


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

 


ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

THIRTY-SIX

THIRTY-SEVEN

THIRTY-EIGHT

THIRTY-NINE

FORTY

FORTY-ONE

FORTY-TWO

FORTY-THREE

FORTY-FOUR

FORTY-FIVE

FORTY-SIX

FORTY-SEVEN

FORTY-EIGHT

FORTY-NINE

FIFTY

FIFTY-ONE

FIFTY-TWO

FIFTY-THREE

FIFTY-FOUR

FIFTY-FIVE

FIFTY-SIX

FIFTY-SEVEN

FIFTY-EIGHT

FIFTY-NINE

SIXTY

SIXTY-ONE

SIXTY-TWO

SIXTY-THREE

SIXTY-FOUR

SIXTY-FIVE

SIXTY-SIX

SIXTY-SEVEN

SIXTY-EIGHT

SIXTY-NINE

 


EPILOGUE

Acknowledgements




[image: 001]




[image: 002]

G. P. PUTNAM’S SONS

Publishers Since 1838
 Published by the Penguin Group 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA 
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London 
WC2R 0RL, England Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland 
(a division of Penguin Books Ltd) Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, 
Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 
11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India Penguin Group (NZ), 
67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 

Copyright © 2010 by Christopher Farnsworth

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any
 printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy
 of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.
 Published simultaneously in Canada

 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Farnsworth, Christopher

Blood oath / Christopher Farnsworth.

p. cm.

eISBN : 978-1-101-18773-9

1. Vampires—Fiction. 2. United States President—Fiction. 1. Title.
 PS3606 A726B
 813’.6—dc22

 





 



 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

While the author has made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers and Internet addresses at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publication. Further, the publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

http://us.penguingroup.com




To my mother and my brother, 
and 
to Jean, 
who believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself




Some time in the year 1867, a fishing smack sailed from Boston. One of the sailors was [NAME REDACTED]. Two of the crew were missing, and were searched for. The captain went into the hold. He held up his lantern, and saw the body of one of these men, in the clutches of [NAME REDACTED] who was sucking blood from it. Near by was the body of the other sailor. It was bloodless.

[NAME REDACTED] was tried, convicted, and sentenced to be hanged, but President Andrew Johnson commuted the sentence to life imprisonment.

 

—CHARLES HOY FORT, Wild Talents




ONE

REPUBLIC OF KOSOVO

 

 

After two extended tours in Iraq, Army Specialist Wayne Denton thought he’d never be cold again.

That was before he was sent to Kosovo. He stepped off the plane and realized it was, in fact, possible for Hell to freeze over. The war in Kosovo, supposedly over for ten years, seemed to have been preserved under a thick layer of ice.

There were still bomb craters and rubble in the streets where the U.N. peacekeepers patrolled. Armed bandits still hijacked cars at night. The Russian Mafiya smuggled guns and drugs. All the while, the Serbian army waited at the border, pacing like an angry dog behind a fence.

Wayne had been at a window in an abandoned building behind his M24 sniper rifle for six hours now. The boredom he could handle—but the cold was killing him. He wasn’t even allowed to use chemical hand warmers; his sergeant said the bad guys had thermal imaging capability.

They didn’t look that sharp, Wayne thought. He checked them again through his scope, careful not to touch his skin to the freezing metal.

They waited in the courtyard of the bombed-out apartments, sixteen stories down from his position. Bunch of big, unibrow, Cro-Magnon SOBs, their hairlines almost meeting their beards. All wearing trench coats. The cold didn’t seem to bother them at all.

They were called the Vukodlak, which was supposed to be Serbian for the Wolf Pack, or something. He hadn’t been paying attention to that part of the briefing.

They looked as bored as Wayne felt. He wondered, not for the first time, why his Army Ranger unit was babysitting a bunch of former death-squad thugs. Surely the locals could handle this.

Hell, Wayne could end it right now, all by himself. The Wolf Pack was a little over a hundred yards away—point-blank range for any sniper. He could kill each man on the ground before they knew what was happening. He’d done it before.

Back home in Casper, Wyoming, Wayne was the quiet kid in the back of the class. He wasn’t unpopular, he was just there. Sort of taking up space, drifting along in life.

Then 9/11 hit, and everyone in his family assumed he’d put off college and enlist, because they were at war now, and that’s what kids do in a war, right? They join the army. He put his community college application away, unfinished, and signed up at a recruiting station in a mini-mall.

He was surprised to find his talent for fading into the background becoming useful for the first time. He was selected for Sniper School, then joined the Rangers.

He never thought he’d get used to the blood and death—much less delivering it. He found he could simply focus on the quiet place in himself. That was where he pulled the trigger, and that was where he stacked the bodies. Sometimes he worried about what would happen when he got home—if the bodies would all spill out into the rest of him, or if the quiet place would just sit there, untouched, and he’d go on as normal as ever, for the rest of his life.

He wasn’t sure which was worse, actually. He tried not to think about it too much.

He kept his shit together. He survived. By the end of his first tour, the other guys in his unit looked at him like a veteran. They depended on him.

He was no longer just a placeholder. In fact, he was kind of a badass. After three years, he thought he’d seen it all.

Which is why he was annoyed, but not surprised, when his unit was pulled off the active hunt for an al-Qaeda cell and sent to this winter wonderland. The army had its own way of doing things. Orders were orders.

Wayne’s CO had been more tight-lipped than usual, but the rumors made their way down.

When Kosovo declared independence, that didn’t go over too well with the Serb neighbors. A bunch of Serbian nationals walked past the shack that served as a border checkpoint, and immediately began rioting in front of the U.S. Embassy. Some buildings got torched, and in the confusion, someone lost something important. Something big. It turned up with the Wolf Pack, who offered it to the highest bidder. The U.S. wanted it back.

Above all, the whole thing had to be kept quiet. The Rangers were good at quiet.

After they got to Kosovo, they spent a day and a half tracking the Serbs. But when they found the Wolf Pack, they were told to stay back and wait.

All the sergeant said was, move in, set up a ring, and make sure none of the Serbs left it. Questions were met with the kind of silence that implied a court-martial in the near future.

The CO got a message from way up the chain of command. A flight came in from Ansbach in Germany, and he sent a couple of Rangers to the airfield. They came back with a duffel full of cash.

Wayne figured it out then. The U.S. might not negotiate with terrorists, but it would sure as hell bribe them. He had seen plenty of it first-hand in Iraq, with CIA spooks giving away stacks of hundred-dollar bills stuffed in the aptly named Halliburton briefcases. Just one of those stacks could have bought his parents a new house. But the funds were ear-marked for the people busy shooting at their son.

The only other thing they brought back from the plane was what the army called a “transfer case.” But everyone knew what it was: a casket, used to take the bodies of dead soldiers home.

It gave Wayne the creeps. He was glad to take his sniper position and get away from it.

Wayne decided he hated this James Bond crap.

But orders were orders.

The sun dipped behind the empty buildings. It would be full dark in a matter of minutes. Wayne began to worry about his toes falling off, like loose ice cubes inside his boots.

Then his radio crackled to life. “Stand ready,” the CO told the unit. “We’re going to open the package.”

The sun vanished completely behind the horizon. The dark came down like a sudden rain.

Wayne switched his scope to night-vision and checked on the Wolf Pack again—and nearly jumped back. One of the Serbs was staring right up into the window. As if he could see him there.

Impossible. He was totally concealed. The Serb would have to be able to see in the dark. He looked back through the scope.

The Serb was still staring. Had to be a coincidence. People stare at things, look around aimlessly, when they’re bored. It didn’t mean anything.

Then the man made a gun with his thumb and forefinger, and pointed it directly at Wayne. And winked.

Wayne’s finger twitched involuntarily on the trigger, because every instinct he had screamed to kill the man.

Despite the cold, Wayne started to sweat.

The man moved out of the range of the scope. Wayne dialed back the magnification quickly, to get a view of the whole courtyard.

Another man was being dragged by two of the Serbs. He was dressed in all-black Special Forces fatigues, without insignia—the kind the spooks loved to wear, even in broad daylight in the desert, when the temperature got above 120 degrees. Then they bitched about how the dust and sand got all over the neat creases in their clothes.

Some covert ops cowboy, and they’d have to bail his ass out. Still, Wayne wondered—where did he come from? They had the area staked out a mile in every direction, and he’d never seen the guy arrive. Sure, he could have missed it . . . but there would have been some radio chatter. Something.

He shoved the thoughts away, along with the cold and the fear that had seized him a moment before. It all vanished as he went through his pre-shoot rituals. The world narrowed to the field of focus through his scope. It was comforting.

The Serbs kicked the operative to the ground. Wayne winced—that looked like it hurt—but the man didn’t. He didn’t even seem bothered. Or scared.

He was dragged up, and then kicked down again—made to kneel before the leader of the Wolf Pack. The Alpha Male, Wayne guessed. The biggest guy in the group, a wildly bearded man at least six-five, packed with muscle. He looked like he could eat everyone else in the courtyard for lunch.

Wayne heard a burst of Serbian through his earpiece. The spook was wired with his own radio, broadcasting on the Rangers’ channel.

The operative’s mike picked up the sound of the Alpha’s laughter, and Wayne felt cold again.

“Please don’t attempt to speak in my language,” the Alpha Male said. “It’s insulting.” Crisp, clear English.

The man shrugged. “Fine,” he said. Wayne was impressed. This guy didn’t sound the least bit scared. “You’re the Vukodlak, then?”

“We are. But you do not appear to have what I want.”

“I need to confirm that you have the object.”

“Why don’t you ask your soldiers? They’ve been here all day.”

That’s when the Alpha pointed up into the air—directly at Wayne, then at the positions of his fellow Rangers, all around the apartments.

Impossible, Wayne thought. Totally frigging impossible . . .

He clicked his radio on. “Sarge, we’re made—” Panic in his voice, despite his best effort.

“Shut up,” the sergeant snapped back. “Maintain radio silence.”

Because of this exchange, Wayne only caught the tail end of what the Alpha Male said.

“—your big plan? They would come running to your rescue? We will be chewing on their hearts before they pull their triggers.”

The Serb turned back toward Wayne. This time there was no doubt. The Serb stared right at him. And smiled, with perfect teeth that glowed in the night-vision scope.

It took everything Wayne had not to get up and run.

More laughter. All the Serbs were practically howling now.

The operative spoke after the tumult died down.

“You’ll get the cash, as we agreed, once I have the item.” He sounded bored.

Brass balls, Wayne thought.

The Alpha considered this for a moment. Apparently he wanted the cash. He nodded, and two of his thugs went into a tent.

They emerged a second later with a metal box, marked with U.S. Army stencils. Wayne couldn’t read them with the scope, but it looked like the sort of thing you didn’t want to open.

The Alpha opened it.

For a moment, a light bloomed in Wayne’s scope. It played hell with the optics, like the night-vision didn’t know how to adjust for it. Then it cast an eerie glow around the courtyard.

Oh, Christ, Wayne thought. They have a nuke. The secrecy all made sense now. The army would do anything to keep a nuke out of the hands of terrorists. Even send a whole Ranger unit into an ambush.

He could see the weird glow reflect on the operative. He looked too young to be out in the field alone. His features were perfectly calm—way too calm. Maybe they had doped him up, so he didn’t know he was going to be a sacrificial lamb.

Wayne peered intently inside the box. It seemed too small to hold a nuclear weapon, but he heard they could fit those things inside suitcases now. Maybe this was just the next generation. The glow made it hard to see, but he could have sworn the eerie light was coming from something shaped like a human hand. . . .

Whatever it was, the operative nodded, and the Serbs closed the lid. The glow switched off like a lamp, and the scope’s optics went back to normal.

The operative looked at the Alpha Male. “Some things shouldn’t be touched,” he said.

The scorn in the Alpha’s voice came through Wayne’s earpiece. “Then you should have been more careful with it.”

“You’re right.” The operative stood. “Drop it,” he said into his radio.

Across the courtyard from Wayne, about ten stories down, there was movement in one of the blown-out windows. He saw a guy from his unit toss the black duffel bag.

It landed a few feet from the Serbs. One went over to it, pawed it open, and examined the contents.

He displayed the open bag to the Alpha, showing the stacks of cash.

The Alpha frowned. “We really prefer euros,” he said.

“You get what I have.”

The operative picked up the box by its handle, and turned to go.

Wayne couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be that simple.

Of course it couldn’t. The Serbs closed ranks, blocking the man’s path out of the courtyard.

“I don’t think so,” the Alpha said, with his perfect enunciation.

The operative didn’t turn around to face him. His shoulders sagged for a moment, as if he was very tired. Then he straightened up again.

“Don’t be stupid.”

“I promised my boys some sport. American soldiers ought to be able to hold out longer than our usual game.”

The Serbs were closer to the man now. Moving in. Wayne didn’t know why he was so close to panic again. This made no sense. None of them had pulled a weapon. They didn’t seem to have any guns. They were covered by an armed force in a superior position. They should be the ones who were afraid.

And yet, they seemed ready to tear the operative apart with their bare hands.

“Walk away now,” the operative said. His voice was stern, like he was being firm with an unruly child.

The Alpha snarled. “You don’t order me around,” he said. “Your teeth aren’t sharp enough.”

“Perhaps not,” the operative admitted. Quick as a blink, he whirled and brought out a knife. It reflected silver in the moonlight. “But this is. Walk away now, and you get to live.”

The Alpha took a step back. He seemed more frightened of the knife—a simple KA-BAR, from what Wayne could see—than of all the heavy artillery around him.

He still shook his head. “Only one of us gets to leave here alive tonight.”

“You’re right,” the operative said. He put the box down.

Then they were on him.

In spite of himself, Wayne shouted, “Jesus Christ!” and prepared to fire.

The CO’s voice came loud and clear over the channel. “Hold your fire!” he screamed. “Do not fire! Damn it, do not fire!”

It was insane. The Serbs were going to kill the man. They were like rabid dogs: growling, snarling, flecks of foam at their mouths.

Then the first Serb went flying out of the mob. He landed hard on a pile of rubble, his head nearly cut off by a jagged slash at his throat. Dead.

And then another, launched out of the pack like he had been fired from a cannon. He clutched a bloody stump where his hand used to be.

There were several more already on the ground, like broken dolls. Wayne could see the operative now—barely. He was a blur inside the trench coats, stopping only when he sliced one of them. Then another Serb would fall over.

Wayne noticed the Alpha Male standing back, watching. He didn’t look pleased, but made no move to help his crew.

The operative ducked, and kicked, and a Serb howled with pain, holding his knee where the lower leg flopped uselessly, shattered. The howling stopped, the operative’s knife blurring away from the Serb’s throat, blood floating in the air in its wake.

The Alpha Male turned, the bag of cash in his hand. He was going to leave.

The operative saw this. But he was still dealing with the other Serbs, who didn’t know or didn’t care that their leader was about to abandon them. They threw themselves back into the scrum, even if they were missing limbs. As if they felt no pain.

The Alpha Male began to walk. He was going to get away.

The hell he was.

Wayne flipped his scope to focus solely on the Alpha.

He aimed, breathed out smoothly and pulled the trigger.

The sound of the M24 was a polite cough.

It was a beautiful shot. It should have split the Alpha’s head right at the temple.

Except the Alpha Male wasn’t there anymore.

Impossible. A hundred yards, a bullet traveling at twenty-eight hundred feet per second . . . he would have had to move before the noise of the shot could reach his ears. Faster than the speed of sound.

Frantically, Wayne scanned the courtyard, trying to reacquire the Alpha.

He didn’t have to look far. The Serb leader stood just a few feet away. Scowling. At Wayne.

He looked seriously pissed.

Before Wayne could fire another shot—before he could even think about it—the Alpha was gone again.

Dimly, he realized his sergeant was shouting at him over his earpiece: “—You fucking idiot, Denton, move, move, get out of there—”

He noticed the operative was dealing with the last two members of the Wolf Pack. The only survivors. But the operative spared a glance up at the window. He looked almost as pissed as the Alpha had.

Wayne stood, began to stow his gear. His legs were like wood. His movements were clumsy and slow.

Then he heard something in the stairwell. Something coming.

His mind shut down. He didn’t care anymore that it was impossible. That no one could climb thirty-two flights of stairs in less than thirty seconds.

All he knew was the Alpha Male was coming for him.

He lurched toward the door, his legs rubbery, his rifle in one hand, the rest of his gear on the floor.

The door shattered open before he got there, flying off its hinges.

The Alpha Male stood in the doorway. His wild beard had grown, joining the fur at his chest, on his head. His shape was twisted under the  long coat, his arms and legs longer than anything human. He opened his mouth, and that’s when Wayne realized he was looking into a snout, filled with the sharp, jagged teeth of a dog.

No. Not a dog.

Sometimes, during firefights in Iraq, everything would slow down. Wayne would remember things. Like how an insurgent’s headband had the same colors as a football team he used to play against in high school.

This time, it was something more immediate. He remembered what Vukodlak meant.

It didn’t mean “wolf pack.” It meant “werewolves.” It was the Serbian word for werewolves.

He smelled the blood and meat on the breath of the Alpha, and realized it wasn’t just a nickname.

He raised the rifle, and heard, rather than felt, his fingers break as the Alpha tore the gun away.

He was on his back, throat exposed, before he even knew how he’d gotten there.

The long teeth were above his neck, and he felt saliva dripping from the Alpha’s mouth, smelled the feral stink of its excitement.

He was going to die.

There was a scrabbling noise, then movement at the window. Cold air rushed past Wayne, and the weight of the monster left him.

The Alpha was knocked across the room, slamming into the crumbling plaster wall.

Somehow, the operative was there, between the nightmare thing and Wayne.

He’d covered sixteen stories almost as quickly as the Alpha—only he hadn’t used the stairs.

Struggling to find words, Wayne pointed at the gun, trying to tell the man to use it.

The operative ignored him. The Alpha got to his feet—Wayne noticed, for the first time, they were bent at an angle, like a dog’s hind legs. He hesitated, growling, a long string of drool hanging from his muzzle.

He spoke, his words rough and high-pitched at the same time. Exactly like a dog that’s learned to talk, Wayne thought.

“My pack,” was all he said.

The operative smiled. “You should have kept your boys on a leash.”

The operative still had the knife, gleaming bright where it wasn’t covered in blood.

The Alpha Male looked at it, a challenge in his eyes.

The operative nodded, and flung his weapon down. The knife thudded into the floor.

The Alpha Male released a howl that became a scream as he leaped, growling and snapping, eyes burning with rage.

The operative didn’t move.

For a second, all Wayne could see was the Alpha Male’s muzzle, his bright white snarl.

But somehow, the operative caught the werewolf by the neck, in midair. He held the thing there like it was a bad puppy. The Alpha thrashed and howled.

Then the operative reached with his other hand, grabbed the Alpha’s lower jaw, right between those snapping teeth—and tore it clean off.

Shock and pain filled the Alpha’s eyes, and it tried to howl again. But the noise was drowned by the sudden rush of blood pouring down its throat.

The operative stood, holding the Alpha off the ground, until there was no more movement.

He dropped the body to the floor. Went back to his knife and pulled it from the floor, then turned and sank it into the creature’s chest.

The doglike rear legs kicked once, and didn’t move again. Wayne stared at the operative. The black fatigues were covered with blood, and torn, but the man didn’t have a mark on him.

He glared at Wayne. The soldier suddenly realized he was alone with something infinitely more frightening than the Serbs.

Wayne considered leaping out the window. It had to be preferable to whatever else was coming.

Maybe the operative realized this, because the anger on his face faded.

He picked up the M24, and handed it, stock-first, back to Wayne.

Wayne took it, fumbled and nearly dropped it. That was when he remembered the fingers of his right hand were broken.

“You were ordered not to shoot for a reason,” the operative said, his voice cold. “It just makes them angry.”

Wayne finally found his voice. “That was—” He stopped, looked at the corpse in the room with them.

It was a man again. Missing his lower jaw and half his face, yes, but recognizably human.

“That’s not possible,” Wayne said. “No way that just happened. That can’t be real.”

“That’s right,” he said. “It never happened. Because if what you saw was real, you would never go home. You understand me?”

Wayne nodded.

“Good,” the operative said. He turned to leave.

Wayne knew he should have stayed quiet. But the question escaped him before he could stop it, or even think about it.

“What are you?” he asked quietly.

He wasn’t sure the operative heard him. But then the man stopped at the door and turned back.

He grinned in an unfunny way. “I’m on your side,” he said. “That’s all you need to know.”

It took the other Rangers a half-hour to pile the dead bodies in the center of the courtyard. They poured gasoline. The corpses burned faster than Wayne had ever seen before.

The operative had the metal box under his arm while he watched. The unit medic was splinting Wayne’s fingers when the CO approached.

The CO had his hand out for the box. “I’ll take that now,” he said, in his usual, don’t-fuck-with-me tone of voice.

The operative made no move to let go. “No,” he said. Simply, quietly. No room for argument.

“My orders—”

“You shouldn’t have lost it in the first place.”

The CO looked uncomfortable. “Look,” he said. “I don’t want to fight with you . . .”

The operative glanced at the pile of burning bodies, then back at the CO.

“That’s right,” he said. “You don’t.”

The CO wasn’t used to having anyone question his orders. But he wasn’t stupid. He walked off, catching Wayne’s eye as he went. Wayne looked away quickly.

The operative kept the box.

Debriefing was quick, and the CO and the sergeant both made the same point as the operative: this mission never happened. None of the Rangers saw anything. Forget you were ever in Kosovo.

They were on a plane back to Iraq before morning. The box—and the casket, Wayne noticed—went back in another plane, headed for God knows where.

Wayne was more than happy to forget it. He would work at it every day for the rest of his life, in fact.

But there was one thing that stuck with him, that woke him up in a cold sweat until the day he died, no matter how much he tried to push it away.

He’d never forget what he saw when the operative grinned. Only the man—of course, he wasn’t actually a man, but it made Wayne feel better to call him that—hadn’t been grinning.

He was showing the long, curved fangs in his mouth, right where his eyeteeth should have been.

And he still had the jawbone in one hand.




TWO

Politics is a blood sport.

 

—Aneurin Bevan



TWENTY HOURS LATER, WASHINGTON, D.C.

 

 

Griff looked at the kid sitting across from him in the White House limo. Fidgeting, nervous. Bopping his head to some inner tune.

Zach Barrows. Twenty-five years old. Volunteered on the current president’s senate campaign before he could vote, rewarded with a staff job after college. Then he ran three states in the election, delivering them comfortably to his boss.

But no military experience, no time in law enforcement. Griff doubted that Zach had ever held a gun. For him, battles were fought with words and papers and backroom deals.

Ours is not to reason why, Griff reminded himself.

The kid looked away from the window, where the familiar sights of Washington, D.C., were scrolling past, and smiled at Griff.

Griff recognized the smile—a politician’s grin, with the kind of animated delight reserved only for total strangers within its radius. A smile  designed to win friends and influence people, so they could be used and later discarded.

“So,” he said. “Where we headed?”

Griff didn’t smile back. “We’ll be there soon,” he said.

“You can’t tell me where we’re going?” His voice was full of disbelief “Information containment,” Griff said. “We tell you what you need to know when you need to know it.”

The kid smirked. That was actually how Griff thought of him when the president introduced them in the Oval Office: 150-odd pounds of smirk in a suit. He leaned forward. Here it comes, Griff thought.

“Look, Agent . . . Griffin, was it?” Zach said.

“Griff is fine.”

A more patronizing variety of the earlier smile. “Agent Griffin. I know you were probably wearing polyester and protesting Nixon before I was born. But I was the deputy director for White House affairs, and I’m not even thirty yet. Washingtonian magazine called me the next Karl Rove.”

Griff kept his face bland. “Impressive.”

“Thank you. So what say you quit with the spy stuff and just tell me what I want to know. I’m not here to play games.”

Griff considered that for a moment.

“The way I heard it,” he said, “you’re here because the Secret Service caught you with the president’s nineteen-year-old daughter in the Lincoln Bedroom.”

He took a second to savor the look on Zach’s face. Then added: “Doing something that was definitely not for the purpose of procreation.”

Zach opened his mouth to say something, then closed it and looked out the window instead.

“Don’t worry, Zach. You’ll find out what’s going on soon enough.”

Zach didn’t respond. Just kept sulking.

Griff took a small amount of pity on him, thinking of his own introduction to the job, almost forty years earlier.

“And then you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

The limo stopped.

“We’re here,” Griff said, and got out.

 

 

ZACH LOOKED AT THE BUILDING lit up under the security lights as the limo pulled away.

“I’ve done the tour before,” he said.

The older man didn’t turn around, just kept walking toward the wall of the Castle, the oldest part of the Smithsonian Institution.

“We’re not doing the regular tour,” Griff said.

Zach was used to being the youngest guy in any room. It came with the title of boy wonder. Old guys, especially in politics, didn’t want to listen to some whippersnapper with a bunch of newfangled ideas. So he’d been forced to come up with a variety of strategies for dealing with them, from flattery to outright insult. Then, once the target was unbalanced, Zach could take charge.

None of that worked with this guy. Zach couldn’t seem to throw “Griff” off his stride. From what he’d seen so far, Zach figured the older man had to be near retirement, probably FBI, or maybe Secret Service—he moved with an easy, physical confidence despite the spare tire on his big frame—but that was all he’d been able to glean so far. He simply couldn’t get an angle on the guy.

It was really starting to piss him off.

For a moment, Zach thought of the only time he was ever in trouble with the law, when a cop found him and his buddies in a stolen car. He was sixteen. Zach was a fast talker even then and spun everything he had at the cop. The cop listened to the whole story, calmly and patiently.

Then he arrested them anyway.

Griff reminded him a lot of that cop.

Zach watched as Griff pressed an otherwise ordinary looking brick.

It sank a half-inch into the wall, and an old mechanism, created by master stonecutters over a century before, locked into place.

A large slab of the wall lifted and revealed a hidden staircase, worn with use. It didn’t make a sound.

Zach didn’t even try to hold back his laughter. Griff looked back.

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me. A secret entrance? Seriously?”

Griff just pointed to the stairs. “Watch your step.”

Zach snorted again, but entered the passage. “When do I get my decoder ring?”

No reply.

Thirteen steps later—Zach counted—they were inside another chamber. The lights came up automatically, once they crossed the threshold.

The carved-stone space looked, at first glance, like the museum above. The walls were lined with rows and rows of books; old, leather-bound volumes. Tables and display cases were arranged in the wide, open space between.

But these exhibits were definitely not for the general public.

Wicked, piranha-like teeth grinned at Zach from a man-sized fish head floating in a large jar. An old brass plaque identified it as SKELETAL REMAINS FROM INNSMOUTH, MASS., 1936. Pieces of cast-iron armor, like a robot made from an old woodstove, were mounted under a sign reading BRAINERD’S STEAM MAN, c. 1865. A large beetle, colored bright gold. Something blood-red and slimy in a glass case, called Allghoi Khorkhoi. Under another case sat what looked like an ordinary log: WOOD FROM THE “DEVIL. TREE,” BRITISH GUIANA, 1897.

Other things. A crystal skull. Stone tablets. Carved idols. A mummified monkey’s paw.

Zach’s attention was drawn, finally, to the coffin at the back of the room. There was no card or plaque on that.

Zach didn’t know how long he’d been gaping at the exhibits when he heard Griff speak up behind him.

“Welcome to the Reliquary, Zach,” Griff said.

Zach managed to close his mouth before he turned around, put the necessary sarcasm into his voice.

“Nice place. All that’s missing is a giant penny.”

“This isn’t a joke, Zach.”

“You’re telling me all this stuff is real?”

Griff nodded.

Zach took a second to process that. Somehow, he knew the older man was telling the truth. There was a logical part of his brain that didn’t want to accept it, but the things in here didn’t look fake. They had the same undeniable, everyday reality of a chair or table. Looking at them, you just knew.

But he asked the next question anyway, to satisfy that nagging voice of reason.

“So that”—Zach pointed—“is a real alien corpse from Roswell, then?”

Griff looked over. “That one’s from Dulce, actually.”

“Of course it is.”

This wasn’t what Zach expected when the president called him into the Oval Office. Sure, the president probably knew about Zach’s fumbled, drunken encounter with his daughter—but Christ, it’s not like Zach was the first guy there, and she’d barely spoken to him since. Zach was a valuable part of the team. He felt sure he was going to get a promotion, maybe even chief of staff, and get that much closer to his ultimate goal. . . .

Instead, he was told he was getting a transfer. The president said something about trusting him with national security, and shook his hand. Then Griff took him to the limo.

To be perfectly honest, Zach had a little trouble listening after he didn’t hear the words “chief of staff.”

Now he was in a basement, looking at the castoffs from a traveling freak show. Somewhere along the line, he’d screwed up. Big-time.

“What am I doing here?” he asked quietly, mainly to himself.

Griff answered him anyway.

“You’re about to learn one of the nation’s oldest and most important secrets, Zach. There’s no paper trail on this—none that leaves this room anyway,” he said.

“If this is such a big secret, then why would you hold on to all this? First thing I learned in politics: you always shred the documents.”

“It’s more of a trophy room than anything else. He needs to keep trophies. He’s a hunter. You should always remember that.”

Zach gave him a long look.

“You know, just because you put words together in a series doesn’t mean you’re actually explaining anything. I can tell you like playing Yoda to my young Skywalker, but could you just tell me what the shit is going on here?”

Griff nodded, and leaned his bulk against a table.

“What I’m about to tell you is known only to the president, a few members of his cabinet, myself—and now you.”

Zach made a face. “I’m honored.”

Griff sighed heavily and continued.

“In 1867, a young man was found on a whaling vessel that had run aground outside Boston Harbor. He had apparently killed several of his crewmates. The corpses were bloodless, except the one that the young man held in his arms. He was still drinking from that one.

“They called him a vampire. He was convicted, and sentenced to be executed. But President Andrew Johnson pardoned him—spared his life. He lived out the rest of his days in an insane asylum, until 1897, when he died. At least, that was the official story.

“In fact, the young man really was a vampire. And Johnson only  pardoned him so he would work for the United States. For the past hundred and forty years, it’s been his job to defend this nation against the threats from the Other Side.”

Zach tried not to laugh. “A presidential vampire, huh? Is he a Democrat or a Republican?”

“That’s a bit like asking a shark if it wants red or white with its meal.”

“Right. So why do you need me?”

“You’re the vampire’s new liaison for the office of the president. You will convey the president’s orders and instructions, provide support and intelligence, and work with the vampire in all aspects of his operations.”

Griff stopped. Zach waited for the punch line. But there wasn’t one.

“Bullshit,” Zach said. “I have White House clearance and I never heard anything about this.”

“That was only for what you needed to know out in the daylight world. This is something else entirely.”

“You really expect me to believe we’ve got a vampire on a leash, and we can just send him after terrorists and spies whenever we want?”

For the first time all night, Griff laughed. He seemed genuinely amused, and that pissed Zach off even more.

“What’s so funny?”

“There are worse things in this world than al-Qaeda and North Korea, Zach. And they are just waiting for their chance at us.”

He gestured at the room, all the objects in it.

“These artifacts—they’re all relics of their attempts to break out of the shadows and into the daylight. Into our lives.

“Humanity will not survive that. They’re an infection, and they spread like Ebola. Whatever it takes, we have to keep that border between light and dark. Or we lose. Everything. Every one of us will die.

“Someone has to be there to hold the line. That’s what we do. We fight every incursion they make. They invade, we repel. Forget the War on Terror, Zach. This is the War on Horror. And you’ve just been drafted.”

The room seemed very quiet now to Zach. He asked the only question that made sense.

“What if I don’t want the job?”

“Not an option, I’m afraid. There’s no quitting, no transfer. You will do this until you retire. Or you get killed. Whichever comes first.”

Zach wasn’t sure which part of the news was making his head spin—the knowledge that vampires were real, or that his career had just come to a screeching halt.

For a moment, Zach was struck with the unfairness of it all. He’d spent his whole life working his way closer to the center of power in America. He’d given up his weekends in high school to hand out flyers and hang campaign signs. Forgot what sleep was like in a half-dozen campaigns. Ate crap food and worked for less than minimum wage, when his college friends were pulling down six figures at investment firms, all so he could get to the White House.

It was all going according to plan. Now this.

“And if I refuse?”

Griff’s expression didn’t change. “You really think you can just walk away? With all you’ve seen? With all you’re going to see?”

“Is that a threat? Are you threatening me? Listen up, old man, because there’s no way in hell—”

“It’s not his job to be threatening, actually.”

For a split second, Zach didn’t know where the words had come from.

Then he turned and faced someone standing directly behind him. As if from nowhere.

“It’s mine,” he said, and smiled.

He was taller than Zach, wearing ragged black fatigues. He looked young. And pale. Very, very pale.

He stood there, perfectly calm.

Too calm, even. Unnaturally still. Almost the kind of stillness you’d only find in a casket. But just standing there.

So Zach couldn’t figure out why his whole mind narrowed down to one thought, burned in capital letters across his brain: RUN.

Zach felt a stirring of instinct honed when humans huddled at the edges of campfires, terrified of the noises in the dark. He suddenly knew he was in the presence of something that stalked his kind, and had for thousands of years. Something inhuman. A predator.

There is a reason humans are genetically programmed to fear the dark. Zach was looking at it.

Then Zach saw the fangs at the edges of the smile.

He began to shake. He couldn’t get his legs to move.

He tried to speak. Nothing came out.

Something warm and wet began running down his thigh.

Both he and the vampire—because that’s what it was, standing right there in front of him, no doubt left anywhere in Zach—looked down.

A small puddle formed around Zach’s shoe as his bladder emptied.

The vampire’s smile vanished. He looked over Zach’s shoulder and spoke to Griff.

“So this is the new boy?”

“Zach Barrows, this is Nathaniel Cade,” Griff said. “The president’s vampire.”

Zach still couldn’t move. Cade looked down at him again.

“Perhaps you should show him where we keep the mop,” Cade said.

He walked around Zach. Zach’s head swiveled to follow.

Cade paused to set a metal case on one of the tables. Then he dropped something that clattered on the wood, next to the case. It looked like the bone from some kind of animal—like a dog. Or a wolf. Lined with teeth and fur, still bloody in some places.

“Take care of that, please,” he said.

Cade headed straight for the coffin and yanked it open.

Griff tried to get the vampire’s attention. “Cade, we should talk about—”

“Later,” Cade said, and slammed the coffin lid shut.

Griff shrugged, in a sort of apology, to Zach.

“He’s been in the cargo hold of a C-130 for the past fourteen hours,” Griff said. “Makes him a little cranky.”

Zach stood there, his pant leg dripping. His mouth was open, but for once in his life, he had nothing to say.
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