


“Enter Adrian”

d’Alene Manor

It had been a dreary day, the sky nothing but a dull, gray covering of clouds.  The air was cool, fall nearing winter.  The night however, while still cold, was clear.  The moon shone above, almost but not quite full.   She sighed.   It was a lovely night, but she didn’t feel like going out to enjoy it.   She was tired.  Tired of her life being so lonely, so dull, so…..ordinary.  She couldn’t help but lightly smirk at that thought.   As if how I live could ever, by any means, be considered ordinary.  But still, she had been in the same place for too long.  She had never spent more than a few months anywhere since she had left her childhood home.  That line of thinking brought a frown back to her face….and another sigh from her lips.


His cloak swirled about his ankles as he stepped up to the massive front doors of the manor.  He peered upward at the structure.  It was large enough to easily be considered a castle.  Made of stone, with a tower on one end, it effortlessly brought about a medieval theme.   Lights could be seen from various windows in the building, so it was obviously occupied.  That was good.  He came here to find her and find her he would.  


His unnaturally white hand reached up and with amazing strength used the heavy iron door knocker.   He could hear the loud bangs echo and reverberate throughout the interior.  Silence followed for a moment, before a series of loud panther-like screeches sounded from somewhere deep within the manor.  His eyes widened slightly, but that was the only evidence of his unease as he calmly waited for his presence to be acknowledged.


She looked away from the window at the sound of knocking at the front door.   What on earth?  Her green eyes flashed with anger for a moment.   If it’s some damn local kids playing pranks I’m going to rip them to shreds.   When she had first built the manor, it had been a thrill for the local teenagers to see who could get the closest to the new “castle”.   However, after a few nights of having cat piss rain down upon them, the teenagers had decided it wasn’t worth the thrill.  Noah had actually missed the fun.


She was already making her way down from her rooms, uncaring of the fact that she was wearing only a long, flowing purple nightgown.  She was in a melancholy mood and all she wanted was to be left alone to her dark thoughts.  But it seems as though even that isn’t possible anymore.  The silky gossamer creation swirled about her as she furiously stomped down the long corridor leading to the stairs.   


Suddenly a figure materialized out of thin air in front of her.  Kristia gave a momentary start, but quickly composed herself, running a hand through her lose golden hair.  “Charleesa!  You almost made me jump out of my skin.”  


The short, dainty fae smiled and said, “Well if you weren’t running off in a huff to answer the door, I would have had time to sound some bells or something.”  


Kristia rolled her eyes and brushed a stray golden strand of hair out of her face.  

“Anyways,” Charleesa began, “it’s a man at the door, not any local kids.  I saw him when I looked out my window.”  She smirked.  “So you might want to let me answer the door before you go greeting company wearing your night gown.  You might give him a wrong idea of the place, we don‘t want anyone saying we live in a harem do we?”  


Kristia had to smile at that.  “I know.   All right, see what he wants and if he needs to be let in seat him in the Red Den.  I’ll be down shortly.”  


Charleesa nodded and began to dissipate.   


Kristia quickly interjected, “Charleesa!”


The light skinned fae rematerialized. “Yes?”


“You might want to think about your own attire.”   Kristia smirked and gestured to the bikini top and long flowing skirt Charleesa wore.  “And of course, the wings might be a bit odd too.”   She laughed as she also gestured to the huge pair of iridescent green, blue and purple wings sprouting from Charleesa’s back.  


Charleesa grinned sheepishly.  “Oh yeah, I almost forgot.”   With a blink of her at-the-moment green eyes her wings disappeared and she was wearing a pair of pastel green pajamas with dancing cartoon dragons on them.  “Now, time to meet our mystery man!”   She happily exclaimed and vanished.  


Kristia shook her head and turned, walking back down the hall to her chambers to change.  


The door was opened by a small pale woman dressed in green.  He was amazed she was even strong enough to open one of the massive wooden front doors.  She couldn’t be over 5 feet tall and weigh no more than 100 pounds.   He could have snapped her in two with one hand.  


“Hello!”  She cheerfully greeted him, her eyes sparkling more than he had ever seen a person’s do.


“Good evening.  Is this the home of Kristia d’Alene?”  His voice was soft, but strong, hiding the small compulsion he had placed within it.  He wanted to make sure she answered him truthfully.  


Charleesa inwardly smiled.   So he thinks he can use compulsion on me?  How funny.  “May I inquire as to who’s asking and why?”   she said sweetly.  


The blink of his eyes was the only indication of his shock.  How did my compulsion not work?   He frowned slightly and answered her.  “I am truly sorry.  But my name and my business are only for Mistress d’Alene.”   


Charleesa regarded him for a moment.   Coming to some conclusion she finally smiled and opened the door wider, indicating for him to enter.   “Well, come in handsome stranger and follow me!  Kristia will be down in a moment.”  


He nodded and entered the home, all the time wondering about the strange perky woman he followed.  


She entered the room silently, as was her way.  Her hair still hung loose around her shoulders, looking like a golden waterfall.   She wore all black, to reflect her somber mood.  Her shirt was form fitting and cut low; her pants were expensive trousers of designer cut.   Strappy black sandals barely encased her feet.  Her eyes immediately met with her visitor’s as soon as she entered the room.  He was a young man, though his age was impossible to guess.  He had dark brown hair that fell straight and silky to his shoulders.  He was dressed, like her, in all black. 


“Good evening.”  She inclined her head as she took a seat next to the fireplace and motioned for him to do the same in the seat opposite.  The Red Den was, like most of the rooms in d’Alene Manor, done in a Gothic Old World theme.  And of course, as the name implies, it was mainly decorated with varying shades of red.  The two large chairs in which they sat now were done in blood-red velvet, lined with gold.


Kristia sat, calmly waiting for her guest to introduce himself.  When he simply sat there staring at her she sighed.  She wasn’t in the mood for games.  “Who are you?”  she bluntly asked.  


His black eyes continued to watch her, amazed that she didn’t flinch or look away from his stare as most humans did.  He answered equally blunt. “My name is Adrian.”    


“And the reason for your visit, Adrian?”  


“I am here to ask for your help.”   His deep voice was dark seduction itself.   


Kristia’s eyebrow rose as she regarded him.  “Why do you need my help?”   


“Because I am hunting a killer.  So far he has escaped my every chance to defeat him.  None of my brethren will help me, so you are my last hope.”  


“And why do you think I could help you catch a killer?”  


His eyes became like black ice.  He obviously wasn’t in the mood for games either.  “Because of what you are.  You are a protector.”   His voice was soft, but no less menacing.


Kristia’s eyes narrowed.  “I have no idea what you mean, but I am not in the mood for this tonight.  Go talk to the police somewhere instead of recruiting young women to help you.”  She stood up, her head held high.  “I would appreciate it if you would leave my home now.”  She turned and walked out of the room towards the front door without a backwards glance.  


“The daughter of Lyon and Mariette d’Alene is much more than an ordinary young woman.”  


Her breath caught in her throat at those words.  She stopped dead in her tracks in the middle of the hallway.  She turned slowly, finding him behind her, just outside of the Red Den.  They stared at one another for several heartbeats in silence.  


Adrian was the first to speak again, his hypnotic voice gentle, but firm.  “I am from the Old World myself, Kristia.”   To a casual observer those words would have meant little in explaining his knowledge, but Kristia understood.  


She looked at him closely now, realizing something wasn’t right.  Even his scent, which she could barely pick up in her human form, wasn’t as it should be.  “What are you?”  she whispered.


“That is not important.  What is important is that you help me find and defeat this killer.”  


“No, it is important.”  She stood perfectly still awaiting his answer.   When he didn’t respond, she turned and walked until she reached the base of the grand staircase.  She turned then, not surprised to see he had followed her.  “If you will not answer my questions, then I have no choice but to restate my order to leave.  And remember this,” Her eyes narrowed, “I will protect my home and all within it, with force if need be.”


Adrian’s black eyes burned into hers as he considered his answer.  He didn’t want to tell her, that much was obvious.  Kristia didn’t back down, however.  She stood poised at the first step of the grand staircase, her hand resting lightly on the banister as she awaited his answer.          


“He’s a vampire.”  said the soft, child-like voice from above.   

Both Kristia and Adrian glanced up at the voice.  Kristia found her voice first.  Glancing between Charleesa and her dark guest she exclaimed, “He’s a what?!”  


“A vampire.”  Charleesa said, her voice distracted and uninterested.  She was sitting perched on the banister towards the top of the stairs, with a balance impossible for a mere human.  She played with a round crystal the size of a large plum, rolling it around on her fingertips, also betraying her natural magic.   Though still in a form resembling a human, her eyes were now a bright purple, iridescent in their gleam.  


Kristia turned to Adrian, who was staring at Charleesa with narrowed eyes, obviously puzzled over what exactly she was.  Kristia’s voice was soft, though strong as she asked him, “Is this true?”  


He turned to her then, his black eyes showing a trace of sadness.  “Yes.”    He glanced away from her shocked face before speaking next.  “Consider what I have asked you.  I will come tomorrow night for your answer.”  He nodded goodbye to Charleesa, then his eyes met Kristia’s.  Their gazes held for a moment, her eyes held wonder and so many questions, while his were tired and filled with secrets.   Then he turned, his cloak swirling around his ankles, and left.  


Kristia stared at the door long after it had shut.  She wasn’t even shocked when suddenly Charleesa was standing just behind her.  “Well, you don’t get to see a vampire every day.”  She tilted her head and regarded Kristia.  “So what did he want?”


Kristia sighed.  “My help.  And before you even ask, I don‘t know if I‘ll help him or not.”  She frowned and started up the stairs towards her chambers.  She needed to be alone.   She glanced back at Charleesa.  “See what you can find out about him.”    Charleesa blinked and widened her eyes.  The look she shot her friend was eloquent.  Kristia sighed.  “Sorry, please.”  Charleesa nodded and vanished, leaving Kristia to slowly make the way to her rooms, her mind filled with conflict.  


Once in her room Kristia changed her clothing.  She needed to get out of the castle.  She needed to think.  Adrian disturbed her.  It wasn’t just what he was; she had met enough strange creatures in her life that the thought of vampires being real didn’t shock her.  Not even the fact that he knew who she was.  It was his eyes, and the way he looked at her.  He truly needed her help, but something else lurked in his eyes, something she couldn’t put a name to.


She put on the ankle-length loincloth and halter top she always wore in her gargoyle form.  Both were hand dyed by the women in the village she had grown up in.  They were a deep violet, hinted with blue.  It was a color that had great meaning in the mountains in which she was raised.  She took a deep breath, closing her eyes and concentrating on her body.  Slowly her form began to shift and change.  Her ears became delicately pointed and longer.  Large wings sprouted from her back, along with a tail at the end of her spine.  Her feet and hands also changed into claws and talons.  She was gargoyle, and her body welcomed the change.  


Standing in the center of her room, she quickly put on her tiara and tail ring.  Both were articles she was never without, except when sleeping or in certain situations when she was human.


She cast open the French doors in her bedroom leading to her balcony, the sheer curtains billowing in the wind.  As she walked out to the ledge she made a shrill trill-like sound that echoed through the hills.  It was at once answered by a similar sound, this one made by an animal.  She hopped onto the ledge and leaped off, spreading her wings and catching an updraft to send her soaring into the sky.  She sighed happily at the feeling of flying through the air.  She missed it when in her human form, nothing could ever compare to the freedom it brought.  


As Kristia glided away from the castle and over the woods another creature suddenly joined her in flight.  Kristia smiled at her beloved companion.  Noah was unique, like her.  A garg-cat most of the time, he could also become a regular cat if he chose to.  His black and white wings glided next to her chocolate and tan ones as they soared through the night.  Noah had been training some of the younger felines to hunt when he had heard her call.  While in flight, he glanced over at her, his eyes anxious.  He could feel her emotions and knew she was upset.  


Finally Kristia landed in a small valley, one that almost no human ever came to because the path leading there was so treacherous.  She quickly told Noah what was wrong, the cat nodding his understanding as she spoke. 


“So that’s our problem.  I have a vampire who wants our help with something that isn’t our problem.”  


Though he was unable to speak English, he understood it and the bond between the two of them was strong enough that speech wasn’t necessary.  Noah gave her a look that plainly said ’Then why are you even bothering to consider it?’  


She sighed.  “I don’t know, Noah.”   She shook her head to clear it.  “I’ll worry about that later.  How are the twins doing?”  The twins were two cougar cubs that Kristia had saved from a hunter in Arizona.  The man had already killed their mother, and was advancing on them when she came out of the darkness, gave him a beating he would never forget, grabbed the cubs and was gone.  Noah had been training them to hunt out in the woods surrounding the manor, being sure to show them where they could and could not go.


Noah grinned as much as a cat could and gave a look much like a proud father.  Kristia smiled.  “I knew they’d do great here.”  


Their happiness was shattered when a series of piercing shrieks sounded through the forest.  Kristia and Noah looked at each other.  They were cat shrieks.  Both were running before they could even think about it.   Kristia quickly scaled a tree and launched herself into the air, following the sounds of the growls and shrieks which were getting more ferocious by the second.  Noah stayed on the ground, his wings tucked tight against his body as he ran with blinding speed through the dense underbrush of the forest.  


They both arrived at the scene at the same time.  The twins were busy attacking a dark figure, which was cursing and trying to swat them off.  Kristia’s jaw dropped as the dark figure turned to avoid one of the cougar’s attacks and a face came into view.  It was Adrian.


“YOU!”  She bellowed, while at the same time coming forward to grab first one, then the other cougar by the scruff of their necks.  They struggled at first, but then a warning roar from Noah made them instantly meek and tame.  Kristia ordered them over to Noah’s side, which they quickly did.  She spared them a glance.  “Noah, take them back to the manor, now.”  Noah gave a small nod and quickly nipped each cub on the rear making them run in the direction he wanted to go.  


She looked up at Adrian, who was staring at her.  Though his face betrayed no emotion, she could see the wonder in his eyes.  Despite the fact that he knew she wasn’t ordinary, he hadn’t known she could change forms.  Her wings snapped open wider and her tail swished angrily as she glared at him.  “You bastard!  What were you doing to my cubs?!”  


The wonder disappeared and his eyes turned cold.  “I was just walking when they attacked me!”  he growled at her.  She noticed he was clutching his left arm, she could smell the blood.    


“Liar!”  she yelled, while stalking towards him until they were standing nearly nose to nose.  He was a good 4 to 5 inches taller than her, even with her being in gargoyle form, but she didn’t care.  All that mattered to her was the well being of her cubs.  “They know not to just randomly attack humans.”  Her eyes glowed red with her anger.


He met her stare for stare and his eyes narrowed.  “Then maybe you should teach them to not attack things that aren’t human.”  he snarled.  

    
She blinked and lowered her eyes.  She had forgotten what he was.  The silence that followed was deafening.  After a short exhalation he turned and began to walk away, also favoring his left leg she noticed.  Kristia looked back up just as all hell broke loose.  


The creature came out of the shadows, swiftly slicing through the air with a wicked-looking knife.  Already injured, all Adrian could do was dodge to the left as the killer came at him.  The knife missed anything vital, but did manage to make a sickening-sounding slice down Adrian’s left arm.  Without thinking, Kristia lunged at the attacker, hissing and baring her fangs.  A swipe of her claws knocked the knife out of the stranger’s hand.  The man bared yellowed fangs and leapt onto her, desperately trying to bury those deadly-looking fangs into her throat.  Kristia grunted as she tried to push him back from her.  His breath was rancid, the smell of death and decay.  His eyes were hollow, devoid of anything other than hatred.  


Something suddenly knocked the monster back from her.  Adrian stood, his left arm hanging useless by his side.  His already incredibly pale skin was nearly translucent from loss of blood.  The attacker didn’t even pause, he rolled back up from the ground and grabbed for Adrian.  Though he managed to deliver a couple of bone shattering punches to the creature, he was quickly losing strength and consciousness.   Kristia lept over, years of martial art and gymnastic training taking over.  Without thinking she knocked the creature off balance with a spin kick to his head.  As he staggered, blinking rapidly trying to bring her back into focus, she delivered several punches and kicks to his head, neck and abdomen.  The creature was now on the ground, so she spared a glance over to Adrian.


He was looking slightly better, his body obviously starting to heal itself.  Their eyes met and information passed between them.  This thing had to be killed.  She nodded to him and turned to the grim task before her, just in time to see that the creature had regained his feet, along with his knife, and was about to gut her.  In a move so fast that she was almost a blur, one hand grabbed the creature’s wrist holding the knife while with her other hand she slashed her claws across his throat.  Black blood ran like a river down the wound.  She had sliced almost to bone, and the creature clutched at his throat while staggering.  She released the wrist she held, after retrieving the knife from it, so that the monstrous being fell to the ground, making gurgling sounds of agony.  


Kristia face twisted in disgust at the sight.   Suddenly Adrian was beside her.  Her body still filled with adrenaline, she acted on instinct and was delivering a blow to his head before she even knew what she was doing.  A smack sounded as he caught her wrist before it could slam into his head.   She blinked at him.  “Oh, sorry.”  


Adrian’s voice was gentle as his black gaze met her flushed face.  “It’s all right.  Thank you.”  He turned his gaze towards the creature.  “I have to finish him, or he will heal himself.”  He turned back to her.  “Are you all right?”  There was genuine concern in his eyes and it was then that she noticed that he hadn’t released her wrist.  His hand held her gently, and the surprising warmth of his touch -- aren’t vampires suppose to be cold?-- rocked her to her core.  She jerked her wrist free of his hold and held it against her, the lingering warmth almost making her blush.


A small trace of amusement came into his eyes, but was just as quickly gone.  Kristia nodded and he left her side to go over to the creature.  She finally found her voice.  “What was that thing?”


His voice was matter of fact.  “A ghoul.  It is….something like a slave vampire.  It does only what its master tells it.  It has no will of its own, no intelligence, and no soul.  This one was probably sent by the vampire master I am seeking.  Its goal was to kill me and anyone who would help me.”  He turned and gestured for the knife she held.  She handed it to him and then turned away when she realized what he meant to do.  She heard the sickening slice as the creature was decapitated.  


She wrapped her arms around herself and walked a few steps away, her back to him and the now headless creature.  “So this ‘killer’ you want me to help you defeat is a vampire?”  Her voice turned angry.  “You deliberately mislead me earlier.  And now you have brought danger to my home and those that I protect!”  She felt a hand on her shoulder and she whirled around, shrugging his hold off of her.  Her eyes blazed red for a moment, before returning to their original color.  


Adrian’s eyes traveled over her angry face.  She really was quite beautiful, her green eyes brighter for the anger they radiated.  Her lips were full, lips that would be heaven to kiss, lick, nibble….and bite.  His voice was soft, filled with a hunger she refused to think about.  “Then come with me and help me defeat him.  Hundreds of people are dieing every month due to the master vampire’s plans.”  


He was so close to her face, only a few inches separated them.  She watched his mouth…a very nice mouth, actually.  But damn, he is handsome.  All he would have to do is lean forward just a few inches…a few short inches and she could taste that seductive mouth of his, run her tongue along his fangs….


She mentally shook herself.  She was standing a few yards away from a decapitated ghoul, arguing with a vampire.  A vampire who she was having some very un-pure thoughts about.  What in the hell is wrong with me?  


Suddenly he stepped back from her, putting space between the two of them.  “Until tomorrow.”  And he was gone, disappeared into the dark shadows of the forest.  


She blinked in disbelief and then glanced over to where the dead ghoul was.  Or where it SHOULD have been.  She walked over and surveyed the ground.  Only dust was left where the ghoul was.  She glanced at her claws.  Where they had been covered with the ghoul’s blood, they too were only covered with a covering of dust, which cracked and was carried away by the wind even as she watched.  


Kristia glanced in the direction that Adrian had left, and then back down at the dusty spot on the ground.  She sighed.  “Shit.”


She stormed into the manor, her expressive face showing her aggravation.  “Char!  Charleesa!”  she nearly screamed the faerie’s name at the foot of the grand staircase.  When after a minute there was no answer, she knew that the fae was nowhere in the manor.  She gave a small growl and stalked to a back room of the first floor.  The room was filled with seemingly magical decorations.  No one would guess that most of the objects in the room were real magical artifacts.  Kristia spared the room a small thoughtful glance as she walked in.  Most people would have a heart attack if they knew what the things in this room were capable of.  She was used to it.  She had been around magic since the day she was born.  That and every kind of creature you could imagine.  She smirked.  Though learning that vampires are real was definitely a new one for me.   She gave her head a slight shake and went back to the matter at hand.  She HAD to talk to Charleesa.  


Against one wall sat a pedestal.  On top of the pedestal sat a large round crystal.  She walked over, laying her hand gently upon it, and recited the words that would open the channel.  


“That spirited fae so fun and wild, 


heart as innocent as a child.  


Through this round, crystal ball, 


listen now and hear my call.”


Colors began to swirl within the crystal, their colors seeming even brighter as it became lit from within.   “Charleesa!”  she yelled impatiently.


Only a moment passed before the fae flashed into the room.  She held her hands over her ears and gave Kristia an indignant look.  “Dang!  You didn’t have to scream!  I think my ear drums busted!”  She made a big show of being in pain, while Kristia simply rolled her eyes and took her hand off the crystal as the light faded.  “I’ll have you know I was talking to my connections trying to find out more about our bat-boy.”


Kristia’s pointed gargoyle ears perked up.  “Can he really change into a bat?”


Charleesa grinned.  “No, it’s a cute name though isn’t it?”


Another eye roll from Kristia, she tended to do that a lot around her faerie friend.  “So what did you find out?”


Char sighed and her pointed faerie ears drooped a little.  “Zero.  Zilch.  Nada.”


“Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.  He seems like the type to guard his privacy.”  


“Yeah.”   Charleesa gave her a scrutinizing look.  “You look a little ruffled, what have you been up to?”


Kristia inwardly winced, this was one war story she really didn’t want to tell.

“Well….”


She was about to answer when the sound of rejoicing feline howls made both of them glance upwards.  The cats were happy to see someone, someone who had entered from one of the top floors.  That could only mean one thing.  Sara was back.  Kristia groaned.  


Kristia sat on a chocolate brown couch surrounded by various strange and unusual felines while Sara paced in front of her.  The southern gargress gave Kristia an unbelieving look and put her hands on her hips.  “All right, hold up.  You’re tellin’ me, that an honest-to-goodness vampire came here and asked for your help outta the blue?!  AND he leads some ghoul-monster-thing to our home which you kill and he decapitates?  Oh whatever!  Quit messin‘ with me, Kris.”  


Kristia gave her gargoyle friend the most serious look she could manage, though it was difficult with Sara’s country accent so fresh after visiting her family in Georgia.  That and the fact that she had on an “honest-to-goodness” straw hat that Kristia would bet money Sara’s uncle Ray-Boy had given her.  “I’m serious Sara!  I promise.  Ask Charleesa.”


The gargress scoffed.  “That tricky fairy would gladly go along with any prank you tried to pull.”  Charleesa simply grinned in response.

After a moment’s consideration of Kristia’s serious face, the gargress decided to believe her.  “Well, what ya gonna do?  Are ya gonna help him?”  


“I don’t know.  He seems like he does honestly need help, but…he is after all not only a stranger, but a vampire.”  She shrugged.  


Charleesa, who had been floating in mid-air listening to the tale, smirked.  “Although a very handsome vampire.”  


Kristia shot her a glare and continued. “I’ll make my decision during the day.  But you‘ve only got a couple more hours of night left before your stone sleep, so tell me how the visit with the family went.”


Sara threw her hands up in an exasperated move that Kristia knew well.  “Ugh!  Where do I start?!“  She plopped down on one of the plush couches, her hands still raised.   Kristia smiled to herself as she watched her friend.  The two of them had been the closest of friends since Kristia had met her almost two years ago during a visit to Georgia.  Though a full-blooded gargoyle, Sara acted more human than any Kristia had ever met.  Her coloring and facial expressions were unusual also.  Her skin was a tan color, but the tips of her fingers, talons, ears, knee/elbow spikes, tail and wings were all a light blue, which had earned her the nickname “Frostbite” from Charleesa.  She also had only the smallest of brow ridges, making her face look almost as human as Kristia’s did.  


“Oh my gosh, Kris!  It was insane!  They’re all crazy, I swear!  Absolutely crazy!  Well….I guess you already knew that after what happened when you first met me and all….but anyways.   So first of all Mama and Daddy end up insultin’ Aunt Thelma by…..”


Kristia grinned as Sara regaled her with tales from back home.  The clan in Georgia definitely were very different from any gargoyles….or even humans for that matter….that Kristia had ever known.  


  Soon Sara had exhausted herself.  Between the several-day long journey it was to fly (and that’s with wings not an airplane) between Georgia and Kentucky, and recanting her family’s antics…… she was about to drop.  


“Sara you probably should go on the top parapet and get ready.  Dawn is only half an hour away.”


Sara nodded, but before leaving the room she turned.  “Don’t think for one second, Missy, that I’ve forgotten you haven’t made a decision about the vampire.”


Kristia nodded wearily.  “I know.  First thing tonight, I promise.” 


The day was spent mostly in sleep:  Sara, a stone gargoyle sculpture for the day, on the highest parapet, the felines of the castle dozing the day away since most were active all night long, and Kristia in human form trying to rest.  Charleesa, who didn’t actually require sleep, had poofed away to visit with some of her fae friends.  


Kristia sighed.  Though she did manage to get a few hours, most of her sleep was fitful.  It was almost sunset now, and she had gone back and forth all day about what she was going to do.  Really it’s not my problem.  But then again…it is.  


The sun slowly gave up it’s light, sinking behind the tree-covered mountains of Kentucky.   The night creatures began to stir, slinking through the shadows of the woods.  d’Alene Manor was no exception.  On the highest parapet, the stone statue of Sara began to crack and break.  With a roar the stone skin exploded revealing the gargress beneath.  She roared, snapping her wings up and out, clawing the air, challenging the night with her presence.  Shaking off the remaining pieces of her stone skin, Sara stepped off her daytime perch and smoothed her blonde hair.  She glanced around, taking a deep breath, scenting the air for anything unusual.  Satisfied that everything seemed to be all right, she quickly stretched and made her way down the stairs that led from the parapet and into the manor.  


Sara sighed heavily and crossed her arms.  “This is always fun.”  She blew a puff of breath up towards her forehead, blowing her bangs temporarily out of her eyes.  She stood in Kristia’s bedroom, in front of the enormous 4 poster bed.  Lying sprawled on it, cocooned inside a humongous silk comforter, was Kristia herself.  “And of course she’s sleepin’ like she’s dead.”  Sara used her tail to poke Kristia’s shoulder.  “Kris, get up.”  An incoherent mumble was her response.  Sara narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her hips.  She leaned over and shook Kristia’s shoulders.  “Kris!  Get UP!”  Kristia rolled over to look at her, squinting her eyes.  “yeah…yeah…I’m getting up….I’m….”  She promptly rolled over and fell back asleep.  


“UGH!!!!”  Sara threw her hands up in the air in frustration.  “That’s it!  I’m not standing here for 30 minutes waking you up over and over.  You, Kristia d’Alene, are gonna get your butt outta bed, now!”  As she yelled she grabbed the comforter, ripping it off the bed and emphasized the end of her rant by smacking Kristia’s rear with her tail.  


“Owwwww!”  Kristia whipped over, covering her rear, as several obscenities poured from her mouth.  “What?!”  


Sara smirked, looking completely unrepentant.  “Mornin‘, sugar.  Did you sleep well?”  


Kristia glared up at Sara, rubbing her bottom the entire time.  “You are dead when I wake up!” she spat with as much venom as her barely-awake-self could muster.  She groaned as she rolled off of the bed and stood.  “I’m sure you had to wake me up just as I finally fell asleep.”  


Sara watched her as she stretched, her human form popping and cracking as it did so.  “You sound like an old person.  Should I call you Grandma now?”  


Kristia laughed, but her eyes were sad as she said, “Yeah, I feel ancient sometimes.”  


Sara just raised her eyebrow, and Kristia sighed.  Silence followed as Kristia sat back down on the bed and stared out the window.  “I’m going to help him.”  she said softly.  


Sara raised both eyebrows.  “Why?”  


Kristia sighed.  “I can’t really give you a definite answer.  It just seems like something I have to do.  Maybe I have more gargoyle in me than I thought, but I just feel like I need to do this.”  She turned her head and looked Sara in the eye.  “I need to protect those who can’t do so for themselves, and I think that he is telling the truth and there really are innocent people dieing.”  


“So your mind is made up?”


“Yes.”


“Okay then,”  she slapped her claws together, “let’s get ready for travel.”  


Kristia shook her head.  “Not us, Sara.  I need you to stay here and protect the manor.”  


Sara‘s eyes blazed red for a moment.  “What?!  Hell nah!  You’re not runnin’ off with some strange vampire all by yourself!”  She stepped closer to Kristia, her eyes intense.  “We swore an oath to fight beside each other as sisters.  We’re a team.”  


“I know that, Sara, but you have to understand that I need someone here to protect the manor.  We can’t just leave this place to Charleesa to protect.  Even with as powerful as her magic is, she’s not a warrior.  And I didn’t spend so much time and energy to finally get a real home only to see it destroyed by some vampire ghoul creatures.”  She stood up, looking regal even in her sleep-disheveled state.  “I’m trusting you with our home, Sara.  You know how much this place means to me.”


Sara was obviously fuming, her tail swishing back and forth angrily across the floor.  But Kristia could tell Sara’s ire was slowly fading as she thought over her words.  Finally Sara gave a huff and threw her arms up in the air (a favorite gesture of hers).  “Why bother arguing?  You’re just gonna do whatever ya want anyways!”  But even as Sara turned to stomp out the room, Kristia smiled and called after her.  



“Love you!”       


“Yeah I bet you do, you heifer!”


Kristia laughed and went into her bathroom to wash up.

Somewhere over the American Midwest

Adrian scowled at the large cat sitting across from him.  It looked completely different without it’s black and white wings, but it was still the same cat….with an attitude.  


“Quit frowning at Noah like that.”  Kristia said dryly, her now human body sitting relaxed in the plush airplane seat.  How Adrian had gotten them a private jet to Las Vegas she didn’t even ask, but she was grateful for the privacy.  If only he would get over the fact that he hadn’t wanted her beloved companion to go.  A companion who now sat next to her as close as he possibly could, glaring at the vampire sitting across from them.


“I stand by my concern that bringing a pet will complicate things.” he said.


A growl escaped Noah as his ears laid flat against his head.  He bared his fangs and hissed.   


“Enough!  Noah, quiet down.  And you,” she pointed to Adrian, “will give that a rest.  Noah is much more than just a pet, his mind is just as sharp as yours or mine.”


Both of them relaxed slightly, though Kristia could tell tension was still high.  She sighed.  Alpha males…what a pain.

Silence followed for several minutes.  Kristia watched Adrian out of the corner of her eye.  “How did you hear about me?”  she asked quietly.


Adrian glanced up from where he had been staring out the window, his black gaze meeting hers.  He seemed to ponder over his answer for several moments.  “Vampires live in a world of secrecy, we are a member of the night world just as gargoyles are.”


“Then why do gargoyles not know about you?”  


“Some do, but not many.  Though both are members of the night world, we live in different factions.  Vampires live in the shadows of the human world and are usually able to blend in completely.  Gargoyles for the most part must live away from humans in secluded areas.”


Kristia nodded.  “I see.  Now back to how you heard of me.”


The corners of his mouth twitched, as though he wanted to smile in amusement at her relentless but stopped himself.  He continued, “While traveling through Europe I heard legends of the gargoyle/human hybrid, for some unknown reason I became fascinated with the legends.  I wanted to know if they were true, so I began searching for the truth.  It took several years, but I eventually came to a small town by the sea.  They told me about the gargoyle and woman who had given life to the hybrid, but didn’t know where to find the child.  After more searching I found myself in a secluded village in the mountains.  There I learned about the child…about you.  They were fiercely protective, the villagers, refusing to tell me anything of value.  I did by chance learn your name and from there, it was simply a matter of tracking.”


Kristia looked slightly concerned.  Oh wonderful, I’m on a private jet with a stalker.  Lovely.  “So….you did all of that just to get me to help you with this master vampire?”


Adrian did smile at that…slightly.  “No, it was only after I had been here in the States for a while that I ran into the master vampire.  I tried to defeat him myself, and accomplished nothing except to make an enemy.”  He admitted his defeat nonchalantly, but she wasn’t fooled.  She could tell he was the type to never accept defeat.  “So I figured who better to help me defeat him than the legendary hybrid.”


Kristia sighed at that.  “I’m not legendary.  I’m just something that is unusual.  And people react two different ways to the unusual, they put it on a pedestal for worship, or they look at it with disgust and try to kill it.”  Her eyes suddenly appeared much older.  “I’ve encountered more of the second situation.”  She turned away to stare out the window at the night.  They were silent for the rest of the flight.  

Las Vegas, Nevada

 She hardly blinked as they entered the plush Las Vegas Four Seasons hotel.  Somehow it didn’t surprise her that Adrian had procured the finest accommodations for them.  She sensed a great deal of culture hidden behind the dark exterior he showed.  


They were led up to their suite, again, one of the best the hotel had to offer.  Kristia was relieved when she saw that there were two separate bedrooms in the suite.  Though she didn’t think he was the type of man to make up a story about needing to appear to be a married couple, she had wondered how she was going to share a room with him.  This made matters much better.  Or so she thought until the door clicked softly behind her, sealing her inside the room with him.  Alone, with him.


Kristia looked around the room somewhat nervously before quickly picking up her single bag and walking into one of the bedrooms.  


Adrian’s eyes watched her avidly.  She was nervous about being in the hotel suite with him, he could smell the slight scent on the air.  The corners of his lips quirked at the thought even as his body hardened.  A sudden low growl caught his attention and he looked over to see Noah sitting just outside the bedroom door that Kristia had entered.  The cat narrowed his eyes and snapped his jaws at the vampire.  The warning was clear.  No one was going to lust after his mistress.  The cat turned and nudged open the door, walked inside the bedroom and with a flick of his tail shut the door.  


A few minutes later, accompanied by many complaining growls, Kristia emerged from the bedroom, dressed in a small pale yellow gown, covered by a matching short robe.  “Noah, what is wrong with you?!  I am not going to stay in that bedroom the whole night!”  The cat growled and grabbed at her nightgown trying to drag her back into the room.  


She glanced up and noticed that Adrian was sitting on the couch watching the news.  She smirked.  “Now there is something about a vampire watching TV that strikes me as funny.”  


Adrian glanced up from the television.  He was momentarily speechless while he took in the expanse of leg that was visible to him, but quickly gained his voice.  “I usually don’t.” he said wryly.  “I’m seeing how many more people have gone missing or been found dead.  As I suspected, the number has increased.”  


Noah, realizing she wasn’t going to heed his warning, let go of her gown and went to sit beside the couch in a huff.  Kristia sat down on the opposite end of the couch from Adrian, tucking her legs under herself.  “Why have the numbers increased?”  


Adrian sighed.  “Because the more rogue vampires that the leader makes, the more humans they need to appease their hunger.  And he is constantly increasing their numbers.”


Kristia sat quietly absorbing that information. 


It was all Adrian could do not to moan.  First she comes in wearing that form fitting nightgown that exposes those delicious legs…and then she sits and tucks said legs under herself, making the gown ride up on her thighs!

He closed his eyes to blot out her image, though it didn’t work.  He then began to take deep breaths to calm himself.  That ended up making matters worse because then he noticed her scent.  An intoxicating mix of lilies and roses, plus that feminine scent that was hers alone.  It made his mouth water.  Then he smelled her blood.  He could just imagine it’s taste…it would be so sweet on his tongue.  He was about to jump off the couch in an effort to get away from her when she spoke again.  


“Adrian….are you okay?”  


His eyes slowly opened and he turned to look at her.  So close, so temptingly close.  His voice had deepened and turned hoarse with his need.  “I am fine.  The dawn approaches, it affects me.”  But not nearly as much as you do.

She nodded slightly in acknowledgement of his words.  Her next words, so softly spoken, surprised him.  “What is your last name, Adrian?”


He swallowed and glanced away before answering.  He turned back to look at her when he had composed himself.  “Surnames are generally forgotten when one becomes a vampire.  That is part of one’s human life,” his voice became quieter, “and human family.  Most of us do not wish to be reminded of it.”


“So no vampires use their last names?”


He shrugged slightly.  “Some do, but they are usually the ones who asked for this life and embrace it’s darker side.  The rest of us just wish merely to exist and not be reminded of what brought us to where we are.”  


He was startled to suddenly feel her hand resting on his forearm.  He looked into her eyes and what he saw there rocked him to the very depths of his soul.  She knew.  She could tell that the subject of his past life and family brought him great sorrow.  She was trying to console him.  The compassion in her green eyes thawed some of the ice around his heart.  She said nothing, but her small gesture spoke volumes.  Before him was a pure soul.  Looking down at the small hand resting on his arm he covered it with his own.  The feel of her warm skin was like satin and he couldn’t resist stroking the back of her hand with his thumb.  


He looked back up into her eyes and saw the rising desire in her.  They began to lean slightly into each other, her lips parting as her eyes fluttered closed.  


Yessssssss…  


Suddenly a huge, furry mass jumped into Kristia’s lap.  “Ooof!”  They both hastily leaned back and Adrian stared down into vicious yellow-green eyes.  He clenched his teeth.  Kristia, suddenly comprehending what she had almost done, jumped up with Noah in her arms.  


“I’ll see you at sunset.”  she said quickly, not looking him in the eye.  She swiftly turned on her heel and walked toward her bedroom.  On the way there Noah twisted in her arms so that he could stare over his mistress’s shoulder.  Laughing yellow-green eyes met infuriated black ones.  


Adrian sat there fuming.  I’m going to kill that damn cat…

 Even before the sun had set Kristia was awake.  She had slept fitfully, angry at herself for her behavior.  Maybe it’s a vampire thing, he’s got some seductive lure that is unique to them.  She shook herself mentally and focused on the goal at hand.  She was in a hunt for a killer.  She grinned.  “It’s been a while since I have gotten to wage war on anything.”


She left her bedroom just as the sun had set, not surprised to find Adrian already awake and ready.  He quirked a brow at her clothing.  “You are wearing that?”  He gestured toward her gargoyle attire.  The ankle-length loincloth and halter top revealed more than it covered and the jewels/gold on her forehead, neck and arm sparkled.


She raised an answering eyebrow.  “This is Las Vegas, remember?  Trust me, I’ll fit right in.  Besides, should I have to change into gargoyle form I won’t have to worry about what I’m wearing.”  Noah trotted out, now wearing what appeared to be a jeweled golden collar.  Kristia laughed as Adrian gave the cat’s new attire a questioning glance.  “My tail ring when I’m in gargoyle form.  Should some evil dog catcher manage to catch him, which that would have to be one Terminator of a dog catcher, it also has my name and number on the inside.”   


Adrian nodded.  “Then let’s go.”


Just minutes later they were walking along streets just outside of the famous Las Vegas Strip, a tall man dressed in a black trench coat despite the heat, a young woman in what could be likened to a Princess Leia outfit, and an incredibly large cat with jewels around his neck.  But being that it was Vegas, no one cared.


“So do you know where this master vampire is at?” she asked.


He shook his head.  “No.  I never could find his lair.  I checked all the abandoned warehouses and seedy locations in this town, but no luck.  I’m hoping to see one of his minions, following one of them should lead us to him.”


Kristia smirked.  “Seedy locations, huh?  So does that mean you pretty much checked the entire city?”  she said wryly.  


One side of Adrian’s mouth curled upward and a small chuckle escaped.  “Something like that.”


It didn’t take long before Kristia noticed a man leading a pretty young woman into an alley.  When she pointed this out to Adrian, his eyes narrowed as he spotted them.  “He is vampire.”  That was all the explanation he gave before briskly walking towards the man, who had now lured the woman completely into the darkness of the alley.


Kristia swiftly bent down towards Noah, taking off the ring and clipping it around her belt.  She flicked her head upwards indicating the roofs.  “You take the above position.”  The cat nodded and ducked behind a trash can to change forms before scaling the building, his black wings flared out behind him.


Kristia caught up to Adrian as he walked into the alleyway.  They stopped, Kristia looking around warily while Adrian stood still as death.  She could feel he was trying to sense where the vampire had gone.   Her senses were not as sharp since she was still in human form.  She wouldn’t change until she knew that they were indeed fighting for their lives and that those two weren’t just some human lovebirds.


The voice that rang out next destroyed that thought.  “Well what is this?  A vampire and a human…”  the new comer’s gaze roamed Kristia’s form and his smile widened into a grin.  “A tasty looking human.” 


Both Adrian and Kristia’s gaze darted to the end of the alleyway where the man who had lured the girl stood.  As he grinned at them, his fangs were covered in blood.  Both knew the girl was dead without even asking.  Kristia took this moment to assess her competitor.  Though he too wore black  -must be in the vampire rule book that you have to wear that color- his hair was a dark blonde, his eyes an incredibly pale blue.  If not for the pure evil expression on his face he would have been very handsome.  He stood in a casual position, his ankles and arms crossed as he leaned against a brick wall toward the back of the alleyway.  His body was just as tall as Adrian’s, though slimmer and not as muscular.  She inwardly smiled.  Oh yeah, I can take him.

When neither she nor Adrian said anything to his previous remark, the vampire shrugged and unfolded himself from his relaxed pose.  “You know, I don‘t usually kill my own kind, but I remember you, Adrian.”  His eyes gleamed with malice and his voice became like ice.  “You killed 5 members of my coven.”   


Adrian’s voice was calm.  “They deserved to die.”


The blonde vampire snarled and attacked.  He lunged at Adrian, his movements were so fast that they were practically invisible.  Kristia twisted to the side, momentarily shocked at the vampire’s speed.  She watched with morbid fascination at the battle going on before her, it was like a macabre dance.   Adrian had pulled out a wicked looking knife and Kristia then noticed that the other vampire had also.  While the other vampire spat and snarled and hissed as he fought, Adrian remained silent.  Only his face showed his intense concentration and effort.  Both vampires had made key slashes to each other.  Blondie was bleeding from his arm and chest, while Adrian’s blood flowed from scratches on his face and thigh.  


Taking advantage of the opportunity, Kristia backed off and quickly changed forms.  She removed her tail ring from her waist and snapped it on even as she advanced on the fight.  She slashed out with her claws, catching the side of the blonde vampire‘s abdomen.  He hissed and turned towards her, his eyes widening in shock.  “What in the hell are you?!” he snarled.  


Her face was expressionless as she made a great show of flicking his blood off her claws.  “None of your business.”  Together she and Adrian advanced on the vampire.  Kristia landed a resounding kick to his head, while Adrian managed to slice the knife across the vampire’s chest, causing blood to pour in a stream down his upper body.  The vampire retaliated by delivering a blow to Kristia that knocked her off her feet, sending her flying.  At the same time he brought his own knife toward Adrian’s throat.  


Kristia twisted in the air, managing to land on her feet in a crouch.  She looked up to see Adrian grab the other vampire’s wrist, stopping the knife only a inch from his throat.  She bared her own fangs and prepared to leap back up.  Suddenly a strong arm grabbed her from behind, yanking her to her feet.  She struggled, only to feel cold steel pressed against her throat.  


“Move and you die, gargoyle.”


Adrian battled to keep the knife held before his throat from coming any closer.  Abruptly the vampire smiled, his vicious blue eyes gleaming in triumph.  Adrian realized they were surrounded.  There were at least a dozen vampires around them.  Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of Kristia being held at knife point by a burly male vampire.  


A female separated herself from the group and advanced on Adrian and his adversary.  She was of average height, with long chocolate brown hair and matching eyes.  Her figure was slim but voluptuous as she sashayed towards them.  She wore a deep, dark burgundy top with a matching corset and skin-tight pants that showed off her figure to perfection.  She reeked of confidence and sex.  The vampiress eyed the blonde man and smirked. “Well, well, Edge…having problems?”


Edge glared at her.  “Shut up, Vixen.  I was about to slit the bastard’s throat.”


She grinned.  “Perhaps, but this one,”  she gestured to Kristia, “was about to slit yours.  If we hadn’t shown up, I wonder who would have done the slitting first?”  Vixen sauntered over to the captured gargress.  “I haven’t seen a gargoyle before.  They look much more human than I’ve heard.”  she said while peering closely at Kristia.


Edge shook his head.  “She’s no gargoyle.  I don’t know what she is.  She looked and smelled human when she came in this alleyway, then she changed into that.”


Vixen’s head cocked to the side while still watching Kristia.  “Really?” she said with genuine interest.  Kristia narrowed her eyes. “You might have just found us a treasure, Edge.  We’ll take her back to our lord and see what he wants done with her.”  She turned back to gaze at Adrian.  “As for you, I remember you.  You are the one who was trying so hard to destroy our coven.  Adrian, was it?”  She licked her lips as she surveyed him and the blood still oozing from his wounds.  “Our lord will be very happy to have you as his guest.”  


Kristia wanted to roll her eyes so badly.  Why do the bad guys always have to chat for forever?  This Vixen was obviously a leader of some sort, despite her average size.  Kristia had wanted to shiver when she looked into the vampire's eyes.  They were pure evil, twisted and amoral.  The woman in front of her felt nothing but joy in death and carnage.  And unlike Edge, she was calm and collected in her malevolence.  Kristia reassessed her idea about eye-rolling.  This one was a formidable enemy.


Vixen turned to the other vampires crowded around them.  “Bring them.”  


Along the rooftops a small figure raced to keep pace with the group below.  Noah’s intelligent eyes narrowed as he watched his mistress being taken against her will.  He knew that at the moment he could not help her.  Attacking now would accomplish nothing but getting himself killed.  He would follow, staying in the shadows, waiting for his chance.  He bared his fangs silently and opened his wings to fly to the next rooftop.


 Kristia sighed.  Somehow I always end up in these predicaments.  Glancing around she noted that she and Adrian were in a small warehouse of some sort.  Boxes and crates lined most of the walls.  After being captured, they had been brought here and chained to some pipes on a wall.  She struggled briefly against the cuffs that cut into her wrists.  Her wings were being squashed between her body and the wall and she knew the ache would be with her for a while.  She took a moment to glance over at Adrian.  Though he remained calm and still, she noticed his eyes were examining the room carefully looking for any avenue of escape.   The vampires who had brought them here were still in the room, watching them with greedy eyes.  The ones called Edge and Vixen had disappeared when they arrived.  


Moments later Edge and Vixen returned, accompanied by another male vampire.  The newcomer watched her and Adrian with unblinking black eyes.  He was probably about 40 when he became a vampire, unlike the young ones surrounding him.  He gave off an undeniable air of authority.  He stopped a few feet in front of Kristia and Adrian, continuing to watch them for a few more seconds before he spoke.  “You have done well, my children.  I am very pleased.”  


Edge and Vixen, standing a few feet behind him, grinned in satisfaction and spoke automatically. “Thank you, my lord.”


The leader leaned forward and lightly sniffed Kristia, who scowled at him in return.  “I don’t allow dogs to sniff me, and I’m sure as hell not going to let a vampire.”  she said in low voice.


The leader smiled and leaned back.  “Forgive me, I have not even introduced myself.  I am Eduard Baranov, the leader of the Las Vegas coven.”


Kristia stared at him, her face displaying her annoyance.  “And I am one pissed gargress.”  


Eduard’s smile did not fade, if anything he seemed even more pleased.  “Are you?  According to my servant you are more than that.”  


Kristia’s eyes narrowed but she said nothing.  Eduard turned his attention to Adrian.  “And you, Adrian, you need no introduction do you?  I’m sure my coven will think of many ways to entertain you.”


Adrian’s face was expressionless as he stared at Eduard.   They stared at each other in silence, two predators ready to attack.  

Kristia took the moment to observe the room discretely, only moving her eyes.  She caught a small dart of movement up in the rafters of the warehouse.  A pair of glowing yellow-green eyes flashed in the blackness, and then were gone, swallowed by the darkness.  Careful to keep her face blank, she sighed with relief on the inside.  Noah, if we make it out of here alive, I’m going to buy you so much tuna.

Eduard had apparently had enough of staring at his enemy and turned with a flourish to his coven. “My children, put the woman in my cage.”  He turned back to them and sneered at Adrian.  “And take our friend Adrian to The Basement….and do as you like with him, as long as I never see him again.”  He turned and walked from the room.  Or perhaps walked was the wrong word, he seemed to glide across the concrete floor.  

Vixen walked forward, each step deliberate.  She caressed a hand across Kristia’s face.  Kristia snapped at her, trying to catch the vampire’s hand with her fangs.  Vixen pulled away in time and smiled.  “Are you wondering what the cage is, my little mysterious creature?”  Her voice was silken evil, it slide over Kristia’s skin, raising goose bumps and making her want a shower.  “It is inside the master’s quarters.  Sparkling golden bars surround a next of silken pillows on the floor.  A comfortable cage for the master’s pet….at least for as long as he has his pets.”  She tapped her chin in false contemplation.  “Which is usually not very long.  How long do you think you can survive, little sparrow?”  She slid her fingertips down Kristia’s bare stomach, nails leaving red welts.  “Will you sing for him, little sparrow?”  She dug her nails in, Kristia clenched her eyes closed and grimaced but made no sound.  Vixen frowned.  “He will make you sing for him.”

Kristia scowled.  “I’ll sing ‘I’m a Little Teapot’ if it will get your ugly face away from me.”  

Vixen snarled and pulled her hand back to slap her.  A hand caught her wrist.  It was the blonde vampire, Edge.  “You know if the master wants her for his cage, that he wants her whole.”  He frowned at the marks on Kristia’s stomach.  “He will be angry enough that you marred her belly, don’t make the mistake of messing up her face.”  


Kristia worked very hard to not smile.  Belly?  Since when do vampires use the word “belly”? 

Vixen growled something to Edge in another language.  He let go of her wrist, but stayed beside her.  With a parting glare at Kristia, Vixen turned and started walking away.  Her silky brown hair swaying with her hips.  Edge followed, his face serious.  As they passed the other vampires she said, “Get her and take her to the master’s cage.  Take the traitor to the desert house.”  


Kristia sighed.  It was now or never.  She turned to look at Adrian.  He was staring at the other vampires, but felt her look and turned to her.  “Ready?”  she asked quietly, though she knew the vampires could probably hear.


Adrian’s face looked puzzled for a moment, but he nodded.  Kristia turned forward and closed her eyes.  She felt Adrian’s gasp as her power surged through her.  The other vampires must have felt it as well, because they paused, staring in confusion at the creature before them.  Kristia ignored them all and concentrated on her body.  She pictured her human body, smaller, more compact than her current form.  She let out a small groan as her bones shifted, popping and cracking.  Her claws disappeared, replaced by human hands.  She cried out when her wings melted themselves back into her body.  They were sore from having been crushed between her body and the wall.  Her back was going to hurt for days.  
It felt like minutes had passed, but it was really only about 15 seconds later when she opened her eyes.  She let out a sharp trill sound as her now smaller hands slid out of the manacles.  She was lifting her feet out as Noah jumped down from above, a hissing, snarling ball of fury.  He landed in the middle of the group of vampires.  Kristia had counted them, there were 10.  Seven male, three female.  Noah needed help.
She turned to look at Adrian.  She definitely needed his help if Noah and her were going to defeat 10 vampires.  But she couldn’t free him in human form.  Her ears perked at a sound behind her.  Noah was neatly dodging the vampires, keeping them distracted, while at the same time managing to score key hits with his fangs and claws.  She was torn, she didn’t know what to do.  Noah decided for her.  In one of his dodges he snatched the keys from the vampire who had been going to open their cuffs.  The garg-cat shook his head, sending the keys flying to Kristia.  She snatched them and was in the process of trying to get Adrian’s cuffs off when she heard a loud thud.  She turned, saw Noah lying on the ground as the vampires started closing in on him.  Suddenly a hand grabbed her wrist.
“Go help him, I can get these off now.”  Adrian held the keys in his one free hand and was already unlocking his other hand.  

Kristia didn’t argue, she simply turned and ran towards the vampires.  She screamed, the battle cry of a warrior, as she launched herself into the group.
d’Alene Manor

Sara growled as she paced.  “This is ridiculous.  Why did I agree to stay here?  Tell me.  I really wanna know.  Am I stupid or somethin’?”  The red feline creature sitting on the floor just stared at Sara.  Though it wouldn’t have mattered if Rose had been able to speak, she wouldn’t have gotten a chance before Sara started ranting again.  “I mean, she’s out there with some weirdo vampire, in Las Vegas.   She alone with a blood-suckin’ stranger in the City of Sin, for goodness sakes!”  She threw her arms up in the air in exasperation as she plopped down on the couch.  


Rose was the most gentle and quiet of the feline creatures at d’Alene Manor.  She simply looked at Sara for a moment before silently padding over to her.  She laid her furless red head on Sara’s knee, carefully avoiding her knee spikes.  Sara stared down at her.  Though Rose didn’t have fur, she had a cute pink birthmark on her forehead in the shape of a heart.  It fit her.  She was love incarnate.  She was the quiet, soothing presence that Sara needed.  As much as she hated to admit it, she was usually more of a dog person, Sara loved Rose.  That was when it dawned on her.  Rose couldn’t defend herself.  She wasn’t a fighter.  Someone did need to be here to protect her and the other felines.  She sighed and petted the garg-cat’s head.   “Okay, I’ll be a good little gargress and stay here, but only cause you asked so nicely.”  

Rose smiled up at the gargress as much as a feline could.  

A crash from the other end of the manor made Sara jump.  She stood up and began running towards the sound.  She heard Charleesa’s voice before she saw her.


“No, no, no!  You can’t try to fly and do it!  It just won’t work.  And you better hope that Kristia wasn’t real attached to that vase!”


Sara skidded around the corner, Rose on her heels.  Both just stood blinking at the site before them.  On the floor lay a broken black and gold vase, but it was the fae and the garg-cat standing next to it that held their attention.  


“Now take it from the top.”  Charleesa said as she held her arms out.  Tulip, Rose’s sister, stood on her hind legs and held out her front paws in a similar pose.  Unlike her sister, Tulip had fur.  It was shades of Easter-egg-color purple, blue, green and pink.  She had feathery wings of the same colors.

Sara opened her mouth to ask what was going on, but before she could loud Latin music started blaring.  And the fae and garg-cat started….dancing, sort of.  


Using her wings and tail for balance, Tulip was doing her best to mimic the fae’s movements.  Sara finally found her voice and yelled over the music, “What in the world are y’all doin’?!”  


Charleesa turned to her and said nonchalantly, “I’m teaching Tulip to do the Macarena, duh.” She rolled her eyes at the gargress.

Sara stood frozen, her jaw slack.  She eventually managed to croak, “I have to get outta this place before I go crazy.”  

Las Vegas, Nevada

“We need to get out of here.”  Kristia had picked up Noah, who was still unconscious after the fight.  Eight vampires lay unconscious or dead around them.  Two had fled toward the end of the fight.  Kristia was covered in scratches and a deep knife wound was slowly bleeding on her thigh.  Adrian limped over, cradling a broken arm and a few vicious bite wounds.  

“We haven’t killed the master.”  He gasped.


Kristia just looked at him.  “So?  We’re hurt and exhausted, we can’t take him tonight anyway.”  


Adrian just shook his head and started walking deeper into the building.   “I have to know where he is.”  


Kristia hesitated.  “You’re being stupid!”


Adrian kept walking, but she swore she heard him chuckle under his breath.  “That is not a word for a lady.”  


She was really angry now.  “A lady who just helped you defeat several vampires!”  

He stopped and turned his head back towards her.  “True.  Take the creature outside and I will be out in five minutes.”  


He didn’t wait for her to argue, he simply disappeared around the corner.  Kristia looked at the unconscious garg-cat in her arms.  Thanks to some of her traits bleeding into the opposite form, she was stronger than a normal human.  A woman of her size would have never been able to hold a 175 pound garg-cat otherwise.  She wouldn’t leave Noah, but she wouldn’t desert a fellow warrior, either.  She adjusted Noah in her arms and ran after Adrian.  


She caught up to him in seconds, using his faint scent to track him.  He frowned at her as she came around the corner.  She didn’t even give him time to complain, she simply walked past him.  “Hurry up, Noah needs medical care, and I would like to bandage my leg before I bleed to death.”

Adrian glanced at her leg as he followed her.  “Fine.”  He inhaled deeply, smelling the strange, spicy scent of her blood.  So different from any he had smelled before.  Different from any other in the world.  He suppressed a shudder as he fought the blood lust that was raging inside him.  He needed blood badly.  He wanted to lick the wound on her leg.  Lap up the sweet, sticky blood trailing down her leg.  But he wouldn’t stop licking at just her leg.  He would lick across her leg and move up the inside of her thigh, nuzzle his face into her femoral artery.  Lap at the skin just above that strong pulsing vessel.  Sink his fangs…..  He shook himself.  Taking a deep breath he followed her around the corner.  

They searched every inch of the warehouse.  Kristia sighed.  “No one is here.  We need to go.”


Adrian stood still in the room, his frustration obvious on his usually expressionless face.  “I don’t understand.  Why would they leave?  They had us in their possession.”

Kristia shrugged.  “Perhaps we were meant to be taken somewhere else.  I didn’t see a cage anywhere or a torture chamber of any sort.”  


Adrian closed his eyes and growled low in his throat.  Noah, who had awakened during their search padded towards Kristia, walking with a limp from his wounds.  He made a small trill noise to get her attention.  


Kristia looked down.  “I know Noah, I’ll get you fixed up.”  


Noah shook his head and held something out towards her.  She frowned, but plucked the object out of his mouth.


“Adrian?  Would vampires ever stay at a mainstream hotel?”


Adrian looked at her, noticing the object in her hands.  “Perhaps.  Why?” 


Kristia gave a perplexed look to the object in her hand.  “Because Noah found this matchbook from the Excalibur.”  She quirked a brow at him.  “Can vampires smoke?”


Adrian just nodded and turned to leave.  


Kristia glanced down at Noah, who stared back at her.  “Well, I guess I know where we go for our next lead.”

Las Vegas, Nevada, the next night
 
Kristia sighed.  “You know, it is incredibly hard to get blood out of this fabric.”  She gestured to her gargoyle outfit draped over the back of a chair.  “Of course, I can’t have all these bandages visible anyway.”  She looked forlorn as she glanced down at her bandaged leg and stomach.  


Adrian looked at her strangely.  “You brought other clothes, what is wrong with them?”


She crossed her arms over her chest and frowned.  “Because if I change forms in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, I’ll tear them.  And I personally like to be clothed when I fight evil.” 

Adrian simply raised an eyebrow at that and continued cleaning the knives he was taking.  

She sighed and went back into the bedroom that she had claimed for her own.  “All right, Noah, looks like I’ll have to use the purple dress.”  She frowned as she pulled out the silken creation.  “Considering how often I ruin them, I guess I should just wear cheap clothing.”  

She shut the door and shed her robe.  She slipped the ankle-length dress over her head.  It was backless, perfect for someone who occasionally has wings.  It was slit up one side, almost to her hip.  Luckily that side was the leg without the bandage. She fished out a pair of silken high heels and slipped them on.  Of course, the shoes would have to come off if she changed forms, but she couldn’t walk around barefooted in an evening dress.  Even in Las Vegas that might be considered strange.

A few quick moments of curling and styling, and her golden hair was up in a fashionable design.  A few curls were left to trail down the back of her neck artfully.  She frowned at the make-up case.  She hated wearing make-up, it felt like coating her face in grease.  She skipped the base, and accented her eyes and mouth.  Plum-colored eye shadow and black mascara made her eyes the focus of her face.  A light, shimmery pink lipstick completed the look. 

“Last step, jewelry.”  She clipped her tail ring around Noah’s neck, and then put on all of her own jewelry.  A final glance in the mirror and she turned to Noah, “I’m ready if you are.”  She smirked and Noah gave a happy purr/growl.

Kristia thought Adrian might have stopped breathing when she entered the living room of the suite.   He looked like a small mouse staring helplessly as a snake slithered forward.  His wide eyes watched her every step as she moved into the center of the room.  Though she made sure her face was neutral, inside Kristia smiled at his reaction.  
“Ready?”  she asked nonchalantly.

Adrian tried to speak, cleared his throat, and tried again.  “You look very beautiful.”

She smiled.  “You look good yourself.”  Kristia let her gaze travel from his black leather dress shoes, up his tailored black suit, pausing to let her eyes linger on his narrow waist and hips.  She liked the black silk tie lying on a silver dress shirt.  Her eyes moved up to take in his shoulders, shown to perfection in the suit jacket and finally ended on his dark brown eyes.

“Well, let’s go.”  She turned toward the door, grabbing a small handbag off of a table. 
“I assume you are leaving the….cat…here?”  

Kristia turned and quirked a brow at him.  “Of course not.”  She didn’t elaborate, but simply walked toward the door, Noah sauntering smugly beside her.

They stood in front of the Excalibur Hotel, a well dressed couple seemingly out for a night of entertainment.  Kristia took in a deep breath of the dry desert breeze.  She loved Las Vegas at night.  The lights, the music and people laughing as they spent outrageous amounts of money in a chance that they might get lucky.  She peered out of the corner of her eye at a man handing out brochures.  She knew they weren’t to any spa or carnival.  They were to the bordellos, ads for sex.  She frowned.  That she didn’t like.  She watched the businessman, his left ring finger empty, but for the tan line from his wedding ring, take a brochure and examine it eagerly.  She sighed.  I guess some people take fate into their own hands when it comes to getting “lucky”.

Shaking her head to rid herself of that line of thinking she turned her attention back to the situation at hand.  “Noah, Showtime.”  Noah obediently sat in front of her, offering up his bejeweled neck.  Kristia took a gold and silver leash from her handbag and clipped it onto his collar.  She glanced up and noticed the slight puzzled expression on Adrian’s face.  She explained.   “Since Noah is so big, most people assume he is a mix of some exotic wildcat breed.  I use the excuse of him being a pampered exotic pet when I need to.”  

Adrian simply nodded and offered Kristia his arm.  She took it, holding Noah’s leash and her handbag in her other hand.  They walked into the hotel and Kristia frowned at the décor.  “This seems a little….cheesy for vampires.”  Medieval dragons lined the entryway, but they were a cartoon-like purple and blue.  There were of course a few hotel employees that wore medieval garb and tried to speak in Old English.   Kristia could tell from the pained expression on Adrian’s face that they weren’t succeeding.  Most of the hotel’s inhabitants gave them a wide berth.  It could have been Adrian’s intimidating presence, but she was betting it was the stalking feline pacing in front of them.  Most people don’t see a cat the size of a German shepherd very often.  
They were walking through the casino on the main floor when a manager came up to them.  

“Excuse me, Madam, but we don’t allow exotic animals in….”  He stopped when he got a look at Kristia’s face.  “Miss d’Alene!  I am sorry, I did not recognize you.  How good to have you back at the Excalibur!  Are you staying with us?”  


Kristia gave a small smile at the man.  “Well actually I’m looking for a friend of mine.  We had plans for dinner and perhaps a game or two.  He told me he was staying here, but I have forgotten what room he said.”  


The man was nodding so eagerly he reminded Kristia of a bobble-head doll.  “Yes, yes of course.  I can look him up in the system for you in only a matter of seconds.  What is his name?”  Noah sat down and smirked up at his mistress, his cat eyes laughing at the man.

Kristia squeezed Adrian’s arm lightly and he immediately spoke.  “His name is Eduard Baranov.”  


The manager gave several more jerking nods and literally ran off to find a computer.  


Kristia looked at Adrian.  “Why would he book himself into a hotel under his real name?  That seems…well, too obvious.”  


Adrian gave a small shrug.  “I couldn’t think of any alias for him, so that was the only name I could give the man.  However, it wouldn’t surprise me if he had listed himself.”  He peered at her without turning his head.  “You forgot to mention that you had been here before.”  

Kristia gave a small smirk.  “Did I?  How careless of me.  I made a stop in Las Vegas about a year ago.”


“Why were you here if it is so ‘cheesy’?”


Kristia seemed to take a sudden interest in the slot machines closest to them.  “Oh, just wandering around.”


Adrian turned to face her, eyes slightly narrowed, but before he was able to speak the manager ran back up to them.  “Miss d’Alene, Mr. Baranov is in one of our executive suites, room 200E.  I believe he is actually in the suite next to the one you stayed in when you were last with us.”  He grinned, happy to be able to present so much information to the rich-looking couple.


Kristia gave him her most charming smile, leaning forward to stare into his eyes.  “Thank you so much….” She glanced at his name tag, “Aaron.  You are too good to me.”


Aaron looked like he would fall prone at her feet as Adrian led them away toward a series of elevators.  Noah’s ears laid back slightly in response to his master being dragged around, but he remained quiet.

While they stood waiting for an available elevator, Kristia couldn’t help but notice how Adrian seemed to be upset.  Jealous?  Surely not.  But the more she studied his expression out of the corner of her eye, the more she was certain that he was.  He had even clutched her arm tighter against his body and was sending irritated glances toward other men who were looking at her.  

The elevator ride went smoothly enough, except for the man who looked Kristia up and down.  He gave her a coy smile and quirked an eyebrow in question.  Kristia blinked in surprise when Adrian growled at the man.  Literally, growled.  She squeezed his arm to get his attention.  “Easy boy.”  She whispered to him.  He stayed tense, but ignored the other man, who now seemed to be interested in the carpet of the elevator floor.   She noticed Noah inching closer to the intimidated man, a mischievous gleam in his eye.  She gave a tug on his chain and narrowed her eyes at him when he looked up at her.  The huge cat gave a “hmmf!” sound and lay down beside her feet.  

The elevator dinged as the doors opened at the floor which housed the luxury suites.  Kristia reached down and removed the chain from Noah’s collar.  Adrian looked down both directions of the hallway.  He was on alert, treading softly down the hall in the direction of the room.  Kristia was one step behind him, her senses weren’t as sharp as in gargoyle form, but they were greater than a human’s.  She could smell the faint scent that was Eduard Baranov.  Expensive spicy cologne, and under that the stale, musty scent of age.

They were standing outside the room, readying themselves, when the door opened.  Adrian, Kristia and Noah found themselves staring into the eyes of Baranov and another vampire.  The other vampire appeared to be some sort of manservant, his shock at seeing them laced with the heady scent of fear.  The next few seconds were a blur of action.  The recognition had barely registered when Adrian pushed the servant into the room.  Kristia and Noah were right behind him, Kristia slamming the door behind them.  Baranov was suddenly standing by a wall covered in weapons, a vicious looking sword held in his hands. 

Kristia blinked in surprise as Adrian withdrew a blade from his jacket that with a flick of his wrist extended into a 3 foot long sword.  Baranov and Adrian growled like wild dogs as they lunged for each other, their swords making a loud metallic clang as they met in mid-air.  A quick glance around revealed the servant trying to hide behind the couch, as Noah, now his winged self, dragged the meek vampire out by his ankle.  A wet sound caused Kristia to turn her gaze back to the fight.  Baranov withdrew his sword from where he had impaled it in Adrian’s shoulder, his face a mask of savage glee.  The blade slid out with almost exactly the same wet sound that it had made going in.  Adrian staggered, but fended off the next several lunges made by Baranov.  


Kristia yanked a scimitar off the wall of weapons and advanced on Baranov.  She was about to imbed the curved blade in his back when he sensed her.  In the same move he knocked Adrian to the ground and turned to stop Kristia’s sword with his own.  Their swords locked and they stood with their faces mere inches from each other.  


“Why do you bother to fight me?  I can kill you easily.”  he asked her, not even sweaty from his exertions.  


Kristia grunted with effort as she pressed her sword against his.  Her eyes began to glow as she answered him, almost spitting the words.  “Try it.”   She pushed him back with a scream as wings burst from her back.   A roar escaped her as she changed forms.  The pain was immense; she was pushing her body to change too quickly.  Her bones were still shifting as she charged him, her sword meeting his in clash after clash.  

Adrian had stood back up, his right arm useless from the wound to his shoulder.  He lunged at Baranov with his sword held in his left.  The blade managed to slice the master vampire’s side.  His hiss of pain held a promise of revenge for the scratch.  Baranov was now sweating.  
Though Kristia and Adrian managed to make key hits, the vampire held his own.  All three were covered in blood, their own and their enemy’s.  Kristia had managed to slice open Baranov’s stomach with her claws.  He had left her neck torn and bleeding from his fangs.  Adrian was covered in so many cuts it was hard to see where he wasn’t hurt.  


A sudden attack from Adrian sent all three tumbling through the door out into the hallway.  Kristia landed on top of Baranov, Adrian beside her.  Before she could do more than sit up, Adrian drove his sword through the master vampire’s heart.  His yell was pure rage as he pulled the sword out, only to smash it down on Baranov’s neck, effectively beheading him.  Kristia could only sit on top of a now headless Baranov’s legs and stare down at him.  She was still panting when she heard the gasps.  The vampire underneath her was forgotten as she stared into the faces of several tourists.  Several human tourists.


Kristia glanced around.  She was covered in blood and wounds, a decapitated man underneath her.  Above her Adrian stood, also covered in blood, still holding the sword.   She watched said sword as the dark blood dripped onto the carpet.  It was then that she raised her eyes back up to the tourists.  They all stared at each other in silence, except for Baranov whose head wouldn’t be staring at anyone.  No one spoke or moved or blinked.  It was then that Noah sauntered out of the suite, accidentally hitting her face with more blood while trying to flick it off of his paws.

Somewhere in the mountains of Kentucky

Kristia stared out the black tinted windows of the SUV.  Adrian had rented the vehicle and was driving after arguing with her that his arm was now fine.  Noah lay snuggled in the backseat, a bandage on his tail the only evidence of his ordeal.  The blackness of the forest was only relieved by what little moonlight could filter through the trees.  She watched said trees as they whizzed by the vehicle.  She was on her way home and she was glad.  Her injuries hadn’t healed as quickly as Adrian’s or Noah’s.  She still had a large bandage on her neck and leg and every muscle in her body hurt.


A soft sigh sounded next to her.  “I still cannot believe you did that.”  She could hear the cringe of embarrassment in his words.

A corner of her mouth quirked.  “I didn’t see you coming up with a better plan.  You just stood there glancing between the quickly shriveling up body of Baranov and the tourists.”  She gave a slight shrug.  “You shouldn’t worry so much about it.”


Adrian gave an astonished gasp as he glanced her way before turning back to the road.  “You grabbed my sword, held it above your head and yelled ‘Hail, Excalibur!’ before grabbing me around the waist and diving out of the window at the end of the hall!”


Another shrug.  “The tourists will think it was just a show, plus Baranov’s body and blood turned to ash, so no evidence really.  The servant ran off, after Noah mangled him.  Besides its Las Vegas, stranger things happen there all the time.”


“Stranger than a bloody gargoyle, a sword-wielding vampire, a decapitated vampire, and a huge cat with wings?”  


Kristia glanced over at him, a definite smirk on her face.  “All the time.”


