth. If the shoe fits, I’ll wear it with pride. If it’s a bunch of pompous bullshit I haven’t earned, that people use because of who my sire was and what I’ve inherited, then they aren’t respecting me. They’re honoring traditions that have nothing to do with who I really am. If you’re going to apply some honorary title to me, make sure it’s something I deserve.”
Ladinas nodded. “Then earn it. If you don’t think you’re worthy of the title, rise to the occasion. Think of it as a challenge.”
I cracked my neck. “I can work with that, I guess. Let’s go see if we can get these younglings to talk. Don’t let them know what we already know about hellhounds. They might not even know why they’re doing what they’re doing. Younglings often don’t. They’re probably following their sire’s orders.”
“Hold our cards close to the chest. A decent strategy.”
I smiled. “I call dibs on bad cop.”
Ladinas cocked his head. “Bad cop?”
“Yeah. You know. Good cop, bad cop. I come in half-cocked, rough them up a bit. You come in and chastise me. Tell me to take a break and cool down. Apologize for my excesses and play the empathetic nice vampire. They’ll be so grateful that they’ll tell you anything you want to know. Lest I get another shot at them.”
“You sound like you’ve done this a few times.”
I smirked. “Not really. But I’ve watched a lot of cop shows. It always works on TV.”
I followed Ladinas into the hallway. The contrast between the hall and the throne room was stark. The oil lamps dangling from the damp ceiling above cast eerie shadows on the floor.
The throne room smelled of frankincense. The hall reeked of mildew with a hint of sewage. It was by design. Vampires had heightened senses. We could see in the dark. Our hearing was especially acute. The same applied to our olfactory senses. It helped us discern if someone we intended to feed upon was healthy. Certain blood-borne pathogens were problematic. Nothing that could kill us, but if a vampire fed on someone with hepatitis B or C, it severely weakened us for a time. Older vampires could recover in a day or two. Younger vampires might be affected for a month or more. Our strong sense of smell was advantageous. It was also annoying. It’s why vampires were repulsed by garlic and other foul odors. 
Little known fact. This one is free of charge. If you’re ever attacked by a vampire, fighting back won’t do much good. A nasty fart might just save your life. 
The musty corridors in the Underground gave any hostages we might take the impression we’d done little more than found a dank room connected to the city’s sewers to use for our interrogations. Too much fanciness, and they’d know that there was more lurking under the streets of Providence than rats and refuse.
There were those who knew about the Underground. We kept a close eye on them. It inclined us to make sure those who didn’t know about us remained in ignorance.
I grabbed my wand from the strap on my leg. I didn’t need chainsaws, drills, or bone saws to conduct an effective interrogation.
“Ladies and bad cops, first,” Ladinas quipped. 
I smirked. “Remember, you’re the nice one.”
Ladinas shook his head. “I usually am. So far as vampires go.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but choked back my words. I was going to make a ‘nice vampires finish last’ joke, but it didn’t apply. Ladinas was still pining for Alice. I wasn’t the nice girl in this scenario. I never fell for the good guys. The only vampire I’d ever loved in my century-plus was Ramon. Ramon had a way with words. His French accent was deceiving. He was anything but a gentlemanly monsieur. 
“Let’s just get this over with.” I pressed open the door and stepped into the room, holding my head high, twirling my wand between my fingers.
Antoine had the four younglings chained to chairs, garlic cloves pressed between the links. They were awake, but just barely; like humans with a hangover, still feeling the effects of the previous night’s binge. Their eyes widened when they saw me. Usually when men stare I have to remind them where my eyes are. They weren’t gawking at my bosom. They were staring at my wand.
They’d experienced my magic once before. They didn’t want to for a second time. I decided to have a little fun with them. I pointed my wand directly at the vampire on the left.
“Avada Kedavra!
The four vampires winced, and one of them shrieked
I laughed and looked at the one who screamed. “That’s not a real spell, dumbass.”
The vampire on the left was shaking so badly he couldn’t have stayed in his chair if it wasn’t for his chains. The other three were white as swans. They made other vampires, like me, who hadn’t seen the sun in ages, look like swimsuit models. The one on the right had a wet spot in the front of his trousers. 
This was going to be easier than I’d anticipated. 
To think, all I had to do was mock a Harry Potter spell, and they nearly broke. How disappointing. It had been a while since I’d tortured someone. I was never a sadist, but every now and again, it was nice to make someone beg me for mercy.
And that’s exactly what I gave them. More Mercy. These younglings were already pleading for it and I hadn’t done a damn thing. 
“That’s right,” I said as I paced in front of the three younglings. “You’ve figured me out. Yes, I’m a vampire. I’m the queen bitch around here. I’m also a witch. A witch, and a bitch.” 
I chuckled. “Also a poet, but I didn’t know it.”
I glanced at the vampires, but they weren’t laughing at my joke. “Come on, guys. Give me a courtesy laugh, at least.”
The youngling on the right forced a smile and released the fakest chortle I’d ever heard. The other two followed suit.
“Good boys. Now, as you three already know, I have several spells at my disposal that can really ruin your night. That last one, well, consider it an appetizer. Obviously, I won’t use that one again. I need you three to talk.”
The youngling in the middle shook his head. “What do you expect us to know that you don’t know already?”
“Why was that creature in the sanatorium feasting on human flesh?”
The second vampire from the left, I thought of him as “blondie,” shrugged. “Puppy needed his kibble.”
I smiled widely. Finally, a little spunk. I could work with that. “Who is your sire?”
“Don’t!” the vampire on the left’s eyes shot open widely. “He’ll destroy us.”
“Was it Ramon?” 
Blondie laughed. “Ramon. He’s not the one you should be worried about.” 
“Then enlighten me.” I paced back and forth, intermittently pointing my wand at them as if it was a loaded gun. “Who should we be worried about?”
“We aren’t talking. Kill us if you must. There are some fates worse than the stake.” 
“We mustn’t speak his name! You know what he’ll do to us!”
I raised my wand. “What do you think I will do to you if you don’t answer my questions?”
The vampire on the right shook his head. “Do your worst. We’re dead either way. The most you can do is kill us. Stake us or send us to vampire hell. He’ll do worse.”
I stomped toward the vampire and jabbed my wand into his jugular. “I’ll show you a fate worse than death if you don’t talk!”
The door swung open. It was Ladinas. “Step away from the prisoner, Mercy. Why don’t you take a break and calm down? I’ll take over from here.”
I gritted my teeth. “These bastards need to suffer! I’ll peel their skin off their bodies, one layer at a time!”
The youngling on the left gulped. “You can do that?”
“I know a spell.” I lied. None of the spells I knew did anything like that, but they didn’t know that.
Ladinas rested his hand on my back. “I said, take a break. I’ve got this.”
I spun around, shaking my fist. I did my best to suppress a grin as I left the room. It was time for the good cop to do his thing.
I closed the door, but I could still hear what was going on. 
“I can offer you three protection,” Ladinas said, his voice as smooth as New Orleans jazz. “I’m a very old vampire.”
“It doesn’t matter how old you are,” one youngling spat back. “He’s too powerful.”
“In what way?” Ladinas asked.
Before the younglings could respond, I heard a crash coming from further down the hall. Then, a lot of shouting. I took off down the hall. It was coming from the room where Demeter was surgically removing the splinters from the vampire I shot.
Before I reached the door, someone, or something, blasted out of the room. It moved so fast that I couldn’t make it out. The next thing I knew, I went flying through the air and landed on my ass, sliding a good ten feet before I gathered myself and sprang back to my feet. 
The door flew away from the interrogation room, ripped from its hinges. I heard Ladinas curse and then a loud thud, and a half-second later, the blur blasted past me again. This time, he tossed me into the wall.
“Mother fucker!” I rubbed the back of my head. “That hurt like a son of a bitch!”
“Stop him!” Demeter shouted as he ran out of the room where he was working. Demeter held his hands elevated, vampire blood dripping from his gloves. His apron was soaked in it. How much of the blood was his patient’s? Some of it might have been Demeter’s. 
I took off in the direction the vampire ran, but at the speed he moved, all I could do was follow the sounds. He was breaking through doors, trying to escape.
The last door he broke led to the sewer tunnels. At his speed, unless we caught him on the
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