Chapter One

      I was lying on my back in the emergency room of St. Lucia's Hospital, experiencing a vague sense of deja vu.  St. Lucia's was a large building, one of the few in Albuquerque that did not have a Southwest theme to it.  It was just big and blocky, a generic facility.  It was nice but it was still a hospital.  I have been in so many of them in the past four years that it had all blurred into a single experience.  

The last time had been for a beating I'd taken when I first came to New Mexico.  An ancient Aztec vampire that called itself the Red Woman's Husband had nearly killed me from a distance.  He'd roared over my mind and taken me.  I hadn't been able to stop him.  The vampire kidnapped me and would have drained my essence if Ramirez and the police hadn't shown up.

     
I was only in the state because of Edward.  A while back, Edward had come to my aid and brought his friend, Harley, as back up.  Long story short, I killed Harley in self-defense and

Edward had taken it personally.  Edward offered me a choice: either he and I could draw down on

each other and find out which one of us was better or I could owe him a favor.  I chose the favor

and I am still alive to talk about it.  As fate would have it I was back in the hospital again and for a strangely normal reason.  I had a car accident on my way to see Edward.  He'd contracted a secondary infection from the substance the bad guy smeared on the stake.  Edward had relapsed the day that I planned to leave for home and I stayed to watch over him.  Donna and I took turns sitting by Edward's and Becca' beds.  After two days of doing absolutely nothing but worrying, I decided to make the most of it and rented a red convertible.

     
The hood had been crushed where I'd been broadsided by the speeding vehicle.  It looked like it was made of shiny paper instead of solid steel.  I had been going thirty-five miles an hour.  The other guy was going at least sixty and the wrong way down a one-way street.  Even though I had buckled up, my head almost went through the windshield when the drunk driver hit me.  I banged my head on the dash board instead and bruised my side on the passenger's side door.

     
After the impact, I had crawled out of the car on my hands and knees, passed out on the side of the road for a few minutes, and then used the other driver's cell phone to call the ambulance.  The other driver was out cold, a crack in his front windshield and blood dripping from a severe head wound.  He died before the ambulance even got there.  I suspect that if I had not possessed the ability to heal at a fast rate that I would've died too.  I made it to the hospital in tact and felt fine but my vacation was ruined before it even began.

     
The emergency room that I was in was white and sterile.  There was a thick chair to my right and an empty bed to my left.  Machines surrounded both beds but seeing as how I wasn't

connected to any, I couldn't complain.  Doctor Cunningham was not pleased to see me when he

came in to treat my wounds.

     
"Dr. Cunningham.  Long time no see," I joked.  The good doctor flipped through my charts and adjusted his silver-rimmed glasses before addressing me.

     
"Ms. Blake, what happened to that vacation you were planning to take?"

     
"I am on vacation," I protested lamely.

     
The doctor shook his head and sighed. "I'd like for you to stay in the hospital for at least

twenty-four hours for observation."

     
"All right," I said simply.  He raised his eyebrows at me and pulled a black penlight from his coat pocket.

     
"You're not going to argue with me?"

     
"Nope," I replied, shrugging. 

     
Dr. Cunningham shone the light in my left eye.  I followed it as best as I could but found it difficult to focus.  Then he scribbled something down on my chart and handed it to a male nurse as he was leaving the room.  

     
"You must feel worse than I thought," he said evenly. "Now, get some rest.  That is not a

request."

     
"I'm supposed to sleep?" I raised my eyebrows at him. "Aren't you afraid I'll slip into a coma?"

     
"You and I know that isn't a possibility," he said as he was walking out.  "But I'll have someone wake you up every hour on the hour just to be safe."

     
Falling asleep was not as difficult as I thought it would be.  Five minutes after the doctor left the room I was standing in the middle of a grassy field, looking towards a beautiful black-and-white stripped lighthouse.  The house sat on a green hill near cliffs that overlooked the sea.  It was very peaceful here.  I breathed in the salty ocean air and bathed in the sun's wonderful light.  I walked through the sea of green, picking flowers and humming as I went and then someone touched my hand.  I looked down to find a little blond boy standing there next to me.  He was no more than three and a half feet tall with dark blue eyes and purple eyelashes.  The curiosiy that his bright blue eyes exuded seemed out of place on his cherubic face.

     
"You're here to kill it, aren't you?" he asked, tilting his head to study my reaction.

     
"I'm not here to kill anything," I frowned.

     
He shook his head stubbornly. "But you are. She said you were and she's never wrong."

     
"Who is never wrong?" I asked.

    
"The seer," a voice said in the distance.  I turned to see a little girl with wavy blond hair staring at me from near the lighthouse.  I blinked and she was right there next to the other child.  She took his hand possessively.  Her joyless sapphire eyes bearing into mine.

     
"What did she say I was here to kill?"

     
"The green-eyed dragon," she said seriously, pointing towards the darkening sky.      

     
Flying directly above our heads was a ferocious beast with brilliant emerald scales.  The scales went closer to true blue as the color moved up towards the head, until the square snout was the same color as the sky.  I'd seen this very dragon before.  Now it was sitting atop the lighthouse, red smoke billowing from its mouth.  It turned its head to stare at me and its round eyes glowed like burning coals.

     
"What does it want?"

     
"I think you already know," the girl said coldly.

     
I shook my head. "I don't.  I don't know what it wants."

     
"Demon Queen," the children replied in unison.  The beast shrieked at the name and hurled itself towards as if to tear us to pieces.

     
A loud knock on the door rescued me from the clutches of the monster.  This was the sixth time that I'd had that same dream today.  Each time I'd awoken to find myself lying down face first on a pillow, one hand gripping the handle of the knife that I'd hidden between the mattresses.  A girl could never be too careful.  Especially when she is wearing nothing but a medical gown.  Still, the nightmare was making me more paranoid than normal.  

     
I looked down at my watch: ten o'clock p.m.  Doctors and nurses had been in and out of the room all day, and the door was constantly opening and closing without my permission so the noise had startled me.  That made sense.  But what didn't make sense was the person at the door.  Everyone I knew was in Albuquerque was either in the hospital or was on their way back home, except for maybe one.  Olaf was the tallest man I'd ever met, taller even than Dolph who was six foot eight.  He'd been imprisoned for rape and petite brunettes were his victims of choice.


Edward had brought Olaf in for his experience.  He'd been one of the few people in the world that had successfully skinned a human being without killing them.  I tightened my grip on the knife and moved my right arm to hide it under the sheets.  If it was Olaf behind the door, I was ready for him.  I sat there bathed in my own sweat, breathing quietly as if asleep.  For several seconds, nothing happened.  Then I heard another knock on the door.

     
"Come in," I said, loudly.  My voice was calmer than I felt.  Brownie point for me.

       
The visitor opened the door wide and stood at the entrance.  The first thing I noticed about the stranger was the power she exuded.  The prickle of energy that said magic breathed along my body.  It moved through me like a blast of cold air, leaving goose bumps on my arms.  I looked into her eyes and in a flash of insight that came from somewhere outside of me, I understood that it could have been worse.  The stranger had her shields up and power had still managed to leak out.

     
She was not a lycanthrope, a vampire, or an animator, which left only two options:  psychic or witch.  Part of me hoped for a witch.  I'd met strong psychics before and in their own way, they were just as frightening as the monsters.  Recently, I had discovered that I possessed some psychic abilities myself.  Marianne was teaching me how to develop and manage them.  But I don't think that I would ever be as powerful a psychic as the woman that stood before me.  

     
Despite the fact that it was her power that initially drew me to her, the woman's physical

appearance came in at a close second.  It would have been easy to label her as merely beautiful or exotic but angelic hit closer to home.  She was a petite woman, no more than five feet tall and

perfectly proportioned from forehead to slender feet.  Thin glasses framed pleasant, black-brown

eyes that had been accented by gold eye shadow and purple eye lashes.  High model-perfect

cheekbones complimented her full sensual lips, which were painted scarlet to match her blouse.

     
The woman was dressed in jeweled tones and ornaments of gold.  She wore a stretch fitted velvet blouse with decorative gold trim, which accented the defining square neckline, bell sleeves, and provocative 'V'-cut back.  Seamless black pants and black high-heeled boots completed the outfit.  Around her slender neck was a velvet choker with a small, golden cross hanging from it.  Her thick, dark brown hair fell to her waist in carefully styled ringlets, nearly covering the two Colts in her shoulder holster.  Even with the guns exposed, the woman looked delicate, feminine, and ethereal.  Her smile flashed white and perfect on her permanently tanned skin.  Wait, how did I know it was natural?

     
"Bianca Alvarez," I said, surprising myself.

     
Seven years ago, I had been called to Chicago for what appeared to be a vampire related crime.  Neighborhood pets were vanishing, showing up drained of blood.  I managed to trace it to a woman who had a history of mental illness.  Mrs. Jerilynn Fitzpatrick had been an ordinary housewife, mother of two.  She had been diagnosed with schizophrenia but she showed symptoms similar to multiple personality disorder.  When she was on her medication, she was a model churchgoer, teacher of Sunday school.  Jerilynn canned her own vegetables and sewed doll clothes for her girls.  But when she was ill, she slept around, abused the kids, and hung the family dog from a tree.  I talked to her when she was "well" and she was a nice person.  I could see why the husband tried to hold onto her.  It was tragic in the truest sense of the word that her own brain chemistry was destroying her life. 

     
The night the police arrested Jerilynn, two armed policemen had drug her out of another man's bed and handcuffed her.  They didn't have another female on site that night so I rode in back with her.  She was vulgar and unruly, flirting with the men, being disrespectful to me.  We were riding in a dark police car and she turned her head to look at me.  There were no glowing eyes, no smell of sulfur, but I felt evil rise off her like some disquieting perfume.  It was unadulterated evil that I'd sensed, a demon.  A demon is, in conventional thought, a being of pure malevolence.  I don't scare that easy, but for that instant, I was afraid.  It must have showed on my face because she laughed and the moment was gone.  I recommended they do an exorcism, the husband signed the papers for it, and I went to find a priest that would do the ritual.

     
It wasn't as easy as it sounded.  I couldn't find a priest or minister that would see her.  Officer Alvarez hadn't been on site when we picked up Mrs. Fitzpatrick but she was one of the people who worked with me on the case instead of against me.  When I met her, she was part of an investigative unit in Chicago, which handled all cases having to do with preternatural creatures.  A rookie in the truest sense of the word.  In fact, this had been her first case.  Alvarez and I are both from mixed Latin descent with gifts that other people didn't understand.  In the seventy-two hours that we worked together, we had forged an unusually strong bond.  We corresponded for a while but I haven't seen or heard from her in over four years.

     
Alvarez had been the one to find the priest.  She was very involved in the church, having spent most of her childhood there with her grandmother.  Father Leonard was a close, personal friend of the family and was the local "expert" on demon possession in Chicago.  The officer had studied with him in her spare time and had actually assisted him on three other exorcisms.  She arranged it so that I could stay and witness the ritual.  To this day, I regret that I hadn't left when she suggested I step out of the room. I still won't talk about what happened, not if I can help it.  Words have power.  Memories have power.  And I wasn't about to give them more control over me than they already had.

    
The woman still stood in the doorway, though her smil had broadened into a full blown grin.  "I'm very pleased that you would remember me, Ms. Blake," she said cordially and without a trace of her once thick accent.

     
"Are you still with the Chicago P.D.?" I asked, politely.  Aside from Detective Clive Perry,

Bianca was the only other person who could force me into making small chat.  

     
"No, actually.  I moved from Illinois to California four years ago when I was admitted into the U.S. Marshal Service.  Now I work with a team of specialists, which handles preternatural and

supernatural related crimes throughout the U.S.  How are you feeling, Anita?"

     
"Good," I replied without thinking and then quickly added, "Under the circumstances, of

course."

     
"Of course," she looked at me as if she'd never seen me before and frowned. "There's

something different about you."

     
"I've changed a lot in the past seven years," I said smiling.  That was an understatement. "You, on the other hand, look as nifty as ever."

     
She smiled warily. "Thanks."

     
"What brings you to Albuquerque?" I asked, changing the subject.

     
"I was vacationing her with a friend, or at least I was until recently," she replied. 

     
"Is your friend a patient at this hospital?"

     
"No, actually," she admitted. "I came to see you."

     
"How did you know I was here?" I instantly thought of Craig, our evening secretary.  The man is very friendly and hands out information like it was candy.  

     
"I didn't call your work, if that's what you're thinking," Alvarez said cheerfully. "I just followed your...your como se llama.  Fragrance?"

     
Her forehead wrinkled in concentration.  English is not Alvarez's primary language.  Her

parents died when she was only three years old---killed by a crazed lycanthrope as the three of

them were coming back from a late night movie.  Her mother had been a French national while her father was Mexican-American.  When she went to live with her Spanish-speaking grandmother, Bianca spoke near perfect French, moderate English, and mediocre Spanish.  Now she was fluent in all three languages.  When I first met her, however, her thick Chicagonian, Spanish brogue had confused me.  

     
I looked at her, not comprehending.

     
"Maybe I'm using the wrong word," she said sighing. "I am ashamed to say that sometimes I still struggled with translation."

     
"What do you call it in Spanish?" I asked, trying to be helpful.

     
"I don't know.  In French, you call it 'je nais quo.'"  

     
"My essence?  You sensed I was here?" I offered.

     
She smiled, relieved.  "Yes, I sensed you.  How do you know Edward, Anita?"

     
That caught me off guard.  I had to fight to keep my mouth from hanging open. "Who?"

     
"The hit man you were coming to visit, Edward Walker, a.k.a. Ted Forrester, a.k.a. Death,

a.k.a. the Undertaker, a.k.a.... you get the point.  How do you know him?"

     
"I have no idea who you're talking about," I lied.  "I was visiting the sick daughter of a friend of mine when I got in the accident.  Becca Parnell."

     
Lying to a psychic with telepathic powers is like lying to a master vampire.  Almost impossible to do.  There was a time when I couldn't have chanced fibbing to a psychic, let alone one as strong as Bianca.  But I knew that she was too ethical to ever enter my mind so I wasn't stressed.  Besides over the course of time I'd learned to lie, even with my eyes.  It was almost sad that I could do it.  They really are the mirrors of the soul, and once they go, you are damaged.  Not beyond repair, but damaged nonetheless.  We stared at each other from across the room for a second or two before she shrugged and took two steps into the room.

     
"I'm not here to interrogate you, Anita.  Whom you associate with on your own time is your business, not mine."

     
"Thank you for understanding that," I said.

     
"The two of your aren't serious, are you?"

     
I stared at her confused. "Serious?"

     
"In a serious relationship."

     
I almost burst out laughing but I stopped myself.  Edward had basically called me his soul mate when Olaf questioned him about his confidence in my abilities and me in general.  Of course, he'd also mentioned that he had fantasies about hunting me down and killing me so I guess you wouldn't exactly call it love.  The problem was that there had never been any sexual tension between us and there never would be, though both of our lives would be a lot easier if we could love each other.  Yes, it was serious. No, it wasn't romantic.  I didn't know how to explain it to Bianca so I simply shook my head "no."  

     
She nodded, pleased. "Good.  Then I think you should drop him like a bag of bad magic."

     
This time I did laughed out loud. "What?"

     
"A bag of bad magic," she repeated and then blushed.  The embarrassed expression she wore made her look sixteen years old.  In that moment she looked young, vulnerable, innocent. "It

sounds better in Spanish, believe me."

     
"It sounds like something your grandmother would say," I agreed, nodding. "How is she doing now by the way?"

     
"She's good.  She finally allowed me to move her into a senior care facility the year I left.  I could never figure out why she was so resistant to the idea of leaving her apartment.  Pride, sheer stubbornness perhaps? Who knows!"

     
I nodded.  For all its homey touches, the place had been a dump.  A four by four infested room with poor lighting and discolored running water.  I would believe pride above stubborness,

although some people would say that they are essentially the same thing.  Lupe Alvarez was one of the few people that I had liked at first meeting.  She looked the way a Mexican grandmother

should: soft, kind, and indulgent.  But at the same time, she had a hardness in her, something that made it so that she had to be in control of everything around her---especially in regards to Bianca's behavior.   Still, she had many admirable qualities and culinary talent was one of them.  That night we'd feasted on pan dulce (translated sweet bread) and coffee.  I'd gone to sleep happy.

    
"Are the two of you still close?"

     
"Not as close as we once were.  With my erratic work schedule and her active social life, finding time to visit is difficult."

     
Alvarez walked around the bed towards my left, a non-descript light brown thermos, which read "trust no one" appeared in her hand as if by magic.  She moved her long hair away from her face to reveal a black bag the size of a purse on her back.  I'd missed it when she came in the door.  I wondered how many people had made the same mistake.

     
"Is it okay if I stand?" she asked, adjusting her glasses.  "The chair is too heavy for me to

move and I prefer to have my back against the wall so that I can watch the door."

     
"Sure," I said.  Alvarez reached inside her backpack and pulled out a very large black ceramic mug with white lettering that said "I've seen the light and it burns."  In the middle of the cup surrounded by red tissue paper was a small black-and-white penguin that looked like Sigmund.  She place it gently on the bed beside me.

     
"You still collect penguins, right?" she asked, grinning.

     
"Yeah," I smiled.  A while back a voodoo priestess named Dominga had sent two zombies to my apartment to kill me.  Zerbowski and Dolph had come to ask me some questions about the incident and discovered my collection of penguins.  After that the detectives of RPIT (pronounced Rip-It) began to leave black-and-white penguins at every crime scene.  They were so adorable that I had to take them home with me.  At present, my window seat is becoming overrun by penguins.  I needed another plush penguin like I needed a slap in the face.  But it was almost impossible to resist.  I took the penguin from the cup and rubbed it against my face.  I felt better already.

     
"I also brought you this," she said, reaching into her bag again and pulled out a black leather shoulder holster.  It looked my size.  I must have looked surprised because she laughed.

It was a wonderful, joyful laugh that made me think of safe arms and home.  She handed the holster to me.

     
"How did you know that I needed a new one?" I asked, examining the holster. It was made from a durable but very soft leather, which meant that it probably wouldn't chafe if I wore it with a tank top or sleeveless shirt.  Bianca had given me two gifts and was two for two.  My own

stepmother hadn't even had that kind of luck. 

     
"I met someone in the men's restroom this morning.  He told me the doctors had ruined yours during surgery and that you could use another one.  We just happen to be about the same size."

     
"Who?" I asked. "And what were you doing in the men's restroom?" I raised my eyebrows at her.

     
"It wasn't intentional," she said blushing. "And his name was Spotted Horse."

     
"Bernardo talked to you?"

     
"Yes.  Then we went out for coffee.  He really is quite charming." 

"I also brought you this," she said, reaching into her bag again and pulled out a black leather

shoulder holster.  It looked my size.  I must have looked surprised because she laughed out

loud.  It was a wonderful, joyful laugh that made me think of safe arms and home.  She handed the

holster to me.

     "How did you know that I needed a new one?" I asked, examining the holster. It was made

from a durable but very soft leather, which meant that it probably wouldn't chafe if I wore it with a

tank top or sleeveless shirt.  Bianca had given me two gifts and was two for two.  My own

stepmother hadn't even had that kind of luck. 

     "I met someone in the men's restroom this morning.  He told me the doctors had ruined yours

during surgery and that you could use another one.  We just happen to be about the same size."

     "Who?" I asked. "And what were you doing in the men's restroom?" I raised my eyebrows at

her.

     "It wasn't intentional," she said blushing. "And his name was Spotted Horse."

     "Bernardo talked to you?"

     "Yes.  Then we went out for coffee.  He really is quite charming."  

     Bernardo is about six feet tall, give or take an inch.  He is lean and muscular with a very nice

set of abs.  He is tanned a lovely even brown, though some of that is natural color because he's

half-American Indian.  His hair is waist length, falling over one shoulder and across the side of his

face, heavy and solid black.  He has a soft, triangle face with a dimple in his chin and a full mouth.  Yeah, I guess you could say he was charming.  He was also a bona fide sociopath, though I probably shouldn't throw stones all things considered.  

     
Edward had forbidden Bernardo from dating during his visit to New Mexico and he was

probably trying to make up for lost time.  That fact that he hit on Bianca showed how bad he was

at reading people.  Bianca was not the kind of girl that gave it away, especially not to a stranger. 

In fact, when I'd first met her we had both been celibate.  I'd since fallen off the wagon. I don't

know about Bianca and it would have been rude of me to ask.

     
"What else did he say?" I asked, sitting up in the bed and covering my chest with the bed

sheets.  

     
"That he wanted to see me again." 

     
"You're not seriously thinking about going out with him again, are you?" I asked, crossing my arms in disapproval.  Bianca shrugged her shoulders and looked embarrased.  

     
"Look, Anita.  Most women complain that there are no single, straight men left.  I'd just like to meet one that's human, though to be honest my standards are not what they once were."

     
"I find it hard to believe that you would have a hard time finding a date on a Friday night," I said, shaking my head. 

     
She smiled weakly.  "Believe it.  The only eligible bachelors that I ever come across these days are rogue vampires, lycanthropes, or bounty hunters.  And I don't date socio-paths, I incarcerate them."

     
"        

      
“Why were you looking for me, Bianca?” I asked, remembering that she came here specifically to find me.


“I came to give you a heads up.  The local police department is searching for you as we speak.”

     
"I've been on vacation for six days on a road trip from Los Angeles to New Orleans.  I've

passed through half a dozen cities on my way to Albuquerque alone.  Two hours ago, I was told by the head of the U.S. Marshal's office of New Mexico that everyone has been looking for me since the day I left.  It seems that there has been a string of preternatural-related crimes from L.A. to Gallup.  In each case, the places that were hit were locations that we visited."

     
I shook my head. "They can't suspect you?"

     
"They say they don't but I've been put under protective custody until further notice.  They

think that something was following me across the country in an effort to get my attention.” 



"I assume you've considered any legal ramifications for this search," Schorr said as he quickly snapped on his latex gloves.  I looked around the room to see that everyone else was doing the same.  Bianca handed me a pair.  They were the smallest gloves available but they were still too large.  

     
"We got permission from their daughter, Marla," Bryant nodded. "She's anxious to get this

sordid affair over with as soon as possible."

      
I heard rather than saw Schorr turning on his mini-cassette recorder.  Andrew fixed his tie and cleared his throat before beginning.  Bianca got out her video camera and immediately began to record and catalogue the room.  Eddie stood away from the two deputies, expertly diagraming the immediate area of the scene while Hank  photographed evidence.  I was familiar with the procedures used to document evidence but I'd never seen any team handle themselves so professionally before.  I folded my arms over my chest and tried not to get in their way.

     
"The kitchen is poorly lit and void of furniture.  The drapes on the kitchen window are closed.  It is no signs of struggle, no broken glass.  Nothing on the counters, cupboards, or drawers," he said as the two of them quickly went through the compartments.  "There is, however, a bloody shoe print near the foot of the kitchen door and a set of culinary knives on the floor." 

     
Andrew crouched down to collect some of the blood with a q-tip. "I will be sending a sample of the blood to our lab in Albuquerque as soon as I finish the preliminary inspection of the crime scene," he said as he placed the cotton swab in a clear plastic bag and handed it to the detective.

     
Schorr looked at the footprint and turned the recorder off, a thoughtful expression on his

face.                 


"Detective Bryant," he said casually. "What size would you say that shoe that made this print was?"

     
Bryant moved out from behind Bianca and crouching down by Schorr, he regarded the print with interest. "Size ten or eleven, I'd say."

     
"Are we the first people responding to this site?" he asked.

     
"Yes sir.  Why, did I do something wrong?"

     
"No detective.  You did a great job of securing the crime scene.  It's these prints that I'm concerned with."

     
"Why's that?" Bryant asked, raising an eyebrow.  

     
"I met Mr. Weissmuller at a foreign film festival in Berlin eight years ago while on my annual pilgrimage across Germany.  He was a nice guy, large hands and a slight overbite.  I was mugged, robbed. Conrad was there to help me out.  Hell, he even offfered to lend me a pair of his shoes when mine were stolen in Ludwigsfelde."

     
"Point being?" Edwina said impatiently.

     
"I couldn't wear his shoes.  It turns out that he incredibly small feet, closer to a six than an

eleven."  

     
"Which means that prints had to have been made by someone other than the Weissmullers, probably their assailants," Hank finished, nodding.

     
"Exactly," Schorr smiled. 

     
"Where's the body?" Eddie finally asked, exasperated. "I thought you said a crime was committed here, Bryant.  What gives?"

     
"It looks like there may have been something in this area right here at one point in time,"

Edwina said, waving for me to come over. "See the pattern of the dust.  What do you think it was?"

     
"A shelf maybe?" I said, scanning the room.  There was a large shelf pressed against the wall to our immediate right.  I raised my eyebrow at her and she nodded.  The two of us immediately situated ourselves on opposite sides of the heavy shelf, moving it as quietly as possible.        


Edwina grunted. "How the hell did these people ever got it through the door is beyond me.  It's got to be at least nine feet tall and six feet wide for Chrissake!"

     
Bryant led us to a heavy, wooden door and opened the door wide so that we could see what we were getting into.  Just looking down the steep stairs made me feel claustrophobic.  The

passageway no more than three feet wide and twenty feet long.  

     
"Ladies first?" Schorr said, condescendingly bowing to us women.

     
Eddie stepped forward defiantly but Hank pulled her back.  She flinched as he touched her, giving him a cold stare.

      
"You don't f***ing touch a clairvoyant, you moron," she said angrily, hugging herself.  Eddie was perspiring heavily and I don't think it was because of the heating problem.  She had seen something she didn't like and was frightened.  I wondered what exactly she had seen.

     
"Sorry," Hank said, shaking himself, "but there's something moving around down there.  I can hear them through the walls.  Maybe you should let Andrew take the lead since he's got the gun."

     
"I don't hear anything," Bryant said.

     
"Hank has an excellent ear," Eddie replied blandly, giving Bryant an empty look.

     
The moment he opened the door leading into the recreation room, I was bombarded by the metallic smell of blood.  The walls looked as if someone had taken a brush and gone over every single inch of it with dark crimson paint.  The second thing I noticed were the light fixtures that hung on the wall.  Every few seconds, the light would flicker and sparks would fly from them.  We paused as the door closed behind us. 

     
"Something very strange about the electrical system in this house," Schorr said, frowning.

     
"F*** that," Eddie swore her eyes wide. "Are you seeing these walls?"

     
"It's not blood, if that's what you're thinking," Bryant said, pausing in front of one of the lights to remove the glass covering around it. "See.  The light bulb itself is red."

     
"Why would they have changed the bulb?" Hank asked.  He scratched the back of his neck nervously, swatting at a mosquito that had entered the stairwell when we opened the door.

     
"The Weissmuellers are from the old country," Schorr explained ambiguously.

     
"The old country, huh?" Hank asked. "Which one?"

     
"Romania," Schorr relied sarcastically, look at the young man as if he was stupid.

     
"Oh, I see," the handsome bounty hunter said, obviously still confused as to the fact's

importance.

     
Even in the dark I could see Eddie frown. "You don't have to be a smart ass, Andrew," she said, obviously pissed off. "Not everyone is

