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This is the second edition of "Phoenix Song". I was sure I had
already edited the text sufficiently, especially as I had published
it before on Fictionpress.com. Unfortunately, after downloading and
reading the e-book myself, I realized there were a lot of mistakes
left, both in grammar and spelling. I edited the whole text once
more, also making some minor change in the story details, and then
republished it. There still might be some errors left, as English
is not my native language, but I'm sure I have managed to find and
correct the bulk of the mistakes.








Chapter 1
Garage Band


Abel Hallow put his guitar down and ran a hand through his
shaggy auburn hair. “Okay, guys, give it a break,” he told his
friends with a sigh.

“We’re going to be better this evening,” Jeff Parker, the band’s
drummer, told him. “You know what they say about the last
rehearsal. We’ve been so abysmal, we just have to be great at the
premiere.”

“I hope you’re right.” Andrew Parr picked the notes off the
keyboard and looked at them again. “The songs Abel wrote are great,
but we don’t have a professional equipment.”

“I’ve heard that there are talent scouts at Denny’s
sometimes.”

“Let’s face it, Jeff, we can just hope there are none of them in
the audience tonight. Otherwise we’re so screwed.”

“Wish I were…” the dark-skinned drummer muttered, making his
friends laugh.

“If Hazel hears about that you’ll be on your own again, Jeff,”
Abel pointed out. “Let’s face it, you’re better off than Andrew and
me. At least you have a girlfriend.”

“Well, some guys are just lucky.”

“Because you’ve got a girl,” the blond-haired keyboarder asked,
grinning broadly, “or because we haven’t?”

“That’s up to you.”

Abel turned away from his best friends. He picked up the songs
again and sheaved through them. Of course they did a lot of
covering, just singing other bands’ songs. But he liked writing
music and the few times they’d played his songs, people had liked
them a lot. Maybe it was time to do more original stuff.

Despite the fact that he was a good show on stage, Abel really
was a bit shy. It was one thing, standing on stage, performing his
music and not looking down at the audience. Talking to people
normally was a good deal harder for him. This was why Jeff usually
did the booking for them. He was good at getting as much money out
of a gig as possible and knew the owners of most night-clubs and
pubs in the city. It didn’t pay off too well, they had to rent most
of their equipment and that was expensive, but at least it was
enough for a little extra. Andrew was working on a demo-tape in his
spare time, maybe they could get a contract in a few months.

“Hey, Abel, you still with us?” Andrew pulled him out of his
thoughts.

“S-sure. What were you just saying?”

“I said my dad’s trying to get me a full-time job at his
company. I wouldn’t really mind working there, but I’d have less
time for rehearsals.”

“No way!” Jeff growled. “If we want to go professional, we have
to rehearse even more often, not less!”

“I’m afraid, Jeff is right. Andrew, I know it’s difficult for
you. My family’s not happy about it either, but they accept my
part-time job down at the store.”

“I know. But my dad’s really getting nervous. He has five kids
and isn’t making that much money. He wants me out of the
house as fast as possible.”

“Give it two more gigs before you accept, okay?” Abel pleaded.
“I’ve got a feeling that we’ll be lucky soon. Just till the end of
the month.”

“Okay, Abel, two more gigs.”

“Well, let’s call it a day,” Abel sighed. “We’ll meet here at
eight.”

His friends nodded and left, leaving their instruments behind.
Abel pulled a cover over the old keyboard and sat down behind the
drums. He’d always dreamt of having a band, of being successful.
But it was hard, they didn’t live in a big city and chances of
getting noticed by someone important were slim.

 

At eight o’clock Abel had prepared everything. The instruments
were packed, he was just waiting for Jeff and his van. Andrew, who
just lived across the street, sauntered over and sat down on the
porch beside him.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“A bit nervous, as always. Listen, I thought we could play more
of our own songs tonight.”

“Sounds like a good idea.”

“You really think so?” Abel asked. He was quite surprised, he’d
always thought that his friends preferred playing well known
songs.

“Hey, Jeff and I both think you’re a very good song-writer.
We’ve waited for you to be ready for quite some time. Why not give
it a try at Denny’s tonight? People there like us, they’ll be a
good audience.”

Since they played at Denny’s Pub once a month, they’d were well
known to the customers. They had played a lot of Abel’s own songs
there already and almost always gotten a lot of applause for
them.

While Abel was still thinking, the old, worn van Jeff had bought
years ago stopped in front of the garage-workroom combination where
they did their rehearsals. Together they packed everything up and
then drove off towards Denny’s

“Good news, Jeff,” Andrew told the drummer after they’d gotten
in, “Abel has finally decided to just play our own songs
tonight.”

“Great.”

About an hour later they were ready to play. Unlike most other
band they knew, ‘Phoenix Song’ did not wear costumes on stage. They
just wore their average clothes. As they stepped on stage, Jeff
sitting down behind his drums and Andrew walking over to his
keyboard, Abel felt all nervousness drain from his body. His hand
grabbed the slim neck of his guitar as he lifted it off the ground
and pulled the belt over his head. Softly his fingers ran over the
strings, making it sing out. He stepped up to the microphone.

“Hey people!” he called into the crowd. “Great to be here at
Denny’s again. Tonight’s going to be a special night for us. For
the first time ever we’re going to play our own songs only.” Some
people cheered and there seemed no one who wanted to leave the pub
immediately. That was a good omen. “The first song is dedicated to
my little sister Joseline, usually better known as ‘Jo’. It’s
called ‘Tomboy’ and that’s just what she is.”

He played the first chords and felt the music break free. As he
sung the first line, everything seemed to blur…










Chapter 2
The Secretary


Two hours later ‘Phoenix Song’ had almost played all songs they
had to offer. The crowd was cheering and even screaming for more.
They’d already done two encores and were seriously running out of
new songs to play.

“Okay, people,” Abel said into the microphone, “this is really
going to be the very last song. We haven’t even had time to
rehearse it properly. It’s called ‘Into the moonlight’.”

He nodded to Jeff and Andrew and started to play. He had written
the song a couple of days ago while being on night shift in the
supermarket. It was a bit depressing, since he’d started a few
minutes before midnight.

 

I thought we were
meant to be together,

Being a couple till
the end of time,

But now I’m
alone,

Searching for
you,

Ever since you
disappeared into the moonlight.

 

I’m asking the stars
for destination,

Every last of them
in the dark night sky.

They stay
silent,

Cold and
distant,

Fading one by one
into the moonlight.

 

I’m praying for
guidance and help,

But no angel comes
forth from heaven,

By light of day,

By dark of
night,

All my hopes vanish
into the moonlight.

 

Tonight I’m going to
take my last chance,

When the clocks in
town strike twelve,

I’ll succeed or
die,

Nothing in
between,

I’m going to follow
you into the moonlight.[1]

 

Abel lowered the guitar and hell broke loose. The crowd
applauded like he had never heard them do before. Unbelieving he
turned to Jeff and Andrew who gave him a big grin and a
thumbs-up.

 

A couple of minutes later they were behind the stage, packing
their stuff together. They were talking animatedly about the gig
when someone walked up behind them.

“I really must congratulate you,” the dark-haired man said. “My
name is Josh Craven. When my boss sent me here today, I didn’t
expect such a good show. You just played your own songs
tonight?”

“Yes,” Jeff answered, taking over the manager role as
usually.

“Which of you writes the songs?”

“That’s me.” Abel was feeling nervous. The man was very pale and
wore a very expensive suit – he looked important.

“Well, my boss wants to meet you. I’m supposed to invite you to
a party at ‘Crimson Stars’ tomorrow. You’d better wear something
more … elegant then.”

With those words the stranger handed them three invitations
printed on stiff, blood-red paper. Then he turned around and left
them alone.

“Guys, that’s it,” Jeff said, still eying the card, “that’s our
chance to make it.”

“I don’t know,” Andrew mused, “I’ve never heard of ‘Crimson
Stars’.”

“I have. They’re behind a lot of bands. Not the big ones,
admittedly, but they really take care of their bands. If you manage
to get a two-year-contract, you’re really lucky. Getting something
even longer would be a miracle.”

“Guys, am I the only one who sees the problem?” Andrew
interrupted. “We have to wear ‘something more … elegant’ at the
party. Where are we going to get smokings or something like that
before tomorrow evening at ten o’clock?”

Abel nodded gloomily. Suddenly his face brightened. “Hey, I
know! My brother Steven is working at a clothes store. Maybe he can
help us.”

“You think so?”

“I’ll ask him tomorrow.”

“You know what I’d really like to wear?” Jeff asked Andrew. “A
white tux.”

“You’d surely look exotic in one. I want a black smoking with
one of those old fashioned ties. You know, those Victorian
ones.”

As they started carrying their stuff outside, Abel felt strange.
It had been the first time they’d only played his songs and now
they had a chance for a career in the business. He just had to hope
that they could make it. It made him feel a bit dizzy to think
about it. Just this afternoon they’d talked about rehearsing less
because they all needed to get on with their everyday lives, now
they were arguing about what to wear to the party of a man who
could make them rich and famous.

 

Although he was still tired, Abel got up early the next morning
to catch his brother before he left for work.

“Steve, I need to ask you something.”

“Sure. What do you want, Abel?” Steve was still sitting at the
kitchen counter and sipping a cup of coffee.

“You’re still working at this clothes store … you know, the one
with those suits and all that…”

“Yeeeees. Aaaaaaand?” Drawing out short words was a tick Steve
had sometimes.

“I need something to wear at a party for Andrew, Jeff and
me.”

“A party. What kind of party?”

Abel pulled out his invitation. “This party.”

Steve scanned the card and gave a low whistle. “Wow, my little
brother is invited to a ‘Crimson Stars’-party.”

“You heard about them?”

“My boss knows some guys who used to play for that label. He
always says having a contract with them is worth more than with
Sony or Virgin. They only take the really talented ones.” Steve
turned the card over in his hands. “Tell you something: Pick up
Andrew and Jeff and come over to the store. I’ll talk to Mr. Myers,
I’m sure he’ll love to help.”

While Steve left the house, Abel grabbed the cordless phone and
raced up to his room. A few minutes later he had Jeff on the phone,
telling him about their chance. They agreed to meet at the mall. As
he came down again,  he was stopped by his father.

“Abel, we need to talk about that music of yours.”

“Not right now, dad,” Abel answered. “We could get a contract
tonight, if we’re very lucky.”

This surprised his father. “Who would give you a contract?”

“The label is called ‘Crimson Stars’. We’re invited to a party
tonight. The boss wants to meet us.”

“Well, we’ll talk tomorrow then.”

Abel nodded and left the house, running across the street and
knocking on the Parr’s door. Andrew’s older sister Jenna
opened.

“Hi, where’s Andrew?”

“He’s still sleeping. Dad’s getting annoyed with him again.”

Since he had been in and out of this house for years, Abel had
no problems in finding Andrew’s room. He stormed inside and woke
his friend up.

“Come on, get dressed, we need to get to the mall,” he told
Andrew.

“Wsfsgl?” was the rather confused answer.

“Get up and get dressed. Steve is trying to get us some
smokings.”

Still half in sleep, Andrew got up and grabbed some clothes. He
disappeared into the bathroom and came out ten minutes later. They
went back to Abel’s house and took his old, rusty car.

 

Jeff was already waiting at the fountain when they arrived.
Together they walked to the store and entered it cautiously.
Between the racks of suits and the well-dressed mannequins they
felt slightly out of place. Steve came out of the back room and
called them over. As they stepped inside, they were greeted by Mr.
Myers, a real gentleman with grey hair who was always perfectly
dressed.

“Well, Steve told me you three got invited to a ‘Crimson
Stars’-party.”

“That’s right, Mr. Myers,” Abel answered. “Of course that
doesn’t mean they’re going to take us.”

“They never invite anyone unless they want them, boy,” the man
told him. “But you’ll need something elegant.”

“We don’t have much money,” Jeff interjected.

“That’s not a problem.” Mr. Myers had turned his back to them
and picked up a measuring tape. “Let’s see which sizes you’ll
need.” He did a quick job in measuring them, then he nodded
happily. “Do you realize, boys, that evening wear does not change
as rapidly as fashion?” They all nodded rather confused. “Well, the
nice thing about this is that you don’t have to wear the
newest clothes. We have here a host of suits, smoking suits and
even tuxedos that are not for sale. They were on mannequins for a
while and cannot be sold at a regular price. But they’re all
cleaned and pressed, ready to wear. What I offer you, therefore, is
to use some of those this evening. You’re all average size, so they
should fit you nicely.”

Half an hour later they’d all found what they were looking for.
While Abel had chosen a regular black smoking and a white dress
shirt without any frills, Andrew looked like a Victorian gentleman
and even Jeff had found his white tux. They left the store with a
large bag each.

“Only one more problem, guys,” Jeff pointed out as they made
their way towards their cars. “We don’t have a decent car to
ride.”

“Do we have the money to rent one?” Abel asked Andrew who
usually looked after their money from the gigs.

“Not enough. We need something really good-looking and we don’t
have the money for that. The rent for our equipment is rather high
and Denny’s doesn’t pay that well.”

“We can’t just give up yet!” Abel said determinedly. “Don’t we
know someone with a decent car?”

They all went silent for a while and thought about it. Abel
didn’t know anyone with a good-looking car. Andrew didn’t seem to
know someone either. Jeff was still thinking deeply when they
reached the parking lot. Suddenly he gave a loud whoop.

“I know someone! I know a guy who drives a Mercedes … and he
still owes me. That car’s a beauty … black, sleek and very
expensive-looking. I’ll ask that guy and give you a call,
okay?”

“Okay,” the other two answered him.

 

Abel was relieved when Jeff called him at two in the afternoon.
His friend had agreed to let them have the car for one evening.
They decided to meet at Abel’s house at seven so that they would
have the chance to drive over to the villa where the party would be
held in peace.

They met as planned, already in their evening clothes, but
didn’t put the jackets on to make sure they didn’t get too
wrinkled. The car Jeff had borrowed was great and it was a very
nice drive.






[1] Don’t blame anyone else for this
song, I wrote the lyrics.














Chapter 3
Crimson Stars


The black Mercedes rolled soundlessly over the loose pebbles of
the driveway. Abel felt nervous while he looked at the large,
looming mansion. To him the house looked very sinister, but then he
was easy to scare anyway.

“What a place for a party,” Andrew remarked. He had the back
seat to himself since Jeff was driving and Abel got sick whenever
he rode the back seat.

“That’s exactly your kind of place, isn’t it?” Jeff countered.
“I always thought you’d make a great Goth.”

“I’d have to dye my hair a bit, though.”

“Well, it’s very spectacular, that’s for sure,” Abel pointed
out. “It looks like something straight out of a horror movie.”

“One of the classics with an evil count and all that stuff,”
Andrew agreed.

The car reached the impressive entrance. Abel and Andrew left it
immediately while Jeff drove off, searching for some parking space.
He came back and they climbed the white marble stairs together. It
was Jeff who pulled the rope besides the set of double door. A deep
bell tolled inside and a few seconds later the doors were opened by
a very elegant-looking butler.

“Yes?” the man asked.

“We’re invited to the party.” Jeff showed the man the three
invitation cards.

“Of course. Please step inside.”

The butler let them in and showed them the way to a large
ballroom already filled with people. Jeff strode in first with Abel
and Andrew in his wake. Abel used the chance to look at the other
guests. He knew some of them, well known artists that were
sometimes seen on TV and regularly played at various radio
stations. It seemed like a dream to have actually been invited to
such a party. While they were still looking around, the man who had
given them the invitation strode towards them.

“I’m glad you could make it,” he told them after a short glance.
“And I see that you found very appropriate clothes, too. Please
follow me, Mr. Morado wants to see you.”

They followed him through the crowd and out of the ballroom.
After walking through various dark hallways, they reached a large
study with mahogany-panelled walls and an immense desk. Behind it
sat a man who looked far too young to lead a record company. He had
long, golden hair, deep purple eyes and was just as pale as
Craven.

“So you are the band known as ‘Phoenix Song’?” he asked with a
soft voice. He seemed to have an accent Abel couldn’t pinpoint.

“Yes,” Jeff answered, obviously not spooked by the strange man.
“My name is Jeff Parker, I’m the drummer, this is Andrew Parr, our
keyboarder, and this our song-writer and lead-singer Abel
Hallow.”

“I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance. My name is Abraham
Morado and ‘Crimson Stars’ is my company. Please, take a seat.”
They seated themselves while Craven stepped behind his boss. The
man waited patiently until they were ready before he continued to
speak: “In fact I’ve had someone watch you even before yesterday,
ever since your first gig. You see, while this company isn’t as
widely known as the big ones in the business, we nevertheless have
a good name to protect. We take only the most talented groups.
Talent, you see, is not just about looks. It’s not even the sound
alone, that can be easily corrected today. Talent is something
entirely different. It’s the ability to please and enchant the
audience. You have it and that is why you are here.” He whispered
something at Craven who disappeared. “To make it short: I want to
make a contract with you.”

“For how long?” Jeff asked.

“Five years.” For a moment Jeff was rendered speechless. They’d
all heard that something longer than two years would be a miracle.
Mr. Morado seemed to read his mind. “It’s not the usual length for
a contract with ‘Crimson Stars’, but I’m sure you will be very
successful. I’ve never gone for shooting stars, they die too soon.
Now, this is how we will proceed, if you decide to accept the
contract: first of all you’re going to play at the Corona Festival
in Kansas in four weeks. A couple of acts from ‘Crimson Stars’ are
going to play there. While you rehearse for that I want a look at
the songs you’ve written. We have to choose ten of them for the
first CD which will be produced after the festival. Of course I
hope you’ll continue writing. I could get you a professional, but
normally songs are better when written by the band itself. You’ll
be travelling with some other groups for the first year, learning
about the business and getting known by the audience outside of
your home town.”

“What about the money?” Jeff asked.

“Each of you will receive a steady payment of two thousand
dollars a month during the first year of the contract. In addition
you also get the money for your gigs, minus the ten percent for
‘Crimson Stars’, of course. The payment is an invention of mine,
it’s important at the beginning while the groups are not booked
that often. After all you’ll need to move into some suitable
quarters, you’ll have to dress up a bit and you’ll need some money
for yourself.”

There was a deep silence while the three young man considered
the offer. It sounded almost too perfect, Abel thought. Even his
father could not say anything against that.

“Well, I can’t speak for all of us, but I’ll accept,” Jeff broke
the silence.

“I’ll accept as well,” Andrew said. “It’s a chance I would not
even have hoped for.”

“How about you, Mr. Hallow?” Mr. Morado asked.

“I’ll accept, too.”

“Brilliant. Mr. Craven, my secretary, will hand you your copies
of the contract. Read them thoroughly and sign them. You can just
sent them back in a few days.” While the man spoke, his secretary
already handed the contracts over. “And now I suggest that we all
go back to the party and enjoy ourselves. I’d like you to meet a
few people you’ll travel with for the next year.”

 

About an hour later they had met some other groups currently
under a contract with ‘Crimson Stars’. They were rather varied in
their music, obviously the company did not deal in one style only.
Abel ended up with a girl who wrote songs for an all-female
Punk-Rock-band called ‘The Sirens’. She was rather nice and they
had a long talk about the problems and joys of writing songs. All
the time songs from ‘Crimson Stars’-bands were played over a
speaker system and people danced. It was a nice party, a bit dull
by the standards of someone his age. After all he was more or less
just out of high-school. Since he had agreed to drive them back
home – Jeff loved drinking a little as did Andrew –, Abel only
drank non-alcoholic stuff.

He spent some time watching the boss of ‘Crimson Stars’, still
not sure how someone who looked that young could actually have led
a company that long. On the other hand it was possible that Mr.
Morado had inherited the company from his father. That would
explain his age nicely. The man moved through the crowd now, doing
some small talk with the various artists and making himself known
again. Always at his heels was his secretary who still gave Abel
the creeps. The man looked even more sinister when seen together
with his blond boss. He didn’t talk much, just hovered behind Mr.
Morado like a deadly shadow.

 

They got home late that night and Abel just fell into his bed
and slept in the next day. Of course his father didn’t like the
thought of his son missing work.

“Get up!” he screamed at Abel and shook him. “If you’re well
enough to party all night, you’re well enough to go to work the
next day!”

“I’m quitting this job anyway,” Abel mumbled and turned
over.

“Now, listen to me, do not throw away a job for this … this
dream of yours. We’re living in difficult times, you know.”

“Dad, I’ve got a contract for the next five years, earning the
minimum of two thousand a month. I don’t have to sit behind the
counter of the supermarket anymore.”

“Five years? Minimum of two thousand a month? What are you
talking about?”

Abel stood up and pulled out the two copies of his contract.
“This, dad. At that party the boss of ‘Crimson Stars’ offered us a
contract. We’re going to play for him for the next five years,
earning two thousand dollars every month the first year plus ninety
percent of the money we get for the gigs. The last ten percent go
to ‘Crimson Stars’, that’s the average percentage for a manager.
You know what I’m going to do today, dad? I’m going to see a lawyer
about that contract and if it’s okay, I’ll sign it. Then I’ll go
and quit the job at the supermarket. And afterwards I’m going to
find myself my own apartment.”

Since he was up already anyway, Abel put on his clothes and
started with his plans. After the lawyer told him the contract was
alright, he signed it and sent it back immediately. He met both
Jeff and Andrew at the post office so they decided to talk things
over in a nearby café.

“My dad was really pissed when I told him I’d got a contract,”
Andrew told them after they had sat down. “He always hoped that I
would stop dreaming about a career as a musician sooner or later
and join him at work.”

“My dad wasn’t happy either when I showed him the contract this
morning and told him I’d quit my job at the supermarket. He thinks
it’s just a fluke.”

“My mom took it quite well,” Jeff said calmly. “She said she was
glad for me. After all it’s my dream. And Hazel’s just crazy about
it.”

“Naturally. When are you going to move out?” Abel asked.

“As fast as possible,” was Andrews answer. “And I’ve got an
idea: How about renting a place together? This way we’d have more
time to work on our stuff and it would be cool, at least for a
while. Once we’re famous, we can still get our own houses.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Abel admitted. “What do you think,
Jeff?”

“It would be cool. Let’s do it then.”

This was how the way to fame started for ‘Phoenix Song’…










Chapter 4
Missing Links


One year
later…

 

The last year had been a very successful one for ‘Phoenix Song’.
After the Corona Festival the first fans had started writing them.
When ‘Flight’, their first album, came out a month later, it sold
surprisingly well for newcomers. Playing as opening act for a
couple of other ‘Crimson Stars’-groups had brought them more fans.
A couple of weeks ago they had given their first concert and it had
been a great success.

They had not met Mr. Morado again – something Abel was rather
grateful for. When they had dealings with the company it was either
Paul, their personal tour manager, or Josh Craven who didn’t get
less scary at all.

Now they were coming back to their hometown. They would give
another concert there – for the old fans who’d liked them before
they’d become famous – and spent the next couple of month working
on their second album.

“Ah … home at last,” Jeff sighed, leaning back in his seat.

“A few days of rest ahead,” Andrew added.

Abel didn’t say anything, he was immersed in his music again,
working on new songs for the second album. By now he’d gotten more
used to it and it had gotten a lot easier. To him it didn’t really
matter where they stayed.

 

That evening as they waited behind the stage, he scanned the
crowds and thought about the times when they’d played at Denny’s in
front of twenty or thirty people at the outmost. Now there were
more than a thousand people outside to see them. He still felt
nervous before a show, but by now he had developed techniques to
get rid of that nervousness. He looked down at his body. They were
still playing in jeans and t-shirts, just as in the past, but now
those clothes were designed for them. The ‘High-School Band’-image
was just their style now; like ‘The Sirens’ were punk-ladies or the
‘Crows’ were Goth-rockers.

“Hey, pal, are you ready?” Jeff asked him. “We must go out now,
our fans are waiting.”

“Sure. Let’s go.”

With those words, Abel stepped out onto the stage, hearing the
cheers of their fans. He gave them a bright smile and picked up his
guitar – a new one, much better than his last. Out of the corner of
his eyes he could see Jeff and Andrew getting ready as well. They’d
all learned a lot about doing shows the right way over the last
year.

“Hello, San Marcus!” Abel spoke into the mike. “It’s great to be
back home again. This show is just for you, for our oldest fans.
I’m sorry, guys, but that many people would not have fit into
Denny’s, you know. So we had to come here instead.” The cheers were
getting deafening by now. “You’ll be the first people to hear a
song from our next album which will be out in a couple of month.
The song is called ‘Back to you’.” With those words he played the
first chord and started the concert.

Two hours later Abel was drenched in sweat and feeling
completely drained. He always gave everything at concerts.
Breathing heavily, he drank half a bottle of water and fell into a
chair.

“God, that was awesome,” Andrew said, taking a water bottle
himself. “They were great.”

“Yeah, the best audience ever,” Jeff agreed.

They rested for a moment, but they all wanted to get home again.
They had not spent much time in their new apartment, since they’d
been on tour for most of the year, but they already missed it. The
moment they walked out of the back door, they were surrounded by
fans. Although they were tired, they all spent the next couple of
minutes signing pictures. Abel remembered one girl extremely well.
She had dyed her hair purple and wore a great amount of eye-shadow.
She giggled with her friends while waiting and looked almost
spooked when he spoke to her. He only said a couple of words,
greeting her, asking her name – Shirley – and wishing her a nice
day afterwards. With all their fans satisfied, they were finally
able to make their escape. They climbed into the car waiting for
them and drove home.

“Man, we’re just at the beginning and have that many fans out
there already. That’s scaring,” Jeff mused. “I wonder what it’s
going to be like once we’re really famous.”

“Well, that girl Abel flirted with surely was nice. It’s going
to be fun once we’ve got all those groupies,” Andrew added. “Too
bad you already have a girlfriend.”

“Tell you something, Andrew: I wouldn’t trade my Hazel for a
hundred cute girls. She’s just too perfect.”

“I didn’t flirt with her, I was just nice!” Abel protested.

“Yeah, that’s what they all say,” his friend countered.

 

Over the next few days, the three friends developed a certain
routine. They would rise around eight in the morning, have
breakfast and work on their music for the rest of the morning.
After lunch they would meet with the people at the studio and work
out the songs for the album.

Abel usually was the first to rise. He would get up before his
friends, use the bathroom and take in the papers. Then he’d switch
on the coffee-machine and start making breakfast. While everything
was brewing and cooking, he would read the papers.

This morning he did things just as always, sitting down with the
morning papers. He quickly scanned the headlines on the first page,
then he turned to the local news. He stopped and stared at a photo.
It showed the girl he’d met after the concert, Shirley. Quickly he
searched for the article accompanying it:

 

Local Girl
missing

 

San Marcus. Ever
since the concert of the band ‘Phoenix Song’ five days ago,
seventeen-year-old teenager Shirley L. has been missing. Shirley
went to the concert with her friends Ashley (16) and Monica (17),
they stayed to catch the band afterwards. Once the three members of
‘Phoenix Song’ had handed out autographs and driven off, the girls
wanted to go home.

Shirley stayed
behind because she had lost her cell phone some time during the
concert. She went back into the stadium – and wasn’t seen
again.

 

From what our
reporter has found out, Shirley is not the first fan to go missing
after a concert of the band. Even though we all would be hard
pressed to prove that ‘Phoenix Song’ had anything to do with it, it
is a fact that during their tour with the other ‘Crimson
Stars’-bands ‘The Sirens’ and ‘Crows’ thirteen boys and girls have
gone missing. Can this still be called a coincidence?

 

Abel felt the blood drain from his face. He remembered that girl
and now it seemed as if he had been one of the last people to see
her. San Marcus was a city, but not a big one. There were criminals
around, but there weren’t that many murderers or other madmen. And
what about those other fans? He decided to find out more. Without
telling his friends, he returned to his room and turned on his
computer. With a little help from the internet he should be able to
find more information.

Two hours later he had more proof than he wanted. Checking the
online-archives of the local newspapers along their route, he found
out that there had been strange disappearances in those cities,
always corresponding with the tour-dates. Abel decided to call Mr.
Morado – or at least his secretary – about that.

 

Abel tried to reach them for the next couple of days, but
without success. While his friends told him to just forget about it
and get on with the album, he couldn’t do it. Something told him to
go on.

He drove out to the mansion every now and then, watching the
house and realizing that there was something strange going on in
there. Mr. Morado never left his house during the day and the
windows of his bedroom always had the curtains pulled tight. He
seemed to shun the daylight, something his secretary didn’t do.
Josh Craven was out and about rather often, but he stayed pale. How
could that happen?

With every time his call was not forwarded, Abel became more
determined. He was going to talk to this man, one way or the
other…










Chapter 5
Proof


Abel had chosen this afternoon to put his plan into motion. Josh
Craven was out to talk some things over with ‘The Sirens’. The
young man had found out that the fence at the back of the premises
wasn’t very high, he could easily climb it. But once on the grounds
it got more difficult. Abel didn’t know how many people really
worked in the house, it was possible that he would get caught by
someone. So he kept in the shadows of trees and bushes while
approaching the building.

He went around the back and entered the house through the back
door. Crossing the kitchen as fast as possible, he started looking
for Mr. Morado. Abel was moving slowly, he had not been inside it
very often. He rattled every door-knob, finding most of them
locked. The few rooms he could open didn’t look strange, most of
them were empty or held cloth-covered furniture. Although he
remembered that the study had been on the ground floor, he even
climbed up the stairs to the first and second floor. It took him
the best part of an hour to find the study again. To his surprise
it was both unlocked and empty. He decided to take his chance and
slipped inside.

Abel started his search of the room with the papers on the desk.
They were nothing special: contracts, letters from organisations
that had booked some of the bands, from radio and TV stations,
magazines and suchlike.

He went through the drawers next. They held the same stuff, only
dated further in the past. Only one drawer remained closed – it was
locked and he couldn’t find a key in the room.

Abel wondered if there was a safe in the room, but before
searching along the walls, he decided to go for the book shelves.
They held a strange collection. Even Abel who was a very avid
reader with a very varied field of interest had never heard of some
of the books. They weren’t all English, Mr. Morado had to speak a
lot of different languages, if he could read them all. There was no
dust on the books or the shelf, obviously it was cleaned
regularly.

After lingering a little longer around the books, Abel started
knocking on the walls, hoping to find a safe or something like that
behind the panels. He even found an area that sounded hollow, but
couldn’t figure out how to open it. So he decided to just wait for
Mr. Morado to come back and sat down in front of the desk.

 

After an hour, waiting got boring. So Abel stood up again and
walked over to the books. He scanned the titles again, this time
for something to read. He stumbled over a book with the title ‘Les
Fleurs du Mal’ and pulled it out. He’d heard about those very
strange poems and wanted to take a look at them. Unfortunately the
book was a French copy and he couldn’t understand a word, so he put
it back. As he turned around again, he found himself facing a
surprise. The panel in front of the hollow area had swung back.
There was no safe behind it, but a dark passage.

‘This is just too weird,’ Abel thought. ‘Something like this
only happens in scary movies.’

Nevertheless he was curious. He walked over to the panel and
looked into the passage. It was really dark, but there was a light
switch on the wall which lit a row of simple lamps at the ceiling.
The passage went on straight for a couple of meters and then turned
left.

For a moment Abel was unsure about what to do. Should he just
close the panel and go back to the chair, waiting for Mr. Morado?
Should he follow the passage and find out more about it? Or should
he leave the house and forget about those missing people? He looked
back into the room, out of the window and into the passage, trying
to reach a decision. Finally he walked towards the passage and
climbed through the opening, pulling the panel closed behind him.
He wanted to find out what was going on, so he had to take a little
risk.

His steps sounded unnaturally loud in the narrow passage and he
felt slightly claustrophobic without any windows around. After the
bend the passage turned into a stairway leading down to the
basement. One of the light bulbs seemed to be short-circuited, it
flickered on and off constantly.

‘Now, that’s even more scaring,’ Abel had to admit. ‘I feel like
the hero of some penny dreadful. Hopefully I won’t end like
one.’

He walked down the stairs slowly and reached another narrow
passage with more bulbs along the ceiling. It was no longer made of
stone, but of concrete, making his steps sound louder even though
he wore sneakers. By then he even thought he could hear his own
heartbeat sounding like drums in his ears.

‘Not a single door, where is this leading to?’ Abel asked
himself, since he didn’t have anyone else to talk to. ‘Who would
build a secret passage that leads nowhere?’

After a while – a couple of minutes which seemed to him like
hours – the passage made another turn, this time towards the right.
He slowly stepped around the corner and could finally see a door at
the end of the passage, maybe five meters away. Abel had a powerful
feeling of dread as he looked at the iron door. This had to be a
bad place, there had to be something evil behind it. If this were
just some kind of storage room, why would it have to be hidden in
the basement and only be accessible through a secret passage?
Abel’s instincts screamed at him to turn around and run back, to
leave the house and pretend he had not seen anything at all until
the day he died. But artist or not – he’d never listened to
instincts alone in the past, he was not going to start doing so
now. Slowly he approached the door. He looked at it for quite some
time. There was no keyhole, just some sort of bar to keep it
closed. Abel needed four tries until he managed to pull the bar
back and open the door. It creaked just as ominously as he had
expected it to.

The room behind the door was absolutely dark. But in the little
light that came in through the open door, Abel could see something
lying there. He stepped inside and ran his hand over the wall
beside him until his fingers touched a switch. Flipping it, he
bathed a scene in light which he would rather have preferred not to
see at all. In the middle of a concrete floor lay the body of a
girl with deep purple hair, wearing a t-shirt overloaded with
glitter and a black skirt. The pantyhose underneath the skirt was
torn, as was the shirt. Her face was averted from him, but Abel was
ready to bet that it was Shirley, the girl he’d been looking for.
He left his place at the door and ran over to her, praying that she
was still alive. But once he rounded the body this hope died in his
heart. Shirley’s face was more or less unharmed. She had cried and
the heavy eye-shadow he remembered had turned into some scary clown
make-up. Her eyes were open and stared at him, but there was no
life in them. They were just two shiny orbs reflecting the light of
the lamp above her head. Abel swallowed and tried to reign in his
fears.

‘Okay, so you have found the corpse of a missing girl in the
basement of your manager’s house,’ he told himself. ‘This could
easily mean the end of your career … well, damn my career, this is
murder! I have to leave the house and go to the police.’

He looked up, saw the door and froze: It had fallen closed,
locking him in. Abel sped over to the door again, trying against
better knowledge to open it, only to find his earlier fears
justified. Obviously the massive door was constructed in a way that
allowed it to be opened easily from the outside, but a key was
necessary once you’d entered the room and wanted to get out again.
He was trapped in the house of a murderer – maybe even a serial
killer, given the fact that Shirley had not been the first person
to disappear after a concert by a ‘Crimson Stars’-band…










Chapter 6
Jeff and Andrew


Meanwhile
somewhere else…

 

Since they had an afternoon off and Abel had wanted to go and do
what he’d done every spare minute for the last couple of days, Jeff
and Andrew had decided to do what they wanted as well. This meant
that Jeff did spent the afternoon with his girlfriend Hazel and
Andrew went to the nearest video and DVD store to get some good –
in other words scary – movies. As he walked among the rows and rows
of shelves, he wasn’t looking for anything special. As it were,
he’d already seen most of the movies anyway, having always been an
absolute fan.

“Hey, Andrew!” someone called.

He looked up and saw his old friend Joey. “Hey, Joey! How are
you?”

“Great, dude. I’ve made my hobby my job. I’m working here.”

“They let you get close to all these movies?” Andrew joked,
knowing that his friend was even more of a freak when it came to
horror movies than he was. “Do they know which evil powers they
evoke with that?”

“Probably not. But you surely did better than me. You’ve become
the keyboarder of the hottest new band around.”

“Don’t exaggerate like that. We’re having some success, yes, but
we’ll never be that hot.”

“The girls seem to see it differently. Anyway, why are you
here?”

“Just looking for some movies. You’ve got something
interesting?”

“Naw, the new stuff isn’t really good. The times of good gore
and blood are gone. You remember the day we got our hands on ‘Dance
of the Dead’? That was gross!”

“I remember that we didn’t even make it to the end of the
movie.” Andrew couldn’t suppress a grin. “But then, we were only
thirteen at that time. I don’t want to think about what Abel would
have done, if we had let him watch too.”

“Speaking of our little scared chicken, how is he?”

“Not that scared anymore. Abel is fine, but I’m afraid he’s
become a bit obsessed with something recently.”

“A good-looking girl?”

“No, I’d be happy if he were worrying about that stuff. Did you
ever hear about those disappearances?”

Joey thought about it for a moment. “You mean those boys and
girls gone missing at concerts by ‘Crimson Stars’-bands? Yeah. I
did some research after the article. I knew Shirley, she used to
come in here and rent a couple of those sweet-as-candy love stories
on weekends.”

“Really? My sister still watches them. I find them more scary
than ‘Dance of the Dead’ and ‘Friday 13th’
together.”

“It’s no wonder, you know. This is the biggest store and rental
around, all the teenagers in the city come in here.”

“Back to those disappearances. What did you find out?”

“Well,” Joey started, “the kids were between fifteen and twenty,
but that’s no surprise, that’s the usual age span for people going
to such concerts. They were all pretty, you know, the usual
nice-innocent-cute boy/girl with a perfect eye sight and perfect
teeth. Whoever got them does not prefer any eye- or
hair-colour.”

“So whoever did it doesn’t like sluts?”

“Whoever he or she is obviously has a good taste, yes. But
what’s more important, none of them was ever seen again, neither
alive nor dead.”

Andrew shook his head. “That doesn’t sound good, Joey.”

“No, it doesn’t. You know I like splatter movies, but that’s
tricks. I don’t like the idea of some sick freak getting off on
killing nice teenagers.”

“Neither do I, Joey, neither do I.”

Andrew left the store without a movie but with a lot to think
about. Even though he preferred not to get serious most of the
time, he did use his mind for other things than storing
information about gruesome movies…

 

Jeff had in the meantime met with Hazel at the mall. He was
surprised by the lack of teenagers there. When his girlfriend, a
pretty Jamaican with easily enough mind for the two of them,
finally turned up, he felt relieved.

“Hi, Sweetheart!” he greeted her and pulled her into a tight
hug. “I’m so glad you came. What’s going on here?”

“Well,” she answered. “it’s still about Shirley, you know. She
hasn’t been found yet and people are nervous about that. She spent
a lot of time here.”

“It’s the only place you can hang out in this town that calls
itself a ‘city’. All the teenagers spent a lot of time here.”

Hazel nodded and took his hand. “Come on, let’s not get moody.
How about a coffee at Martha’s? They still do the best latte
around.”

He gave her his most dazzling smile. “Great idea.”

They walked over to their preferred coffee shop. It didn’t have
as many different types as Starbuck’s, but it was less crowded and
more romantic. Jeff had not stepped into the place before he had
met Hazel. Most guys didn’t do it before meeting their first
girlfriend. As a result there were only couples in there at the
moment, not as many as usual, though. They slipped into their
favourite booth and ordered two coffee latte.

“Aren’t they cute?” Hazel whispered after a few seconds.

Jeff followed her line of sight and found himself looking at a
gay couple sitting in the most hidden booth and sharing some ice
coffee with two straws.

“Are they here often?” he asked her back.

“Yes. They’re still in the first stage of relationship, you
know, helplessly smitten with each other.”

Jeff grinned, remembering how he had felt after realizing that
the prettiest girl in school actually liked him. “Ah … those were
marvellous days.”

“Well, I prefer the second stage: getting to know the strangest
guy around, his little quirks, his queer ideas and all that.”

“And I prefer the third one, Sweetheart. You know, the one where
you become very intimate and all that.”

“Jeff Parker!”

“I didn’t mean it like that, Honey. I meant the stage
after you’ve come to know each other and can get comfortable in the
relationship.”

She smiled at him, but chided: “Never say something like that
again or I’m going to leave you and become hopelessly smitten with
Abel.”

“Why Abel?”

“Because he’s just too cute for his own good. Did you know that
half the girls at high school had a secret crush on him? Some of
the boy too, though they wouldn’t admit it.” She paused for a
moment, taking a sip from her coffee. “So you’re comfortable with a
gay couple around?”

“Why not? If they’re happy with it… But I don’t think I’ll join
you in courting Abel after you leave me.”

“Suits me fine. I’m not sure if I could compete with a
dark-skinned Adonis like you. But now to something completely
different: How’s your mother?”

“Mom’s doing fine. She misses me, just like Tara and
Brooke.”

“You’re missing them too, admit it.”

“Of course I miss my family. But I miss you even more.”

“Aw, you can be so romantic sometimes.”

“Yes, I know. But it’s a very powerful force so I try not to use
it too often.”

“Are you worried about Tara and Brooke? With Shirley
disappearing and that?”

Jeff nodded. “Yes, I am. I’m worried about them and about you.
You’re not that much older than Shirley and your much more
attractive.” He bowed over the table and gave her a quick kiss.
“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I promise.”










Chapter 7
Mr. Abraham Morado


Where we left
Abel the last time:

 

‘Okay, so you have found the corpse of a missing girl in the
basement of your manager’s house,’ he told himself. ‘This could
easily mean the end of your career … well, damn my career, this is
murder! I have to leave the house and go to the police.’

He looked up, saw the door and froze: It had fallen closed,
locking him in. Abel sped over to the door again, trying against
better knowledge to open it, only to find his earlier fears
justified. Obviously the massive door was constructed in a way that
allowed it to be opened easily from the outside, but a key was
necessary once you’d entered the room and wanted to get out again.
He was trapped in the house of a murderer – maybe even a serial
killer, given the fact that Shirley had not been the first person
to disappear after a concert by a ‘Crimson Stars’-band…

 

 

Now on with
the story:

 

Abel realized that he would have to wait for someone to let him
out. He chose a place far away from the corpse and sat down in a
corner opposite to the door. He wondered who the murderer was. Was
it Mr. Morado himself or his secretary? As far as the young man was
concerned, Josh Craven was far more suspicious. Then another
thought made him almost panic: What if no one came to look into the
room for the next couple of days? Abel knew that humans couldn’t go
too long without water. He didn’t want to die in this cell … like
Shirley.

Almost against better judgement he looked at the corpse again.
It seemed as if the girl had been attacked by some sort of animal.
That would explain the scratches on her body. The injuries of the
chest were worse than those on arms and legs. Had she been killed
that way or did she have some mortal injuries where he couldn’t see
them?

‘That’s not exactly helpful,’ Abel chided himself. ‘You’re
trapped in here and don’t need to make it worse by thinking about
what happened to her … or if it will happen to you as well.’

Averting his eyes from the corpse, he started to examine the
room itself. It was bleak, completely made out of concrete. The
only things in it were the lamp, the door, the corpse and a
musician who had been too curious. There was nothing in the room to
help him.

‘Why did I have to be that curious?’ he asked himself. ‘Why the
hell did I have to enter this room? Why couldn’t I listen to Andrew
and Jeff and just let it be?’

A sound made him look up. Someone was at the door and Abel
didn’t really know whether he should be glad. He stood up and
pressed his back against the wall as the door creaked and
opened…

 

Abel stared at the person standing in the doorframe. It was Mr.
Morado himself, wearing a dark suit, the long hair moving like a
halo around his head.

“My, my, my, what a shame,” the man said in his soft voice.
“Really, Mr. Hallow, I didn’t expect you to be that curious.”

“Did … did you kill her?”

“It was an accident.” For Mr. Morado that seemed to explain
everything.

“An accident?” Abel asked.

“Yes, an accident. This girl – Shirley – was here to be prepared
for her new … owner. She was very rebellious, didn’t want to accept
her fate.”

“How could it be her fate to become someone’s … whatever?”

Mr. Morado laughed out loud. Then he suddenly became very
serious. “This is no problem of yours, Mr. Hallow. You have found
out more than you should have known. So what am I going to do with
you?”

Cold fear washed over Abel. He thought about his chances to get
out of this. Mr. Morado stepped into the room and the young man ran
towards the door. He didn’t get far. Everything happened so fast,
he couldn’t even remember how it happened at all. The next thing he
did remember was the feeling of his back hitting the wall, almost
driving the air from his lungs. The seemingly harmless boss of
‘Crimson Stars’ stood right in front of him, pressing his wrists
roughly against the concrete high over his head, staring down at
him with his purple eyes gleaming madly.

“You-you’re hurting me,” Abel gasped. “Let go … please!”

The grip got even harder, pressing his wrists together until it
felt as if the bones were about to melt together. It took him a
moment to realize that those eyes were really glowing as if a
candle had been lit behind them.

“Am I still hurting you?” the man whispered.

“Y-yes!”

“Good. Now look into my eyes … deep into my eyes.”

Against his will, he obeyed and lost himself in those purple
eyes…

 

Abel woke up in another place, a bedroom. The way it looked – no
pictures, no personal things and no identity –, it probably was a
guest bedroom. He was lying on a bed, but still mostly dressed.
Someone had taken off his jean jacket and his shoes. Abel tried to
remember what had happened, but he couldn’t think of anything
besides those glowing eyes. The sound of a door opening made him
turn his head. Mr. Morado had just entered the room.

“This is a very bad situation,” he told Abel. “Normally I would
just turn you into a pet as well, but I’ve got big plans with
‘Phoenix Song’ and you’re the heart of the band. I could replace
your friends, but not you. Besides … you’re too pretty to be given
to any of my customers.”

“What are you?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You aren’t a human being, are you? Your strength and what you
did with your eyes…”

“You are too intelligent for your own good. I’m a vampire, a
little over two thousand years old.”

“And your ‘secretary’, is he one, too?”

“Craven? No. He’s my pet.”

“What does that mean?”

“Being a pet? A pet is a slave that gives blood – and other
carnal pleasures – to its master. My customers are other vampires
who are not as good at breaking humans as I am.” Abel stared at
him, disgusted. “Angry about the principle? We have been doing that
for millennia. It was even the usual way of handling our … little
problem … effectively when I was made. During the day we’re rather
weak, you see, we can’t go outside and we’re tired. I can stay
awake because I’m very old for a vampire. In certain areas it has
been considered a privilege to become a powerful vampire’s pet in
the past.”

“What are you going to do to me? Make me your pet as well?”

The self-proclaimed vampire sneered. “I already told you that
I’m not going to do that. Pets lose some of their personality and
in your case that would be counter-productive. You would probably
lose your creativity. No, we’re going to strike a deal, you and
I.”

“Why should I?” Abel countered. “You’re a murderer.”

“Yes, I’m a murderer, that’s right. I will not kill or maim you,
Abel. But I wouldn’t lose a day’s sleep over killing or maiming
your friends, their friends or your family. They are
replaceable.”

“Y-you wouldn’t dare…”

“I’ve killed thousands in my existence, a few people more
wouldn’t change anything for me.” Morado gave him a broad grin,
showing off his long canines. “There’s a catch in that deal, of
course.”

“W-which one?”

“You will become my slave … not my pet, I’m not going to bind
your mind to mine. You will come to me whenever I call you, do
whatever I make you do. You’ll also submit to Craven … his orders
are going to be like my orders to you.”

“This … this is unacceptable.”

“Hm … doesn’t your friend Jeff have a girlfriend named Hazel?
She is said to be very clever … very pretty as well.”

Abel realized that he would lose anyway. That creature held all
the aces, he couldn’t win. It was either submitting to him and to
the scary secretary or risking the life of all the people around
him. He lowered his eyes.

“I accept.”

“I knew you would. You’re very clever, Abel, you know when
you’ve lost.” Suddenly the vampire moved, bowing over Abel and
lifting his head. “Now let me show you what being my slave
means.”










Chapter 8
Slavery


The vampire’s fingers were colder than a humans, the
skin-contact made Abel shiver slightly. He didn’t dare to move
away, though. Slowly his head was lifted until he could once again
see into those purple eyes. They scanned him greedily. With a
sudden movement Morado threw Abel on the bed and knelt over
him.

“You’ve got pretty green eyes … I want to see what they look
like when you’re in pain again.”

Abel got no chance to prepare for what followed. Long, sharp
nails clawed at his t-shirt, ripped it open. Then they were driven
into the skin underneath, making him scream.

“You sound as if you were singing. Sing some more for me!”

The claws were dug in deeper, drawing blood. Abel couldn’t keep
back, as much as he wanted. His next scream was even louder. Slowly
his tormentor pulled the claws out again, licking off the
blood.

“Hm … you taste good as well.”

With that comment he bowed over Abel’s exposed chest and slowly
licked the blood off with a tongue as rough as a cats. Finally the
vampire drew back and licked his deep red lips.

“Crimson,” Abel murmured weakly.

“Yes. Crimson as in ‘Crimson Stars’. I chose that name because
it reminded me of this very special fluid. Now take off those
annoying clothes.”

Abel wanted to refuse, but one look into Morado’s face told him
that he would only make it worse. He stood up and shrugged off the
remainders of his shirt. Then he opened the button of his jeans and
slid them down to his ankles, letting his underwear follow. He
stepped out of them and returned to the bed. With a sadistic smile
the vampire pulled Abel’s own belt out of his pants and used it to
tie his wrists together. He pulled the leather tight enough to make
it cut into the young man’s flesh.

“Am I hurting you again?” he then asked his helpless victim.

“Y-yes.”

“Perfect.” Abel closed his eyes when he heard those words which
earned him a slap in the face. “Look at me … show me your fear …
and your pain.”

The young man didn’t dare to disobey his new master. He stared
into those violet eyes and felt his fear grow. Cruel fingers
started to scratch his skin again, this time only doing superficial
harm. They slowly wandered down over his body until they reached a
very special place, wrapping themselves around his most sensitive
member.

“No!” he whispered, fear washing over him.

“Yes,” the vampire answered … and squeezed, not too powerful,
but powerful enough to make Abel loose his consciousness…

 

Sun filtering through heavy curtains was the first thing Abel
saw when he woke up again. He was still naked, but a sheet had been
pulled over his body. His clothes were lying on a chair besides the
bed and his ripped t-shirt had been replaced by a new one. Even the
belt was back in its place. Abel looked down at his wrists, they
showed slight rope-burns, so he hadn’t dreamt about that. Before he
could decide about what to do, the door opened again. This time he
wasn’t facing the vampire Morado, but his scary secretary.

“Awake again?” the man asked. “Good.”

“What do you want from me?” Abel had a very bad feeling about
the man’s appearance.

“First of all another tone.” The man moved faster than Abel had
expected, reaching the bed and forcefully pulling off the sheets.
“After all you’re just a slave.”

“Then how am I supposed to call you?”

“Since Mr. Morado isn’t just your master, but mine as well, I
think that ‘sir’ would be sufficient. You may go now”

“Yes, sir,” Abel murmured weakly.

After a few false starts he managed to get out of bed and
started to get dressed. All the time the secretary stood behind
him, watching him thoughtfully. He walked Abel to the door. There
he suddenly grabbed the younger man and pushed him against the
wooden door-frame.

“We’ll meet again soon, Abel,” he hissed. “For the moment our
master wants you back with your friends. I’ll get my chance with
you.”

With those words Craven stepped back and let his victim go. Abel
hurried away, left through the main gate and climbed back into the
car he had hidden nearby.

When Abel came back home, the apartment was empty. He felt lucky
about that because he had a lot of thinking to do. He realized that
he had to do something about Morado and ‘Crimson Stars’, but at the
same time he couldn’t risk the lives of the people around him. He
was trapped and he didn’t like the feeling at all.

 

 

Somewhere else
again…

 

Andrew had been worried the evening before. It wasn’t like Abel
to stay away overnight without telling anyone. That fact coupled
with the obsession his friend had shown during the last weeks made
him rather uneasy. So he’d decided to call a few people Abel knew,
hoping that one of them had seen his missing friend. It had been a
complete waste of time.

Early this morning he had left the apartment, telling Jeff that
he was going to look for Abel. Ever since then he’d been driving
around town in the ridiculous hope of just running into the other
one. It had not worked. Finally he had found himself in front of
the video store and had walked inside to have a chat with Joey.

“Hey, Andrew!” his old friend had greeted him. “How are
you?”

“I’m looking for Abel. Have you seen him?”

“No, sorry. Is he still obsessed with those disappearances?”

“Yes.”

“He’s not wrong, mind you. I’ve done some more research last
night and it’s really scaring.”

“Really? Tell me.”

“Okay. First of all the company you’re working for at the moment
is very old. It was founded in 1909. They never had the really big
stars, but their groups seem to last quite long. Obviously your
boss is going for those with real talent.”

“Do you have any idea about the reason?”

“None at all. It’s just strange.”

“Anything else?”

“The first owner was a Mr. Abraham Morado and if I’m not
completely mistaken, that’s still the name of your boss, isn’t
it?”

“Well, it could be some descendant.”

Joey gave a curt nod. “It could be. Their homepage claims that
almost every boss has been named either Abraham Morado or Bram
Morado or Abe Morado.”

“In other words the whole family has always had the same
name.”

“Yep.”

“That really is strange.”

“And now Abel disappeared as well. That makes you think, doesn’t
it?”

“You bet it does. I’m going back home, if Abel isn’t back
tonight, I’m going to inform the police.”

With those words Andrew left the store and drove back home.

 

 

Back at the
apartment…

 

Abel had locked himself in his room to brood. Realizing that he
still had some rope-burns, he put on a thin long-sleeved t-shirt to
cover them. About half an hour after his return, someone knocked at
the door and he opened it. Andrew was standing in front of him,
looking worried.

“Hey, where were you last night?”

“Who are you? My mother?”

“I’m just worried. Staying away the whole night without telling
isn’t like you.”

Abel knew he could neither tell Andrew the truth nor could he
lie. He tried to go for something in between.

“I spent the last night at a hotel.”

“And why?”

“Is this the inquisition or what?”

Andrew shook his head sadly. “No, Abel. But Jeff and I are your
friends and we care for you.”

Now Abel felt even worse. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I won’t do it
again.”

“Good. How about going out for lunch? We can’t work on anything
until Jeff is back and he wanted to do some stuff with Hazel.”

“Lunch sounds great.”










Chapter 9
Craven's Orders


Two days passed without a word from either the vampire or his
secretary and Abel started to hope that he might get off lightly.
Maybe they had just tried to scare him and to make sure he wasn’t
telling anyone about it. Abel overslept on the third day and was
woken up by Jeff.

“Hey, Abel, Craven wants a word with you.”

“Craven?”

“You know the guy: big, pale, scary, works for our boss.”

Abel had by then managed to wake up completely. He stood up and
left his room. Craven wanted a word with him? That simply couldn’t
be good. He grabbed the phone and said:

“Abel Hallow.”

“Hello, Abel.” The voice alone made him nervous.

“Hello … sir.” Abel just hoped none of his friend could hear
him. “What do you want?”

“A meeting. Tonight at the Morton Hotel. Just ask for me. Be
there at eight.”

“Yes, sir.”

Abel hung up, realizing that it wasn’t over, it probably never
would be. He wondered if he should tell anyone. But whom could he
tell? Most people would think he was insane – or at least on his
way to insanity. Andrew would listen to him, he was interested in
horror movies. But even he wouldn’t believe in actual vampires. And
Jeff wasn’t a good choice either, his mind was always set on
reality. He had to face it – he was alone. He couldn’t do a thing
against Morado or Craven and the moment he tried, his friends were
as good as dead. It wasn’t really a great feeling.

“Hey, what did he want?” Jeff asked him, pulling him out of his
thoughts.

“He had a few questions about our new songs,” Abel knew he was a
bad liar, but he hoped to be convincing enough.

“Problems?”

“Only minor things that need to be worked over. Nothing really
big.”

“Good. What do you think? Will we be able to get the next CD out
in time?”

“I think so.”

Abel almost fled back to his own room after the short talk. This
was going to be a good deal harder than he had expected. ‘I really
have to get better at lying,’ he thought.

 

He spent the morning in his room and tried to get some last
lyrics together, but he couldn’t concentrate. Finally he gave up on
it and went online. This time he did a thorough research about
vampires, digging up a lot of information. Unfortunately most of it
didn’t seem to be very reliable. The only basics he got was that
vampires feared the daylight – but that didn’t seem to go for
Morado as well – and could be killed by a stake through the heart.
Well, that would work on humans as well. Garlic seemed to work on
them too, but how to use that?

Abel realized that he was running around in circles and chasing
his own tail. However he looked at it: He was trapped. Morado
wouldn’t be easy to defeat, even defeating Craven was probably
beyond him. He was no fighter, he never had been. By the way it
looked, he would have to be a slave for very long…

He dreaded the moment he had to leave for the hotel – a place
renown for discretion. Nevertheless the time came and Abel had to
invent a second lie. He went for the easy option and just told he
friend that he had a date.

“Really? Is she pretty?” Jeff asked.

“She’s … unique.” That was the only word Abel could think
of.

“Come on, Jeff, he’ll present her to us once he’s ready,” Andrew
added.

“Sure.”

With this rather stupid promise he fled. Of course he couldn’t
present his ‘date’ to his friends. In a few days he’d better tell
them that they had split up.

 

Driving to the hotel, Abel found himself thinking about the
possible things that could happen to him. He didn’t know what
Craven had meant by ‘meeting’. Since a drive couldn’t last forever,
he found himself in front of the hotel far too early. He parked the
car, entered the lobby and gathered all his courage before stepping
up to the reception desk.

“I’m here to meet Mr. Craven,” he told the young woman behind
it.

She gave him a short look and picked up the phone. Talking to
someone on the other end, probably Craven himself, she eyed Abel.
Finally she hung up the phone and gave him a bright smile.

“Mr. Craven is waiting for you, sir. He’s in the penthouse, just
step into the elevator and press the button marked ‘P’. The
elevator is over there, on your right.”

“I’ll do that, thank you.”

Abel followed her directions and had no problems in finding the
elevator. Entering the cabin he took a – very short – moment to
look at the gilded interior before pressing the button marked ‘P’.
He was moved slowly and very comfortable. Unfortunately the nice
ride didn’t take very long. The moment the doors slid open
noiselessly, he stepped out into a small antechamber with a pair of
dark oaken double-doors. After hesitating a few seconds, he knocked
on the doors and waited.

He didn’t have to wait long, Craven answered the door in person
and made him step in. He wore a dark suit, a white shirt and a deep
blue tie, as always. Abel could not remember ever seeing him in
some other clothes.

“You’re in time, that’s good.”

The penthouse looked very, very expensive. There was plush and
gold everywhere. Abel suddenly felt completely underdressed. And
that was just the living room.

“The bedroom is to your left,” Craven told him with an ice-cold
voice.

Abel hung his head and walked towards the indicated door. He had
a very bad feeling. The bedroom held one enormous bed and one wall
was completely covered in mirrors. It seemed to be the right place
for a hot night.

“What am I supposed to do, sir?” Abel asked.

“First of all you’re supposed to undress.”

Swallowing hard, Abel obeyed. He felt a blush crawl up his
cheeks as he did it. He’d never been happy about being naked in
front of others – and in the past it had been either doctors, girls
he’d been in a relationship with or close members of his
family.

“You’re looking good like that,” the scary secretary whispered
into his ear. “Our master regrets your little visit to our home … I
don’t.”

“Did you kill her?” Abel suddenly asked.

“That girl? No. The master alone takes care of new pets. I don’t
have the power it takes to create one. But she wasn’t
important.”

“She was a human being!”

Suddenly a strong hand grabbed Abel’s hair, forcefully pulling
his head back. “You’re forgetting who you are, don’t you?” Craven
hissed. “You’re just a slave. Your creativity is the only reason
you’re not in the cell anymore.”

Abel felt fear rising inside. He had not known how aggressive
Craven could be. What would the man do to him?

“I’m sorry!” he cried out.

“And you should be.”

Just as sudden as the secretary had grabbed him, he was free
again. Involuntarily he fell to his knees, shivering.

“Afraid now?” Craven asked him. As he nodded, the other man
commented: “Good. Just remember who holds the power: It’s not
you.”

“I’ll remember that, sir,” Abel whispered.

“Don’t worry, I’ll remind you of it if you ever forget.” The
scary secretary stepped in front of him. “But I like the position
you’re in right now, kneeling at my feet just as you should
be.”

Even though Abel felt highly offended, he didn’t dare to move.
He just stayed where he was, staring at the ground and waiting for
something to happen. It happened when something hot suddenly hit
his body. With a scream he flinched and tried to get away, but
Craven proved faster again, grabbing his arm and pushing him down
on his knees again. Another drop of hot liquid hit his back and
made him whimper, but he didn’t move again – he was too frightened.
With a quick glance he found out what was burning him: wax. Craven
had lit a white candle and was using the wax to draw on his
body.

After a while the man seemed to get bored, he put the candle
away and started ripping the wax droplets off. This was painful,
too, but not as painful as being hit by it. Then he stepped back to
take a look at his ‘artwork’.

“Well, there’s nothing better than white skin like yours for
this. But this was just the foreplay … and a good one. Get up and
get on the bed, I’ll be with you shortly.”

Abel just prayed for whatever was going to follow to be over
soon…

 

About an hour later he lay on the bed, hurting and feeling more
humiliated than ever before. He had not even really known how two
men could have sex, now he had first-hand experience. But he
couldn’t say he’d enjoyed it. He was still lying on his stomach to
ease the pain a little.

“It’s over for now, Abel,” Craven told him in that cold voice of
his, “but I’ll call you again in a couple of days when I have some
time.” The young man couldn’t help moaning as he thought about the
next time. “I thought you would like it. Now get dressed, you have
to leave before me, otherwise people might get suspicious. I don’t
think you want anyone to find out what happened here, do you?”

Ignoring the pain Abel crawled off the bed and dressed, winching
slightly every now and then. He stumbled out of the door and into
the elevator. By the time he had reached the lobby, he had managed
to put up a mask of indifference which he kept on until he had
reached his own room in the apartment. There he crept into the bed
and cried softly until he fell asleep.










Chapter 10
Suspicion


Over the next couple of weeks things got even worse. Every
second or third day either Craven or Morado found a reason to call
Abel, making them see them somewhere. Morado normally just made him
come to the mansion while Craven preferred the hotel. Abel found it
more and more difficult to explain his many disappearances to his
friends. He also found it hard to continue working. His situation
made him depressed and that was not the best mood to be in while
writing songs. Luckily the preproduction was almost finished anyway
and the next stage – recording the songs – would be easier.

Of course, his friend had become a bit suspicious. Abel had
withdrawn from them, both because he was brooding a lot and because
he didn’t want to accidentally let anything slip. He had to keep
this secret, even if it killed him.

This morning he felt very bad. Craven had called him the night
before, making him come to the hotel. Over the last couple of
weeks, the man had become even worse. He revelled in first hurting
Abel by any means he knew and then raping him, sometimes more than
once a night. But what was even worse, was the way he treated his
‘slave’. Abel hardly expected to be treated like a human being by
Morado, after all the vampire wasn’t human himself. But all Morado
seemed to want was his blood and his pain. There even seemed to be
some connection. Craven seemed to be bound for destruction. For
some reason, Abel knew that the man wanted to break him, to turn
him into a submissive creature he could steer like a puppet. Only
Morado seemed to put a stop to it for his own reasons.

This day he hurt all over and he didn’t want to meet anyone.
While Craven spared his hands and his face, he left traces
everywhere else. Rope-burns by now were Abel’s smallest problem.
They could easily be hidden by wearing something with long sleeves.
The scars the whippings had left were fading much slower – even
though Craven seemed to be a master at not dealing permanent
injuries. This probably was one reason why he didn’t cut, he used
needles instead. And the secretary seemed to know all the places
where a small needle would really hurt. It was nightmare, but one
of the kind you don’t wake up from.

Andrew and Jeff seemed to have gotten used to his moods which
made him feel even worse. He didn’t want to lie to his friends or
keep secrets from them, he just didn’t see a way to avoid it. He
didn’t want to endanger them either, they’d always been there for
him before. He just would have to get used to it, surely after some
month he would be able to live with it. Maybe his body wouldn’t
hurt that much anymore either. With those thoughts he crawled back
into bed and went back to sleep.

 

 

Meanwhile
somewhere else…

 

Andrew had decided the night before – when he had heard Abel
come back well after midnight – that it was time to act on it. So
he had more or less forced Jeff to accompany him to the video store
where they could hold a conference about the ‘Abel Problem’, as he
called it in his head, with Joey. Jeff on the other hand had called
Hazel in. He obviously didn’t want to be caught with two video
freaks. The four of them got a back room to themselves while one of
Joey’s colleagues took over the store.

“Okay,” Jeff said once they were alone, “what is this problem of
yours?”

“Abel.”

“Do you want to get rid of him? Because if it’s that, I’m out of
it.”

“Really.” Andrew shot his friend a glaring look. “You should
know me better, Jeff. Abel and I have been friends since we played
together in kindergarten. No, it’s about the way he’s been acting
lately. I’m worried.”

“I’m worried as well. But maybe it’s that girlfriend of his. You
know how it can be…”

“No, tell me…” Hazel countered, punching her boyfriend’s. “I’m
with Andrew as far as that is concerned. I haven’t known Abel as
long as you two have, but he surely has changed lately. He’s even
more withdrawn than usual and acts rather scared to harmless
touches.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. He used to lock himself in while
working on a song and I can understand that,” Andrew took over
again. “While he’s working on the music, every intrusion is very
disturbing. But we’re done with the songs, next week we’ll start
recording. And all those calls from Craven we’ve had lately. He
always wants to talk to Abel and our friend ends up going out in
the evening.”

“Hey, maybe Craven’s his ‘girlfriend’,” Jeff pointed out.

“I don’t believe for a moment that Abel’s gay,” Hazel answered.
“He’s been with some girls I know personally and has acted
perfectly normal for a boy. Maybe he’s a little bit more
understanding, but then he’s a singer and songwriter. Emotions are
nothing new to him. Even you’ve been more understanding since your
career started, Jeff.”

“And that means something,” Joey joked. “But back to our
problem, I’ve done some serious research lately – as I’ve already
told Andrew – and there’s something fishy about ‘Crimson Stars’.
Maybe that’s why Abel has changed. He’s been after those
disappearances and wanted to talk to your boss about it.”

“I still don’t believe those disappearances have something to do
with ‘Crimson Stars’. I think, some weirdo uses the concerts as
some sort of hunting ground. There’s nothing the company could do
against that.”

“You’re not completely wrong about that, Jeff,” Joey admitted.
“But it’s not just those disappearances. They could be blamed on a
weirdo, just some insane killer or ra­pist who picks up his prey
there. But the whole company has something to hide.”

“What do you mean?” Hazel bowed over the low table they were
sitting around.

“Well,” Jeff started, picking up some stuff he’d printed out.
“The company was founded by Abraham Morado in 1909. The strange
thing is that there’s no trace of Mr. Morado before this time. He
appeared out of nowhere with enough money to found the company. A
few years later he had some of the best artists of the time under
contract and made quite some money. He never sold any shares of his
company either, it’s still completely owned by the boss. That’s
unusual for a company in the music business. But what’s even
stranger, is the man himself. Since 1909 there have been three
changes in ownership. The first Abraham Morado handed the company
over to his son Bram. Bram Morado gave it to his son whose name was
Abe Morado. I don’t think I have to tell you whom he handed it
to.”

“No need at all,” Hazel admitted. “So there’s a traditional
approach to names in the family, but that’s not against the
law.”

“How about never dying?”

“How do you mean that?” Jeff countered Joey’s question.

“The company has been handed down to different persons over the
years, but none of the owners has officially died. They all
disappeared by undertaking long voyages. None of them ever came
back, the next in line just settled down in the mansion and that
was it. They were all American citizens, but none of them was ever
reported dead. So none of their sons ever officially inherited the
company, saving quite some money in taxes.”

“That’s something for the IRS, but what does that mean for us?”
Obviously Jeff still wasn’t getting the point.

“That something is happening here,” Andrew pointed out. “Morado
seems to be quite young for a man in his position, doesn’t he?
Well, he’s almost forty – on his birth certificate at least.”

“So he looks young.”

“Yes, he looks young, despite the stress. That alone could be
explained, there are other people out there who look a good deal
younger than they are, even without plastic surgery. But he’s never
been seen during daylight either, there are no photographs of him
anywhere and he normally doesn’t deal with his artists himself.
Abel is the one exception. The question here is: Why?” Almost
fuming at his friends slow uptake, Andrew crossed his arms in front
of his chest and leaned back. “I have a very bad feeling about
this. Something is happening to Abel and it’s not good for him.
He’s starting to look ill. I’ve seen him go through all the
diseases you tend to get as a kid and he never looked as pale or
weak as he does now.”

“You’ve got a point there,” Jeff finally admitted. “The problem
is that we can’t do anything until we know what’s up. And judging
by the way he acts right now, he won’t tell us. So what are we
supposed to do? Force him to confide in us?”

“Leave that to me, I’ll make him talk sooner or later. Don’t
worry, I won’t torture him.”

Hazel, who had picked up Joey’s print-outs during her boyfriends
argument with his fellow band member, looked up. “As far as I can
tell from this information, there really is something wrong about
‘Crimson Stars’. I’ll call some of my friends and some people at
the college about it.”

“And I’ll keep checking the internet,” Joey promised.

“Okay.” Andrew stood up. “It’s getting late, so I suggest we all
get back to our work. Thanks for the help, Joey, I’ll call you in a
few days. Just give me a call if you’ve got news before then.” Joey
gave him a thumbs-up. “Hazel, be careful, you wouldn’t be the first
pretty girl to disappear in this city. Don’t make anyone notice
you, right?” She nodded. “Jeff, come on, let’s go home, we’ve got
to talk to Abel.”

With those words the meeting broke up.










Chapter 11
Revelations


Abel stayed in his room for the rest of the day. He felt like
hiding even longer … a couple of years would have been nice. By the
time Andrew and Jeff were back, he felt a little bit better, but
the new wounds did still hurt. When someone knocked at his door, he
therefore didn’t react.

“Abel, I know you’re in there!” Andrew called him. “Come out,
we’ve got to talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about!” Abel cried back and retreated
into his bed.

“You can’t hide in there forever, in two days we have to go to
the studio and start recording our second album.”

Unfortunately Andrew was right, Abel had to admit that. But he
didn’t want to face his friends, since he had a very good idea
about what they wanted to talk about. After a few more minutes he
climbed out of the bed and walked to the door again. Slowly he
turned the key and opened it. Andrew looked very worried, as did
Jeff who was standing beside him.

“Come on, let’s sit down.”

Just nodding, Abel followed his friends into the living room and
sat down opposite to them on the couch. For a few moments none of
them spoke, but finally Andrew started:

“We are worried about you, Abel.”

“There’s no need.” Unfortunately, while he said that, he made a
bad move and winced as his back hurt.

“I think there’s a lot wrong with your life at the moment,” Jeff
said dryly. “Why don’t you let us help? Is it about your girlfriend
– whom we’ve still to meet, by the way?”

“No, it’s not. It is just … stress,” Abel mumbled, knowing
perfectly well that they wouldn’t buy it. He had to find something
better, fast. “Maybe I worked too hard.”

“Maybe you spent too many nights who-knows-where.” Now Andrew
had taken over again. “Abel, you’re pale and you look like you’re
going to faint every moment. I’ve never seen you looking that ill
before. There’s something else than stress behind that and it’s not
your work.”

Abel realized he was close to breaking. A few more words from
any of his friends and he would tell them everything. He could not
allow that to happen, he had to protect them at all costs. There
was only one thing left to do. He stood up quickly, forcing himself
to ignore the pain he felt both physically and in his soul.

“Maybe I just need my own place. I’m moving out tomorrow.”

With those words Abel wanted to leave, but he didn’t make it.
Andrew jumped up as well, grabbing his arm and making him hiss as
he involuntarily touched a slowly fading bruise. His friend pushed
the long-sleeved shirt upwards and gasped as he saw the rope-burns,
the fading marks from the last whipping and the bruises.

“What the hell is happening to you?” he asked.

Abel felt himself breaking; he lost all strength, falling to his
knees and doubling over. In seconds he crouched on the floor like a
helpless child and cried just like one, unable to stop.

 

Andrew was shocked by the events. He had never expected anything
like that. Now it looked as if Abel had a breakdown and he had no
idea what to do.

“Call Hazel,” he told Jeff. “That’s something girls are better
at.”

His friend just nodded and went over to the phone.

About ten minutes later Hazel arrived. She didn’t even ask what
had happened, but went to Abel, gathered him into her arms and
whispered softly into his ear. For quite a while she just stayed
there with him, stroking his hair and softly rocking back and forth
to calm him down. Finally the soft cries subsided and he detached
himself from Hazel.

“Thanks,” Abel whispered before returning to the couch and
sitting down again.

Hazel traded surprised looks with both Jeff and Andrew before
sitting down beside him. Jeff and Andrew returned to the second
couch and waited for their friend to be ready.

“It’s just … I don’t think you’ll believe me.”

“Try us,” Andrew told him. “You’ll be surprised. What
happened?”

 

With a sigh Abel started telling his friends everything. He
started with the day he’d broken into the mansion and found
Shirley’s body and went on from there. Slowly, hesitatingly he even
told them about the rapes and the other abuses he’d been
through.

“But why did you hold still?” Andrew finally asked. “Why didn’t
you go to the police … or at least tell us?”

“Because Morado threatened to hurt you or our families. I
thought I had to go through that.”

Hazel suddenly hugged him. “You’re very brave,” she told him
afterwards, “but also a bit stupid. We would have helped you – we
will help you now.”

“I’m still unsure about that vampire-business,” Jeff admitted.
“Those creatures don’t exist, they’re just not scientific the
least.”

“Actually it’s not that impossible,” Andrew countered. “We know
that there were various types of humans around once. Maybe one of
them is the vampires. They still could be around – theoretically
that is.” Jeff didn’t look exactly convinced, but he accepted it
for the moment. “And even if that guy isn’t a real vampire, at
least he thinks he’s one, that’s pretty much the same.”

Hazel nodded as well. “And Craven is a bastard even though he’s
human. But what can we do against them?”

“Nothing,” Abel murmured.

“We’ll see about that,” Andrew answered. “For the moment we have
to make sure that neither Morado nor Craven get their hands on Abel
again.”

“That could be dangerous, you know.” Hazel looked at the three
men. “If he’s suddenly no longer available, Morado or his secretary
might get suspicious. We cannot allow that to happen. But we must
find a solution to this problem fast.”

“I’ll call Joey in the morning and make him research even
faster.”

“I’ll go back to researching, too,” Abel added, feeling a bit
better. “Now I don’t have to hide anything from you anymore. That
means a lot to me, you know. It was hard to go on lying to you, but
I thought there was no other way.”

“I’ll make a few calls myself tomorrow,” Hazel added, “but now I
must be off, I need my sleep … and so do all of you now.” She got
up and walked over to Jeff, giving him a quick kiss. “Sleep well,
Darling … and you two too, of course.”

With those words she walked out of the room and left the
apartment. Abel got up and smiled weakly at his friends.

“She’s right. I’m tired now. See you in the morning.”

Andrew and Jeff stood up, too. With a few more murmured ‘Sleep
well’s they all went to their rooms.

 

The next morning Abel got up early, taking in the newspaper and
making breakfast, just as he had used to before all of this
started. He read the paper while waiting for his friends to turn
up, but found nothing of interest. No new disappearances, no
murders, nor corpses, everything seemed to be perfectly normal in
San Marcus.

“Anything special happened?” Andrew asked as he walked in and
poured himself some coffee.

“No, nothing at all.”

“We’re going to see Joey later. He’s not working today, so we
can have a long chat with him about vampires. If there’s anyone in
this town who knows something about vampires – apart from the
idiotic stuff you can find on the internet –, it’s Joey.”

“Are we talking about the same Joey?” Abel asked, remembering
Andrew’s friend vividly. “The guy not even a fire could get away
from his splatter movies?”

“Yep. The only person who knows more about horror movies than I
do.”

“And you think he can help us?”

“Joey isn’t just watching movies, he’s reading as well. He has
read all of the classical vampire tales, from legends to stuff like
‘The Vampyre’ or ‘Dracula’.”

“And how’s that going to help us?” Abel wanted to know.

“Because somewhere in those old legends there has to be some
truth, provided our boss is a real vampire. And Joey will find his
weaknesses and the ways to defeat him.”

“You seem terribly sure.”

Andrew grinned at him. “I know Joey.”

Before Abel could think of an answer, Jeff came into the kitchen
and gave them a surprised look.

“What kind of conspiracy are you up to?” he asked.

“We’re going to see Joey this morning,” Andrew answered.

“Good idea, as long as I don’t have to come with you.”

“You don’t have to, but you can, if you want.”

“No, thank you.” Jeff shook his head. “I’ll go and see Hazel.
Maybe I can help her.”

“Seems like a good idea,” Abel said and Andrew agreed with
him.

After a short breakfast they all left the apartment.










Chapter 12 A
Lesson


Joey still lived with his father, they’d always been on very
good terms and so he’d never seen the need to move out. When Abel
and Andrew arrived, he had just risen and looked a bit confused.
Nevertheless he let them in and went to the bathroom, coming out
much more awake about fifteen minutes later.

“Now, what’s new?”

“Abel told us something rather strange about Morado yesterday,”
Andrew explained.

“He’s a vampire?”

“How do you know?”

Joey gave them both an amused look. “Well, I went on
researching, just as I’d told you. And while I did so, I stumbled
over an old document some guy had scanned in. It was his
grandfather’s diary or something. The guy didn’t believe in it, but
he put it on his site and I downloaded it. When I started reading,
I almost freaked out. That guy’s grandfather lived in San Marcus
about fifty years ago. He had a friend who was a singer and got a
contract with ‘Crimson Stars’. The man changed slowly, forgetting
his old friends and becoming a real snob. The grandfather wanted to
find out more about the company and stumbled over the
disappearances, just as Abel did. He started watching Morado’s
mansion and soon realized that the man was never seen in daylight.
He had another secretary then, but apart from that it was very much
the same story. One evening he saw the secretary taking a young
girl inside the mansion and two days later he read about her in the
newspaper. But a couple of nights later a visitor took the girl
with him.”

“That must have been the vampire Morado turned her into a pet
for,” Abel interjected.

“If you say so. Anyway, the man decided to take a closer look at
the house, but that was the last he ever wrote. I did sent an
e-mail to the guy with the website and he told me that his
grandfather did never turn up again.”

“And what makes you think he’s a vampire?” Andrew asked.

“Well,” Joey answered, “around that time three corpses turned
up, all girls or boys who had been at the concerts and all
completely devoid of blood. Morado looks too young, he never goes
out during the day and people disappear around him. That’s all very
suspicious for anyone who knows about vampires.”

“He really is, Abel told us about it last night.”

With that remark Andrew started telling the story Abel had been
telling his friends the night before. Joey surprised Abel by just
sitting there and listening. He even took some notes. After Andrew
was finished, Joey looked at Abel.

“Did he ever make you drink his blood, too?”

“No.” This question came as a surprise. “He only drank
mine.”

“That’s good, because he won’t have any real hold over you
then.”

“Huh?”

Joey pointed to his remarkably full book-shelve. “There are lots
of different stories about vampires, but all the old ones – the
real ones, as I like to put it – tell that a vampire can control
those who drank his blood. Maybe that’s part of creating a ‘pet’.
The fact that they seem to lose some of their personality fits as
well. If the vampire binds them to him by blood, he messes up with
their mind. He didn’t want to do that to you because your music
will bring him more prey. Your band attracts the youngest fans at
the moment and the younger a person is, the easier they’re to
break, usually. Their minds aren’t as strong or trained as an older
person’s. That doesn’t mean young people are weaker, humans just
seem to get more stubborn with age.

“Morado may have come from everywhere. If he’s really as old as
he claims, he must have gathered a very big fortune over the
centuries. Vampires are specialists at surviving among us humans,
we are both prey and predator to them, as long as we believe they
exist. Unfortunately, in our modern times, no one does believe in
them anymore. Unlike our ancestors we only believe in science and
no one has proven that they do exist – on the other hand science
has not proven the opposite either.

But all that’s beside the point at the moment. We need to get
rid of Morado and his secretary. Craven might just be a ‘pet’, but
he’s dangerous.”

“Then what can we do against them?” Andrew said.

“Craven is human, he can be dealt with. I personally think that
Jeff surely could take him down – he was in the football-team at
school, after all. It’s Morado himself who could really be a
problem. There are various ways to kill a vampire, but it’s
difficult to say which one would really work. A stake through the
heart should do it – that would kill a human as well. But Morado is
old and experienced, he won’t let anyone with a stake get near him.
Somehow I doubt that he’ll be sleeping during the day, not like a
dead anyway. That makes it even more difficult. Traditionally you
enter the lair of a vampire during the day while he’s dead to the
world and stake him. As it seems, a vampire of Morado’s age doesn’t
need that much rest anymore. And somehow I doubt if poppy-seed
would do the trick.”

“Huh?” This time it was Abel who interrupted.

“Vampires seem to be a bit mental when they see some spilled
seeds – poppy-seed is usually named –, they’ll stop and count every
single grain. But I can’t imagine Morado to do this, it’s just
plain stupid. He would not have made it through the middle ages, if
these stories were true.”

“What about holy water?” Now Andrew seemed to have started
thinking.

“I’ve always doubted the use of holy water or the cross, as you
know. Vampires have existed before Christianity, so why should they
be afraid of our holy symbols? Maybe some people could make them
work because they completely believed in their powers. Faith might
be a powerful weapon against them, but not one of us has that much
of it. Fire would work, I expect, if we could make sure Morado
can’t leave his mansion while it’s burning down. But even then he
might survive if he makes it to the basement. Stones don’t burn and
he probably doesn’t need to breathe.”

“What if we set him on fire?” By now Abel thought that Andrew
displayed far too much enthusiasm.

“That would work, but how should we do that? Do you expect him
to just stand there and wait while you light a match?”

“Guys?” Abel said, feeling slightly spooked by them. “Aren’t you
forgetting something? Officially he’s human, if we kill him, no
matter how, we’ll all go to jail for it. Not to mention our career
will be over. I can live with going back to Denny’s on weekends but
I don’t want to end in jail.”

“We would have to make it look like some kind of accident,”
Andrew mused.

“Well, old houses burn down sometimes and people don’t make it
out in time,” Joey added. “There are strange accidents happening
all the time.”

“Now you’re really scaring me.”

They grinned at him. “Lighten up, Abel, we’re just working out
theories,” Joey then told him. “No one said that we can do this.
Taking down a vampire like Morado isn’t easy. Where’s Professor van
Helsing when you need him?”

“Taking a well earned nap in his coffin somewhere in Europe?”
Andrew offered. “We can do without the old Dutchman.”

Abel simply waited for them to continue their discussion. He
didn’t know enough about vampires to participate in it. For a
couple of minutes they didn’t say a thing, then Andrew mused:

“Maybe we can at least make him leave Abel alone.”

“Maybe. But how can you blackmail a vampire? These days you
can’t threaten him with exposing his secret.”

“How about getting rid of Craven first? Without the secretary to
do his work during the day he’d be a bit weaker, wouldn’t he?”

“Yes, that should weaken him. But he’d simply get himself a new
‘pet’. No, we can’t let him get away. And so we’re back to our old
problem of how to kill him.”

Abel guessed that they could go on like that for the rest of the
day. “But we can’t just kill someone!”

“Morado is un-dead, Abel,” Andrew pointed out. “It wouldn’t be
murder, just some sort of damage to property or something.”

“Not bad,” Joey admitted. “Still I don’t think the lawyers would
see it like that. But I think we should think about that when we
come to it. Right at the moment it’s Morado and his ‘pet’ we have
to take care of.”

“And that’s our problem,” Andrew added, looking at Abel. “I’m
sure Abel could get close enough, but I can’t see him wielding a
stake.”

“Hm, you’re right. I’ll do another research for you, with a
little luck I’ll have something in a few days.”










Chapter 13
Victim


Hazel was still thinking about the last night while she started
making calls in order to find out something about ‘Crimson Stars’.
The way Abel had suffered over the last weeks without anyone
noticing it made her feel very sad. She’d always liked him, even in
high school he’d always been one of the calm and nice people
around. But his character also made him an easy victim for Morado
and Craven. He didn’t have the strength to fight them.

The first two calls brought nothing of interest, but the third
one did. Mabel Valentine had worked for the Tribune – the oldest
newspaper in San Marcus – for most of her life, usually writing
about crimes. Hazel had met her during a research she had done for
one of her courses, ever since then they’d kept a loose
contact.

“Hello Mabel,” she greeted the older woman.

“Hazel? Hello, my dear. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve got a few questions about ‘Crimson Stars’.”

“The company?”

“Yes.”

Mabel went silent for a couple of minutes, then she started
talking: “I don’t have anything incriminating about the company,
but nevertheless it’s strange. There have always been
disappearances like Shirley’s during the ages. Right at the moment
I’m going through our new online-archive and by the looks of it, no
one ever managed to prove that the company had anything to do with
them.”

“I already know that. Do you have anything on the Morados?”

“Hm, let me see.” Hazel heard the noise of someone using a
keyboard. “Yes, there it is. Currently the company is led by Mr.
Abraham Morado. His father was Abe Morado, he left the city twenty
years ago, is presumed dead by the authorities … now, that’s
strange … his grandfather and great-grandfather did just disappear,
too. I don’t have a date of birth either, he seems to have grown up
in Europe, came to America to take the company over when he turned
twenty. The same goes for this father, but our archives aren’t big
enough for the really old issues. I can’t tell you if his
grandfather grew up in Europe too.”

Suddenly, Hazel had an idea: “Do you know anything about a Josh
Craven?”

“Craven? I don’t even have to ask the computer about that, dear.
Joshua Craven grew up in San Marcus as the only son of a wealthy
couple. A few years ago he got in a scandal. Various young boys
from poor families accused him of injuring them. They all said he
had lured them to his home and then tortured them. Some even
claimed to have been raped. His family put a lot of money in the
trial and their lawyers managed to discredit the boys. He got off,
but a lot of people were sure that he had done it.”

“What did he do afterwards?”

“He started working somewhere, his parents claimed he’d left the
city.”

“Well, he hasn’t, he’s currently Abraham Morado’s
secretary.”

“Really? I didn’t know that.”

“Well, now you do. Thanks for all the information, Mabel.”

“No problem, dear. Drop in when you’ve got a minute.”

“I will,” Hazel promised.

She looked at the notes she’d put down during the call. Mabel
had been as useful and informative as ever. Quickly she sat down at
her computer and typed everything in. When she’d started studying,
she’d also started storing every bit of information she found in
her files. It made working her term-papers out a good deal easier.
Hazel decided to call her new file ‘Crimson’, just in case someone
else needed to find it. Usually no one but herself could find
things on her hard drive, because she used names most people would
not associate with the contents of her files. At the very last
moment she decided against ‘Crimson’ and used ‘Joey’ instead.

After a couple of more calls, none of them as informative as the
one to Mabel, Hazel decided to stop it. She had used every source
for information in the city she knew. She put the notes she’d taken
away and looked at her wristwatch. Two in the afternoon already!
She had worked a lot longer than she’d thought. Quickly she changed
into another dress and left her small apartment. She already was
late for the weekly meeting with her mother and her sister.

 

The meeting lasted longer than Hazel had guessed. It was well
after eight in the evening and the sun was beginning to set.
Remembering that she knew what had happened to Shirley, she walked
a bit faster as she got off the bus at her usual stop. Only three
hundred meters to go, not very far. But while she turned at the
next corner, entering a small alley between old apartment blocks,
she suddenly felt panic rise. It had to be the knowledge about
‘Crimson Stars’, Morado and Craven. Yes, that was what made her
nervous. There was no reason to be afraid, none of them knew she
was gathering information.

Suddenly she heard steps behind her. Turning around a bit faster
than she probably should have, she gazed into the darkening alley,
but couldn’t see anyone. ‘You’re just imagining it, Hazel,’ she
told herself and walked on, pointedly ignoring the soft steps she
seemed to hear. She turned again at the next corner, returning to
the well-lit street she lived in. Only a couple of meters left to
go…

The light over the entrance to her apartment block was
flickering, the bulb needed to be replaced. Hazel got her keys out
and opened the door. She quickly stepped inside and closed the
massive door behind her, feeling a lot safer than she had on the
street. Hastily she climbed the stairs to her apartment. Tomorrow
she would probably laugh about her fear, but at the moment she
longed to get inside her apartment and feel safe again. Then she
stood in front of her own door and turned the key in the lock. It
was locked twice, just as she always did. Relaxing, Hazel opened
the door and entered her rooms. She closed the door behind her and
– against her usual ways – locked it twice again. Then she flipped
the light-switch and turned around.

“Good evening, Miss,” Craven greeted her, seated at her desk,
her notes still in one hand. “It’s astounding how much information
can be found, if one is willing to dig for it, isn’t it?”

“What are you doing here?” Hazel asked braver than she felt.
“This is my apartment, you had no right to enter it.”

“Quite the opposite,” he answered, placing the notes in his
briefcase and standing up. “This house belongs to a sub-division of
‘Crimson Stars’ which is not usually associated with the company.
As a result of it, ‘Crimson Stars’ has the right and the
possibility to enter any of the apartments if they find it
necessary.”

“Give me my notes back.”

“No.” He gave her a calm look. “I’m going to destroy them as
soon as I’m back at the mansion. But before I do that, I will of
course have to make sure that the only other storage is destroyed
as well. Luckily you don’t seem to have any of this on your hard
drive, so I just have to take care of you.”

Hazel turned to the door and tried frantically to open it –
forgetting completely that she had locked it. Suddenly a hand was
placed over her mouth and she was pulled back by an arm across her
chest. She couldn’t scream loud enough for anyone to hear and she
wasn’t strong enough to free herself, struggling helplessly in
Craven’s grip.

“Mr. Morado wants a word with you as well,” he told her.

The next thing she felt was something hitting her at the back of
her head. She went unconscious immediately.

 

Hazel woke up in the bleak room Abel had described to them the
day before. There was no trace of Shirley’s corpse, but that didn’t
make her feel any better. She was still trapped and would die.
Pacing the room, she tried to think up a way to escape, but she
knew that there was no one. She couldn’t even handle Craven and he
was human. What was she supposed to do against Morado?

As if to make her worst fears true the door creaked open and
Morado entered the room. Hazel had never seen him before, he had
only been described to her, but she was absolutely sure it was him.
The man stood in the doorframe for a long moment, just looking at
her, studying every inch of her body. Then he entered, letting the
door fall closed behind him.

“I’m really intrigued, Hazel,” he told her. “Why would a pretty
and intelligent girl like you dig in the past of my company and its
employees?”

“Because you’re not what you are making people see. You’re not
human.”

His eyes suddenly gleamed. “How could you possibly know that?
Did Abel tell you?”

Hazel realized that her remark had endangered her friends.
“Abel?” she answered, forcing herself to look surprised. “What does
he have to do with it? I found out about you when I realized that
you always handed the company down to yourself. It was clever, I’ll
grant you that, but it’s becoming quite obvious.”

“Yes, I know.” He didn’t seem to worried about it. “The modern
times make it harder to appear or disappear without a trace. I’ll
have to find a new way to do that soon. So my little slave has not
said a thing. I guess, I should be glad about it. I’d rather keep
him as a source of blood and pleasure for a while longer.”

“What are you doing with him?” Hazel asked, even though she
already knew.

“That should be the least of your worries, Hazel. He’s in no
danger at the moment, you on the other hand are. I can’t allow
anyone who knows about my secret to live.”

“What are you going to do to me?”

“I’m going to enjoy your blood, of course. These days I rarely
get the chance to drain a human. It’s much less suspicious to just
drink a little blood and make them forget. If you don’t try to
fight me, I’ll give you a good death, without any pain, without
stress. You’ll just get really weary and will lose your
consciousness at some point.”

Hazel’s throat was completely dry. She couldn’t speak anymore,
she could just nod. Morado closed in on her, pulling her into his
arms and tipped her head to the side. For a moment she saw his long
canines then she firmly closed her eyes. She didn’t want to look at
him while he prepared to kill her.

Then he dug his teeth into her skin, puncturing it. It hurt, but
only for a moment. A strange floating motion took hold of her and
she felt like flying. He mind drifted off, she thought about Jeff,
Andrew and Abel, about her family and friends and hoped that they
would find the copy of her notes on the hard drive. With a last
picture of her beloved Jeff before her eyes, she lost her
consciousness…










Chapter 14
Worries


It was the first day of the second stage of production. Abel was
a bit nervous and woke up very early. He took in the newspaper and
switched on the coffee, before sitting down and looking through it.
Nothing strange had happened during the last day – at least nothing
the reporters knew about. Putting the newspaper aside, he got
himself some coffee.

“Anything new?” Andrew asked as he came in.

“No. But I’m worried about Hazel. She didn’t call yesterday as
she usually does.”

“Jeff once told me that she spends Sunday afternoons with her
family, maybe she got home late and forgot about it.”

“Maybe,” Abel admitted. “But I would feel better, if she had
called.”

“I understand what you mean. But just because you told us about
Morado, he doesn’t suspect a thing.”

The ringing of the phone disturbed them. Abel answered it.

“Abel Hallow.”

“Hello, Abel,” Craven’s voice greeted him. “Our master wants to
see you tonight. Be at the mansion at eight … oh, and Abel? Don’t
forget to keep quiet about our little ‘deal’, understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Abel whispered.

“Craven?” Andrew guessed as he hung up the phone.

“Yes, Craven. Morado wants to see me tonight. And he warned me
about telling anyone about our deal. Do you think they suspect
something?”

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t sound good. I’m going to wake up
Jeff and make him check out on Hazel and our families. You and I
are going to drive over to the studio and excuse him.”

“Good idea.”

Andrew woke Jeff up while Abel packed everything they were going
to need at the studio. He was afraid of what might happen later
that day. He didn’t want to go to Morado, but as long as they did
not have a plan to beat the un-dead, he had to. Jeff was just as
worried as Abel and Andrew, he immediately left the apartment to
make sure, everything was okay.

 

Jeff was really worried about Hazel, even though he had not told
his friends the evening before. His girlfriend was reliable and
rarely forgot anything. She always called him once a day,
especially if they couldn’t meet. He’d put it down to her weekly
meeting with her mother and sister and the research she was doing,
but he was uneasy.

A few weeks ago she had finally given him the keys to her
apartment, so he could enter it without having to use the doorbell.
He nevertheless did use it, but entered the house and her apartment
when no one answered it. Hazel wasn’t there and everything looked
perfectly normal. Jeff took a closer look, but couldn’t see
anything strange. His girlfriend always kept her rooms clean and
they were just as clean and tidy as ever. The bed was made and
everything seemed alright. But then he realized that something was
very wrong indeed: The briefcase she used for her college stuff was
still standing beside her desk. If she had left for college early
this morning – as she sometimes did –, she would have taken it with
her. Jeff left the apartment and drove over to Hazel’s mother. The
woman was at home and quite surprised about his question whether
Hazel had slept there this night.

“No, she left a bit later than usual yesterday, but by eight she
must have been home,” Hazel’s mother told him. “Why?”

“Nothing grave,” he lied, “but I went to her this morning and
she wasn’t home. It was quite early and so I thought that maybe she
slept here tonight.”

“No, she didn’t, but maybe she went over to Linda this morning,
she does that sometimes.”

“Yes, maybe she did.”

Jeff drove over to Linda whom he knew quite well. Somehow he
doubted that Hazel had been staying with her, but he wanted to
check everything before panicking. Linda had not seen Hazel either,
but had received a call from her the day before about ‘Crimson
Stars’. So she tipped him off to see Mabel Valentine. In front of
the Tribune building, Jeff realized how late it had gotten. He had
not checked on any of their families yet and only ten or fifteen
minutes before he had to drive over to the studio. Mabel wasn’t in,
but a colleague of hers promised Jeff to tell her to call him. Jeff
left the studio’s number and his name and drove off again. He
arrived at the studio in good time.

“Is everything okay?” Andrew asked him, keeping him from Abel
for the time being.

“Hazel has disappeared. She left her mother yesterday before
eight, but she wasn’t in her apartment this morning. The college
stuff was still there, so she didn’t just leave early.”

“Damn. Do you have any idea what happened?”

“Not the slightest.” Jeff glanced towards the door behind which
Abel was talking to some of the technicians. “Listen, don’t tell
Abel yet. He has to face Morado tonight and I doubt he can hide his
fear. He’ll be nervous enough. You and I are going to do a thorough
search of Hazel’s apartment this evening. Maybe we can find out
what happened.”

“You’re right, we better not tell Abel. We’ll tell him
everything is okay.”

So they did.

 

The first session was a complete failure. Nothing went right and
they all left the studio in a rather bad mood. Mabel Valentine
hadn’t called and Jeff was really getting angry. Someone had done
something to his girlfriend. Nothing in the world would save Morado
or Craven, if they had anything to do with it. Together with Andrew
he drove over to the apartment again, half hoping that Hazel would
be in and telling him off for entering without knocking or ringing.
But the apartment was just as devoid of life as in the morning.
Together they went through the rooms, but could not find anything
suspicious. Jeff of course made sure he was the one to check the
bedroom, he didn’t want Andrew to go through his girlfriends
clothes and underwear. When he was done, Andrew had switched on the
computer and was checking it.

“Hazel surely has a strange way of naming her files,” he mused.
“I couldn’t find anything that way.”

“She always found everything.”

Andrew nodded and scanned the explorer again. “Hey, what’s that?
Joey.doc. Why would Hazel name a file after Joey?”

“Well, take a look at it.”

Andrew did, opening the file and scanning through it. “She did a
lot of research yesterday morning, that much is sure. The file was
saved around two p.m. yesterday afternoon and there’s a lot of data
in it.”

“Afterwards she left the apartment and went to her mother and
sister. There she stayed until half past seven, came back by bus…”
Jeff faltered.

“And disappeared,” Andrew completed the sentence. “There’s a
small alley she has come through. Maybe someone caught her
there.”

“No.”

“How come you’re so sure about that?”

Jeff sighed. “There is something missing: her handwritten notes.
She didn’t type everything in while she was on the phone, she wrote
everything down. Hazel never throws away her notes until she is
really, really sure she won’t need them again.”

“Then someone waited here and took her and the notes away.”

“But who? Only she, her mother and I have keys to the apartment
– and the owner of the house, of course.” Jeff almost jumped as his
cell phone started to ring. “Wait a moment … Jeff Parker.”

“Hello? Here’s Mabel Valentine.”

“Mrs. Valentine! I’m glad you’ve finally called me back.”

“I was in court for most of the day and my colleague had left
for home when I came back,” she explained. “I only found the note
by accident a couple of minutes ago. Luckily there was still
someone working in the studio and the nice young man gave me your
number. What did you want to talk to me about?”

“I think you talked to Hazel Martin yesterday.”

“I did, she called me in the morning and we talked for quite a
while.”

“About ‘Crimson Stars’, it’s owner and Josh Craven.”

“Exactly.”

Jeff took a look at the file. “Did you tell anyone about
this?”

“No, of course not … wait a moment … our photographer was in
while I talked to her. He’s more curious than any reporter should
be.”

“Any connections to ‘Crimson Stars’?”

The woman on the other end went silent for a moment. “Yes,” she
answered then, “he is related to Craven, the man is his cousin or
something. Why? Did anything happen to Hazel?”

“We’re not sure, but she disappeared between half past seven
p.m. yesterday and around half past eight a.m. today.”

“Well, there’s one last thing I can tell you about ‘Crimson
Stars’: the company has a lot of sub-divisions that are not
associated with it normally. One of them owns the apartment block
Hazel lives in.”

“That means Craven or Morado could have gotten the key to the
apartment,” Jeff whispered, realizing that Hazel probably was dead
already. “Thank you, Mrs. Valentine.”

Andrew who had heard Jeff’s side of the conversation put a hand
on his shoulder. “Don’t give up yet, Jeff. She might still be
alive.”

“No, she isn’t. That’s what that bastard Craven meant when he
asked Abel whether he’d told anyone of the deal. He suspected him
to have told Hazel because she was on their tail.”

“But they think they’ve gotten all the evidence. I’ll make a
copy of the file and then I’ll destroy it for sure. Luckily she has
got a program to completely eradicate a file. Even if Craven comes
back, he won’t find a trace of it.”

“If Craven just as much as touched her, he’s as good as
dead.”

Andrew just nodded and turned back to the computer. They both
knew that now there was no way back. They had to fight and kill
Morado and Craven, no matter what that would mean for them…










Chapter 15
Unexpected Ally


Abel didn’t want to meet Morado again, but he knew he couldn’t
avoid it. As he parked the car in front of the mansion and climbed
the stairs, he looked up at the dark, brooding building he’d come
to know and loathe. The butler who was by now used to his
appearances let him in and told him that Mr. Morado awaited him in
the office. That was quite unusual, normally the vampire met Abel
in one of the guestrooms. The young man had a very bad feeling
about it. The feeling got worse after he had knocked on the door
and entered the room. Morado wasn’t alone, Craven was standing at
his side.

“Before we come to the interesting things, there’s something I
have to show you,” the vampire said and made Abel follow him into
the secret passage.

With every step the young man became more afraid. He wanted to
turn around and run back, leave the house and never return. But he
knew that he wouldn’t stand a chance against the vampire, Morado
could run a good deal faster than he could. The reached the door to
the cell. Morado opened it and told Abel to step inside. The young
man did so and froze. In the middle of the room, pretty much where
Shirley had lain the first time he had entered the cell, was
another body, one Abel immediately recognized.

“Hazel!” he cried out and rushed to the girl.

Her eyes were just as dead as Shirley’s had been, staring at him
as if silently blaming him for her fate. There weren’t many wounds
on her body, just two small points at her neck. By the look of it,
Morado had drained her. Just then the vampire spoke:

“Get up, my dear.”

And Hazel’s seemingly dead body moved. Her eyes sprung to life,
but stayed colder than they had been. She sat up and looked
around.

“What did you do to me?” she asked. “Why is it so loud in
here?”

“Your still have to get used to your new senses, my dear,”
Morado answered. “You see, I decided against killing you for a
reason. Turning you into my child made things a lot more
interesting.”

“Your child?” This time it was Abel who spoke.

“Yes, I turned her into my child, into another vampire, if you
want to put it like that. She is now un-dead like me.”

Suddenly Hazel’s eyes seemed to glow. She stared at Morado and
stood up. Slowly she approached him.

“You turned me into a vampire? Into a monster like you?” she
hissed. “I’d rather have died than that.”

Before anyone, including Morado, could react, Hazel launched
herself at her ‘father’ and they crashed into the door. Abel
couldn’t believe what was going on in front of his eyes. The
friendly young woman he had known seemed to have turned into a very
angry predator. They were moving extremely fast, but every now and
then Abel could see her or Morado clearly for a moment or two. The
ancient vampire didn’t seem to fare too well against his child,
Hazel had already managed to rip his shirt in two and leave a
couple of deep, bleeding scratches across his chest. She had also
managed to scratch his face more than once. Abel, who knew how
painful a vampire’s claws could rip the skin, almost – but only
almost – felt sorry for Morado. The man obviously had severely
underestimated his new child. Finally Morado managed to free
himself from Hazel and opened the door, fleeing from her. She
turned back to Abel.

“That was all my fault,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Suddenly Hazel was herself again. “He made a big
mistake in turning me, now he’s got a really dangerous enemy.”

“But you will need blood, just like him.”

“I know. There has to be another way to get it than killing.
Let’s leave this prison.”

Since Hazel still stood in the doorframe, the room was no longer
locked. Together they left it and walked back along the bleak
corridors.

“How does it feel?” Abel asked after a few moments.

“Being un-dead?” For a while Hazel was silent. “It’s strange. I
can see, smell and hear things differently, everything seems more
intense to me. I can hear your heartbeat – you don’t have to be
that afraid, by the way – and I can smell your blood. But I don’t
feel the need to kill you and drink your blood. I guess I’ll have
to avoid sunlight from now on, but it doesn’t seem to be too bad. I
know Morado has left the house and Craven isn’t in here
either.”

They reached the secret door and Abel, who had seen it before,
opened it. Slowly they left the house and climbed into his car.

“I’ll tell Jeff, if you want,” Abel volunteered, as they drove
back to the city.

“No, I better tell him myself. I just have to hope he can live
with a girlfriend who’s a vampire. There are some things about the
un-dead I see more clearly now.”

“Like?”

“You have a choice. Morado is a sadist, but that not due to him
being a vampire. He just likes torturing people. I don’t feel like
treating anyone the way he treats you.”

“That’s good.”

“And I don’t think he’s the typical vampire. If they were all
like him, mankind would be extinct by now. I have to find others to
teach me.”

“We’ll try to help you.”

She smiled, not looking like the vampire she had become at all.
“Thank you, Abel.”

 

Abel nevertheless was nervous as he opened the door to the
apartment. Hazel stepped in behind him, almost impossible to
hear.

“Jeff? Andrew?” he called. “I’ve got to tell you something.”

“We already know,” Andrew’s voice answered, a few seconds before
he came into sight. “Hazel is—”

“—dead?” Hazel finished the sentence. “No, I’m not. I’m un-dead
now.”

“Jeff!” Andrew cried out, staring at her.

“What?” Jeff too came out of his room and stared at Hazel.
“Hazel, you’re alive! Oh, thank God you’re alive!”

She smiled sadly at him. “I’m not, Jeff. I’m a vampire now, like
Morado. But I’m not like him at all.”

“What does that mean?” he asked.

Calmly she led him to the sofa and sat down opposite to him.
Abel sat down besides her, realizing that she needed his support
now, just like he had needed hers two nights before.

“Morado turned me into a vampire, after he and his ‘pet’ found
out about my investigations. But they didn’t take all my notes,
I’ve still got a file on my computer.”

“No, you haven’t,” Andrew interjected. “Jeff and I found it,
copied it on disk and destroyed the original. We thought it would
be safer this way.”

“Well, the notes still exist, that’s the important part.” Hazel
looked at Abel, who nodded silently. “Craven took me to Morado’s
mansion and that vampire told me that he’d give me an easy dead, if
I didn’t try to fight him. I agreed, I didn’t want to suffer like
Abel. But then I suddenly woke up tonight when he called me and
learned that he had turned me into a vampire instead of killing
me.”

“And then,” Abel added, “she attacked him and made him run
away.”

“You did?” Jeff asked, looking at his girlfriend in awe.

“Yes.” Hazel blushed slightly.

“Wow.”

Andrew looked at Hazel, too. “You’ll fight him with us, won’t
you?”

“Of course. He turned me into a vampire. He has to pay for this.
But I have to find other vampires, I have to find out how I’m
supposed to live now.”

“Maybe you should ask Joey. He’s got a lot of strange friends.
Some of them claim to be vampires, maybe one of them really
is.”

“Don’t you think he’ll freak out?” she asked.

“Of course he will.” Andrew grinned. “But he always freaks out
when something really interesting happens. Just give him a couple
of minutes and he will start plotting.”

“But where is she going to spent the days from now on?” Abel
asked. “As far as I understood Morado when he talked about it, a
young vampire like her has to sleep during the day and she has to
avoid sunlight as well.”

“Hm, that’s difficult,” Jeff admitted. “How about our cellar? No
sunlight and calm. You can lock the door from inside, so no one
will disturb you.”

Hazel smiled softly. “Thanks, love.”










Chapter 16
Getting Settled


The next day the three members of ‘Phoenix Song’ could
concentrate much better on their work. They knew where Hazel was,
sleeping the day away in the cellar. Abel thought that Jeff was
getting to terms very quickly with the fact that his girlfriend had
been turned into a vampire – especially since until a few days ago
he had not even believed in them. Andrew called Joey during a
break, telling his friend to meet them at the apartment in the
evening.

Hazel had already risen and waited in the apartment when they
came back. Apart from the fact that she was no longer really alive,
she seemed to be pretty much the same girl she had been before.

“I have been thinking,” she told them when they were all seated
in the living room, waiting for Joey, “and I don’t think I should
stay in the cellar for too long. It’s an obvious hiding place and
I’m quite sure Morado already regrets turning me. He of all people
needs to know how to kill a vampire. And during the day he can have
Craven doing it.”

“As much as I loathe to admit it,” Andrew said, “she’s right.
She won’t be safe here for long – and I’m sure we all want her to
be safe.”

“Of course we do!” Jeff nodded enthusiastically.

“But where can she hide?” Abel asked. “It has to be a place that
can be locked, it has to be somewhere the sun doesn’t shine into
and it has to be a place Morado wouldn’t expect her to be.”

“How about the old graveyard over at St. Martens?” Andrew
pointed out after a few minute’s thinking. “There are loads of
ancient tombs over there, some of them are real houses. I know it’s
a bit strange, but maybe that’s the reason why vampires are always
described as resting in graves. No one can dig there during the
day, there’s a caretaker around. During the night she wouldn’t be
in the tomb anyway, so it won’t matter. And we can all be sure that
the grounds don’t belong to ‘Crimson Stars’.”

“Maybe that’s a good idea,” Jeff agreed, turning to Hazel. “What
do you think?”

“I-I’m not sure, to be honest.” She looked at them, then averted
her eyes. “It seems to me as if I would finally let go of my
humanity by sleeping in a grave – although I have to admit that I
don’t feel anything during the day. I know I wouldn’t suffocate in
a grave, but how am I supposed to get in there?”

Just at this very moment the bell rang. Andrew walked over to
the door and let Joey in. Joey seemed to be very pleased to see
Hazel there as well.

“Hey, Hazel, everything okay? You’re still breathing, so Jeff
probably overreacted.”

“No, he didn’t,” Hazel answered. “I’m just breathing out of
habit, really. I’m un-dead now, you know.” With those words she
gave him a rather toothy smile.

As Andrew had predicted, Joey did freak out for a couple of
minutes, pacing around the room, mumbling under his breath. Finally
he started to attack Hazel with questions until she told him in no
uncertain words that he would soon learn firsthand what it meant to
be un-dead, if he didn’t stop pestering her. It worked, Joey shut
up and sat down with the rest of them.

“Now back to the problems at hand,” Andrew said. “First of all,
Joey, we need to know whether you know someone who might be a real
vampire, not just one of those usual loonies.”

“Maybe,” Joey admitted. “There’s a woman I met in a chat-room,
she calls herself ‘Hathor’ and claims to have been born during the
reign of Ramses III. I thought she was a bit mad, but maybe she’s
right. I can give you her e-mail-address. If she really is a
vampire, she has to be a lot older than Morado, who just claims to
be about two thousand years old. And she seems quite nice, has told
the rest of us more than once that vampires do not have to be
bloodsucking monsters.”

“That would be very nice,” Hazel answered him. “Our second
problem – besides Morado and Craven – is where I’m supposed to rest
during the day.”

“Did anyone tell her about the graveyard of St. Martens?”

“Yes.” Andrew nodded. “It probably would work, but we don’t have
keys for any of the tombs.”

“She wouldn’t need one. But I guess Hathor should be able to
help her with that easily.” Joey seemed to have absorbed the fact
that he knew a vampire personally. “But as long as it takes to
contact her and get some help, you could use the cellar of the
video store. The house belongs to my boss, so Morado and Craven
don’t have a way to get in. And my boss is on vacation for at least
two weeks. I’m the one with all the keys at the moment, I can let
you have the one to the cellar, provided you give it back later. It
has a door which leads outside. We used it as a store-room, but
moved everything out recently because of the new storage that got
attached a couple of weeks ago.”

“Thanks for the offer, Joey,” Hazel said, smiling at him – this
time without showing her new fangs. “But the main problem is
Morado. We have to get rid of him and Craven. I’m even more sure of
that than I was before, now I know he doesn’t have to act like that
just because he’s a vampire. It doesn’t turn you into a sadistic,
murdering bastard.”

“Luckily,” Jeff murmured, the comment made all of them laugh a
little nervously.

“But I don’t know how to do it. Probably the traditional method
would work – but probably isn’t good enough in this case. Craven
isn’t our main problem, he’s still mostly human, being a ‘pet’
doesn’t make you any stronger or harder to kill.”

“I suggest we ask this Hathor – after explaining everything to
her,” Abel said. “If Morado isn’t the typical vampire, maybe some
of them would like to see him dead as well.”

Joey nodded. “Hey, can I sent her an e-mail from your computer?
She’s usually online during the night which makes me guess she
might live not too far from here.”

Abel nodded. “I’ll help you with getting online.”

 

About an hour later they were back from Abel’s room with a first
message from Hathor. The woman seemed to be a vampire, she had
asked them to let Hazel contact her about the problems of getting
settled. Naturally she wasn’t very forthcoming about the ways to
kill a vampire, but she at least wanted to think about it. Joey,
who was rather exhausted by then, gave Hazel the key to the store’s
basement and left to go home. Hazel and Jeff left a few minutes
later to have some time to themselves and take a look at Hazel’s
new sleeping place. Andrew and Abel remained in the apartment.

“I think, Hazel has not completely understood what’s going to
change in her life,” Andrew said. “It’s not just that she will have
to drink blood some time soon.”

“I know what you mean,” Abel answered. “She won’t grow old like
her family or friends. She will never be able to lead that kind of
life she has been leading.”

“That’s really going to be hard for her.”

Abel looked down. “And it’s all because of me.”

“Abel, you have to stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Always blaming yourself. You didn’t turn Hazel and you didn’t
ask Morado to do it either. He’s the one who’s been killing and
enslaving humans for god-knows-how-long. And Craven isn’t better
than he is. That guy isn’t doing all those terrible things to you
because he can’t help it. He’s doing it because he gets his kicks
from it. He would have liked the chance to kill Hazel – and I don’t
want to imagine what he could have done to her. They are the ones
to blame, not you, not me or Jeff, not Hazel or anyone else.”

“I get that here,” Abel pointed to his head, “but not here,” he
pointed to his heart. “I just feel responsible because I was the
one to find out about Morado. We would just have been one of
‘Crimson Stars’ bands otherwise and Hazel would not be a
vampire.”

“And no one would even have thought about stopping Morado.”

“Maybe it would be better this way. Did you or Jeff ever think
about what will happen once we manage to kill Morado? ‘Crimson
Stars’ will go down and we’ll all loose our jobs. As will all the
other bands.”

“Well, we are known by now. We can find another label.” Andrew
simply shrugged his shoulders. “Besides, what kind of human beings
would we be, if we thought about our money first and about the fans
Morado would kill off in the future second? I don’t want to see
myself like that.”

“Neither do I,” Abel admitted. “I’d rather go back to playing in
clubs and working at the supermarket, if it means no more victims.
But how about Jeff?”

“We talked about that yesterday while we were going through
Hazel’s stuff. Boy, am I glad now, Jeff took care of her bedroom.
She’d kill me, if I had been handling her underwear. But back to
the topic: Jeff thinks like us, too. He doesn’t want to work for a
creature like Morado. And we will kill Morado, we have to.”

“Why we?”

“Because no one else in this town would believe Morado is a
vampire. We are the only ones who can do it – provided we get some
help from Hathor about the right way.”










Chapter 17
Hathor's Advice


The next evening Hazel came over about fifteen minutes after the
sun had gone down. She asked Abel whether she could use his
computer to get into contact with Hathor herself. She didn’t want
to use her own computer at her apartment, because she still feared
that Morado or Craven might wait there for her. Abel, being the
nice guy he was, allowed her to lock herself into his room. She
went online and sent a short e-mail to Hathor, asking her for some
advice. The answer came immediately, Hathor asked her to meet her
in a chat-room she was going to only make accessible to the two of
them. Soon Hazel had found the right room and entered it.

 

Hazel: Hello?

Hathor: Hello, my dear. Tell me
how it happened and don’t worry. Nobody is going to read this
conversation, except for us. I’m the one administering the server,
actually.

Hazel: I got caught by a
vampire while investigating on him. He told me he was going to kill
me, but then I woke up the next night and was a vampire.

Hathor: Really? Tell me, where
is your family from?

Hazel: Jamaica.

Hathor: And before that?
Africa, I guess.

Hazel: Probably, I don’t
know.

Hathor: Well, Hazel, there’s a
thing only very few people know – and most of them are un-dead.
There’s two types of vampires out there, those who are turned by
will and those who are turned by nature. Some humans have the …
well, modern science calls it ‘genes’ … to become vampires. Some
humans are forced to make the change. If you cannot remember being
changed – having to drink the other vampires blood, for example –,
you’ve got the blood, the genes.

Hazel: Is that true?

Hathor: Yes. You are one of us,
one of the Born Ones. Now tell me about the one who turned you.
What’s his name?

Hazel: Morado.

Hathor: Morado … well, I can’t
say I like this name. It’s familiar, though. He’s a Born One, too.
And he’s a disgrace to our race.

Hazel: Really? I’m glad to hear
that. But I ran away before he could teach me anything about being
a vampire. I need help.

Hathor: Don’t worry, dear,
there’s not much to learn. First of all you need a place to stay
during day time, but I guess you already know that or you wouldn’t
still be alive.

Hazel: My friends told me
sleeping in a graveyard, in one of the big tombs, would be a good
idea, but how am I going to get in there?

Hathor: By turning into mist,
my dear. You just have to want to do it, that’s all. Your body is
controlled by your mind now, because your will keeps you alive … as
much alive as we are. It will take a bit of training, of course.
Where are you sleeping at the moment?

Hazel: The basement of a
friend’s store. It’s empty and has no windows. I can stay there for
a couple of weeks at the outmost.

Hathor: In that time you should
be able to master this art. You should consider yourself lucky to
still have friends.

Hazel: I do. But we have to
face Morado, otherwise my friend might end up like me – or
dead.

Hathor: I understand the
question Joey asked my yesterday. I was afraid to give away too
much about us. But since you have to face Morado and he will use
all means possible, I will tell you how a vampire can be killed –
provided you manage to get close enough. Morado is old, he is able
to stay awake during the day. But you have to be at least five
hundred years old to do so – which might explain why only very few
of us make it that long. The first hundred years – as you will find
out soon – are the worst. You see your friends and family die, the
world you know changes beyond recognition. Afterwards it gets
easier. But back to the point. Vampires can be killed by sunlight
through the first couple of centuries. Morado is too old, but you
should beware. They can be killed by fire, too, but it’s not that
easy to set a vampire on fire. We are no ancient mummies – though
I’ve lived in the time of the mummies myself – and not that dry. A
stake through the heart, contrary to common believe, will not kill
us, but render us helpless. If you manage to stake a vampire, you
can set him on fire or cut his head off or both – just to be sure.
But we know about that weak point and do not allow anyone with a
stake close to us. You could starve him, too, but a vampire his age
only needs blood every couple of months – you’ll need a little
blood, about a cup, each week. Maybe one of your friends would like
to donate it? It can be given freely and would not harm the one who
gives it.

Hazel: But I don’t want to
drink from them. Isn’t there another way?

Hathor: Animal blood, of
course. You need blood, but it doesn’t have to be human. Morado
would take ages to starve, no mortal could wait that long. My best
guess – though I’ve never fought another vampire myself – would be
to stake him first and then burn him. None of us can return from
the ashes.

Hazel: But it won’t be
easy?

Hathor: No. We are stronger and
faster than humans, can see, hear and smell better than them. And
someone of Morado’s age really knows how to use all those powers. I
wish I could help you, but I’m not a warrior myself.

Hazel: Then can humans do
it?

Hathor: Yes, they can. Even
someone like Morado can and will make mistakes. From what I know of
him – and we’ve only met once, ages ago –, he’s very arrogant. He
will underestimate you – his new born child – and your friends.
Play that card well and you’ll be the victors in this war. Because
that’s what it will be, a war. Are you and your friends ready to go
that far?

Hazel: We don’t have another
chance. He’s a problem that won’t just go away.

Hathor: All too true. If you
have any more questions, just mail me again. And I’d like to stay
in touch. There’s only a few of us and not all of us are nice. I
personally found a lot of joy in gathering knowledge and would like
to have someone to trade it with.

Hazel: I like learning, too. If
I survive this, I want to stay in touch with you as well.

Hathor: May the gods be with
you, child. May they guide you against the darkness that dwells in
your path.

 

With those words Hathor left the chat-room. Hazel left it as
well and wrote down everything the ancient vampire had told her
about killing another vampire. But besides giving her information
on Morado and his demise, the chat with Hathor had also given her
hope. If an ancient vampire could stay that friendly and helpful,
she wouldn’t have to turn into a monster either. Hazel composed
herself before leaving the room and joining her friends and allies
in the living room.

“Well, did she tell you more than me?” Joey asked.

“She did.” Hazel sat down besides Jeff who put one arm around
her shoulders. “She told me a lot about the things I needed to
know, but she also told me how to kill a vampire.”

“Great,” Abel said. “How?”

“Well, she said we best stake him first, cut off his head and
then burn his remains.”

“Sounds really easy,” Andrew said sarcastically. “Isn’t there
another way?”

“You can just cut off his head or burn him without staking him
first, but it will be more difficult. Staking doesn’t kill
vampires, it just renders them helpless.”

“Then we need a good plan,” Jeff said, looking around. “Because
I doubt we’re going to get a second chance.”

“Jeff’s right,” Abel agreed. “How can we do it?”

“That’s what we will have to find out first.” Jeff looked at
Joey, who shrugged his shoulders. “We need to think this over, all
of us. Tomorrow we’ll talk about it. Maybe together we can find a
good plan. In the meantime, we need to keep an eye on Craven,
during the day he’s Morado’s eye outside. We can’t allow him to
find out about our plan – once we’ve got one.”

“He’ll expect us to plan something,” Abel pointed out.

“But he can’t know what we’re planning,” Jeff
countered. “We just have to keep him in the dark long enough.”

“First of all,” Hazel concluded, “we have to have a plan.”










Chapter 18
The Plan


During the next days, much to Abel’s surprise, neither Craven
nor Morado called him. Instead it seemed as if they had forgotten
about ‘Phoenix Song’ completely. For the friends that proved good,
because it gave them time to work on their plan.

They had realized soon that to make sure Morado couldn’t get
away, they’d have to stake him. Even if it didn’t kill a vampire,
it would make him helpless long enough to either behead or burn
him. Jeff favoured doing both, just to be sure. The rest of the
group wanted to make sure Morado stayed dead by burning him. It
were the details which were still worrying them. During his spare
time – and there wasn’t much of it – Joey had taken to watch the
mansion during the day. Hazel had taken over the night shift and
the rest of the group watched whenever they didn’t have to work at
the studio.

Their main problem remained the fact that Morado didn’t leave
his house normally. It was understandable that he didn’t do it
during the day, but he even stayed at home during the night.

“Maybe,” Abel pointed out while he and Joey were watching the
house, “he has some sort of secret tunnels leading away from the
house.”

“Did you ever see them?”

“He didn’t exactly show me around, Joey. Usually he took me up
to his rooms and started torturing me for blood. We didn’t spent
much time socializing.”

“I somehow doubt that theory. He’s never seen anywhere else, so
it’s quite improbable he does leave the house. He just seems to be
happy with staying there.”

“Maybe he’s like many predators. They like to stay in their
territory.”

Joey nodded. “Doesn’t make it easier for us, though. We still
don’t know how to get him. He ought to be less observant by day,
but Hazel won’t be able to help us then. During the night he has
all his powers, but we would have Hazel with us then. She fought
him before, maybe she could bring him down and we could stake him
then.”

“I think, if we burn him, we could burn down the whole house.
Maybe the police would think it was an accident. There’s loads of
old stuff in there, old carpets and books and furniture. All of
this would burn easily. He likes to light candles, it probably
reminds him of the old days.”

“And the police would believe that maybe one of them burned some
of the furniture or an old carpet and started the fire. Yeah, I
think that would work.”

Abel looked over at the mansion again. “But the real difficult
thing is to kill Morado. Getting rid of the corpse isn’t the
problem.”

“Yes, that’s where we always fail, isn’t it?”

They continued to watch for a while. Nothing seemed to happen.
Sometimes there was someone working in the gardens or there were
some deliveries made, but on the whole the mansion seemed to be
completely devoid of life during the day. Even most of the servants
came after nightfall. Beside the butler and Craven, there wasn’t
anyone who entered or left the house regularly.

“There’s Craven,” Abel pointed out as the secretary left the
house and walked over to the garage. “He’s probably leaving for the
studio, the Sirens start their new album tomorrow, there’s a lot to
do right now.”

“Is he going to be away tomorrow, too?” Joey asked.

“No, but next week on Thursday. That’s when he’ll be checking
everything again.”

“How do you know?”

Abel smiled. “I talked to their songwriter.”

“Next Thursday would be the perfect day then.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve just made a plan. Come on, let’s get back to the
city to tell the others.”

 

This evening Joey told them about his plan: “I’ve watched the
mansion for quite a while now. Morado doesn’t leave it, neither
during the day nor during the night. He calls people to him, if he
wants to talk to them.”

“That’s nothing new,” Jeff pointed out. “We know that
already.”

“We know it already, but we haven’t thought about the
consequences. Only the butler and the secretary are in the house
during the day and Craven will be out Thursday afternoon. This is
when we will strike.”

“Is it?” Andrew asked.

“Yes. The butler will be the only person in the house during the
day. I think Morado probably spends the days somewhere in the
basement, so we can hide somewhere upstairs till nightfall. The
butler is an old man, we should not harm him if that’s possible.
But we have to make sure he doesn’t intervene.”

“What about me?” Hazel asked. “I can’t come with you during the
day.”

“You’ll join us later before we go after Morado. We have to trap
Craven before he can warn his master. That’s a job for you,
Jeff.”

“I’d be delighted to do that.” Jeff smiled grimly.

“Morado should be attacked by all of us at the same time, this
way we’ve got the best chances. He’ll probably concentrate on Hazel
and Jeff, because they’re physically the strongest of us.”

“And?” Abel asked.

“That leaves Andrew, you and me to bring him down. One of us has
to stake him. You’d be the best choice, he wouldn’t expect you to
do it.”

“I-I’m not sure, if I could do it.”

“You can,” Hazel told him. “Abel, you’re much stronger than you
think. You’ve gone through all that alone. Most people would have
gone mad, but you didn’t.”

“She’s right,” Jeff added. “Abel, you’re the one he tortured,
you should strike him down. And remember: if you should fail,
there’s four of us left to do it. One will bring him down, we have
to.”

Still not completely convinced, Abel nodded.

“We have to get a few things before we can do it,” Joey pointed
out. “We need stakes, more than one, we don’t know how often we’ll
have to attack him. And we need something to burn his body. The
human body doesn’t burn that easily. Does anyone know how they make
the dead burn in India?”

“Ghee,” Hazel answered him. “Butter-oil.”

“Can we get that here?”

“Of course.”

“Will anyone get suspicious, if we buy it?”

“No, it’s used for cooking as well.”

Joey grinned like a madman. “Great. I already like that
stuff.”

“I thought you would.”

“Apart from stakes and that Ghee-stuff, we’ll need weapons—”

“A great, big sword,” Jeff growled. “Because I’m going to behead
that guy before we burn him. I’m not taking any chances.”

“Yeah, if it makes you happy,” Joey continued. “And we need to
get into the house. I doubt they’ll just let us in.”

“The back door is rarely closed,” Abel said, remembering. “I got
in this way.”

“Nevertheless we need to be prepared. I’ll write down what we
need and then we’ll start collecting.”

“But what are we going to do to make sure Craven doesn’t find
out?” Abel asked.

“I’ll buy all the things, he doesn’t know me and wouldn’t spy on
me,” Joey answered, “But I need some money.”

“That’s not a problem, we’ve got enough of it,” Andrew said.
“We’ve earned a lot with Morado’s help, now it’s time to use it
against him.”

“You’re right,” Jeff added. “It’s only fitting to use it.”

They looked at each other, finally realizing that there was no
turning back now. They had to see it through. Abel felt a cold fear
settling in. He knew what both Morado and Craven were capable of,
had felt it himself. He didn’t want any of his friends near them,
but he knew that they could not just let them carry on. He just had
to hope that they could make it, could kill both Craven and Morado
– because he also knew that there was no other way to stop the
secretary than by killing him.










Chapter 19
Craven


‘The Day’, as they had started to call it, arrived sooner than
they had expected it. Everything was prepared, Joey had seen to it.
He had managed to buy the stakes in a gardening equipment store.
The Ghee had been bought in an Asia store and somehow he had even
managed to get some weapons. A couple of semi-automatics that were
supposed to be used against the butler, but just to scare him, and
Craven had been given to Jeff, Andrew and Abel. Joey himself had
kept the last. Hazel wouldn’t need one of those weapons, but she
already had two stakes and a sharp knife at her disposal. In
addition Joey had somehow managed to buy a katana which Jeff was
going to use to behead the vampire. And of course they had not
forgotten about matches and lighters…

They used two cars to reach Morado’s mansion, for a good reason.
Joey’s old car had been used as a hearse and until sunset Hazel was
sleeping in the back. At the point Abel had entered the mansion
before, they climbed over the wall and slowly made their way across
the lawn. The back door was still unlocked and the house was
strangely empty.

“It doesn’t look as if the butler is somewhere around,” Andrew
mused. “The house seems completely empty.”

“Good for us, one person less to scare.” Jeff gave the empty
kitchen a last good look.

Abel wasn’t as sure. “What if he’s still somewhere in here?”

“Look,” Jeff offered, “we’ll search the whole house, including
the secret room in the basement. If the butler – or some helpless
victim – is in here, we’ll find them.”

“Good.”

 

They separated. While Jeff and Andrew went upstairs to start
searching, Abel and Joey went down to the secret room. They found
it empty, went back to the office and wanted to leave it, when Joey
accidentally turned over a piece of paper.

“Now, that’s interesting,” he mused and picked it up.

“What is it?”

“Looks like a list of Morado’s ‘customers’.”

“You mean the other vampires he creates ‘pets’ for?”

“Yep. And it’s all there: the names, the aliases, the addresses,
preferences, everything you need to get them. Very careless,
really, really, really careless.”

“And what good will that do us?” Abel asked.

“Well … we … at least we should take that list with us, just in
case…”

“Probably.”

They left the room and walked over to the next door. Behind it
was Craven’s office. Joey started going through his papers while
Abel scanned the walls. He found a big calendar there.

“Hey, that explains the butler’s absence,” he told Joey. “The
man has two weeks paid vacation, starting this Monday. He’s with
his family somewhere in England, far away.”

“Great. There’s nothing special here, at least as far as I can
see.”

“And how far can you see – whoever you are,” Craven’s voice said
behind them. “Abel, how nice to see you. Have you come to see
me?”

“No!” Abel hissed.

“No? And who’s that friend of yours?”

“I’m Joey.”

“Joey … what exactly are you doing with my papers?”

“Going through them?” Unlike Abel, Joey wasn’t exactly afraid of
Craven. “You don’t have a good filing system, have you?”

“My system is perfect, I know where to find everything and
people going through the papers can’t find anything.”

Joey just grinned and lifted some of the papers on the desk.
“Let me introduce you to my system.” He threw them in the air,
scattering them across the room. “Just hope you find everything
when you need it.”

“You!” Craven cried out, staring at the mess Joey had created.
“You’re paying for this.”

“Joey, watch out!” Abel screamed, as Craven pushed him aside and
launched himself at the young man.

Joey stumbled backwards, he wasn’t the best possible fighter.
Craven managed to grab his sweater, pulling him closer and lifting
a hand to hit him. Without knowing what he was doing, Abel picked
up a book from a shelf besides him and threw it at the secretary,
distracting him.

“I’ll deal with you later, Abel,” the man growled, still holding
Joey.

Suddenly something inside Abel snapped. He jumped forward and
started to hit every piece of Craven’s body he could reach.
Completely surprised by the gentle young man’s change in behaviour,
the secretary let go of Joey and was slowly shoved towards the
desk. It took him a couple of minutes to realize he still was the
stronger one. Once he had realised it, though, he unceremoniously
grabbed Abel’s wrists and held him at arm’s length.

“Don’t do that again, Abel, you’re a very bad boy.”

With those words he threw the younger man backwards. Abel hit
the far wall with a solid thud and lost his conscience for a
moment. But the time he’d fought Craven had not been wasted. Both
Jeff and Andrew ran into the room mere seconds later. Now Craven
was facing two more enemies.

“Touch me and you lose your contract,” the secretary pointed out
coldly.

“Let me show you where you can shove your contract,” Jeff
answered.

For the first time they saw Craven worried. While the man could
surely deal with Joey and Abel, both not exactly the best fighters,
he couldn’t deal with someone like Jeff as easily. The drummer had
been in the high school football-team and still worked out
regularly. In addition to that Jeff was still pissed about Hazel
and he knew Craven had taken part in this as well. He ran for his
desk, but Jeff was faster, snatching a piece of his jacket and
pulling him back forcefully.

“Oh no, you’re staying here. We still have a lot of things to
talk about.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then let me explain to you … Joey, Andrew, take Abel outside.
What comes next might not be suitable for his nerves.”

Swallowing, the two friends nodded and lifted the still
unconscious third up. They quickly left the room, leaving Craven
and Jeff alone.

“I just hope he doesn’t do something messy,” Joey said as they
leaned against the wall, supporting Abel who slowly returned to
consciousness.

“Yes. But on the other hand we’re going to burn this house down,
it doesn’t matter how messy the office gets.”

“Speaking of the office, we found a list of other vampires among
Morado’s papers.”

“Great. Did you take it?”

“Are zombies absolutely brainless?” Joey countered with another
question.

“Mostly.”

“Think again.”

Andrew grinned. “So you took it.”

“Of course, just in case. Maybe you can make a career out of it
… you know, hunting vampires and that.”

“Let’s cross this bridge once we get to it. For the moment
getting rid of Morado would be enough for me.”

“What are you talking about?” Abel asked. “What happened?”

“Jeff wants to take on Craven alone,” Andrew told him. “I almost
pity that bastard.”

“Hm.”

The door besides them opened and Jeff stepped out. There were
some blood stains on his clothes. While Abel avoided looking into
the room, Joey and Andrew glanced inside. They both turned slightly
green.

“Really, Jeff, I never thought you were such a splatter fan,”
Joey said. “There’s not enough left to identify that guy.”

“That’s exactly the reason why I did it,” Jeff answered. “I
gutted him first, then I took great care of cutting the body up as
much as possible.”

“You didn’t have to go into detail, Jeff,” Andrew pointed out,
turning a bit greener. “First of all it’s obvious and second it’s
quite disturbing.”

“Well, maybe I got a bit carried away,” Jeff admitted, looking
back. “But I thought of Hazel and simply couldn’t stop before I had
the feeling that I’d thoroughly destroyed him.”

“You sure did,” Joey said, staring at the mortal remains – if it
could be described like that – of Josh Craven. “There wouldn’t be
enough of him left for a descent burial anyway. Let’s give him an
cremation, once we’re done with Morado as well.”










Chapter 20
The Vampire's Lair


With Craven out of the way, there was at least one problem less
to deal with, but they all realized that the secretary had been a
very small problem. Morado would be a good deal harder to kill.

“Have you found any trace of him in the mansion?” Joey asked,
while they were waiting for Hazel in the kitchen.

“No,” Andrew answered. “He probably sleeps in another secret
room somewhere. It would have been too nice, if he’d just been
sleeping in one of the rooms upstairs.”

Abel nodded gloomily. He had no idea where the second secret
room might be – they had not been able to find a blueprint of the
mansion, since it had been build somewhere in Europe and
transferred to the States. Morado probably kept those plans in a
safe. And since they didn’t know where he slept, they didn’t know
where to expect him to turn up either.

“Can he feel the death of his ‘pet’?” Abel wondered aloud.
“Because if he can, he knows we’re here – or at least someone is
here to kill him.”

“If he could feel it,” Joey said, “he would already be here. He
isn’t forced to sleep during the day, Hathor told us about that.
And he’s in no danger of too much sun inside the house.”

“You’re right,” Andrew agreed. “The sun is going down in fifteen
minutes. Hazel should be here a few seconds afterwards, she’s just
outside the premises.”

“But nevertheless Morado could be here faster. He’s already
inside the house.” Jeff looked around.

“At least, that’s what we think,” Abel said suddenly. “We expect
him to be in the house because he has a secret room in it – and
there could be more of course. But there is one more building on
the ground: the old coach house and stable. Maybe he’s hidden
somewhere there. He can move very fast and during the sunset we
usually were occupied with other things. It’s just a couple of
steps and he’s at the back door. To him that would be fractions of
a second.”

“Well, I’m not sure about that,” Joey pointed out, “the driver
is in and out of that building regularly.”

“Yes, but he only stays in the right part of it, where the cars
are kept. On the left side, in the old stable, there could be
another hidden room. He doesn’t have to sleep in the earth or in a
basement, just somewhere out of the sun.”

They all went completely silent as they looked out of the window
towards the old coach house and saw the sun set behind it. Somehow
they expected one of the old doors to open and the vampire to run
out of it towards the house. It didn’t happen. The first and only
un-dead person coming to the backdoor was Hazel, who walked in and
was quite surprised to find all of the boys staring out of the
window.

“Hey, what did I miss?” she asked Joey who stood beside her.

“Huh? Oh, Hazel, it’s you. Did you see or somehow feel Morado
out there?”

“No. I can feel he’s somewhere near, but I can’t say where he
is. Jeff, will you explain to me why you’ve got blood on your
clothes?”

“He went a bit insane when he dealt with Craven,” Andrew
answered, turning slightly green again.

“We really will have to talk about that later,” Hazel told her
boyfriend. “If I’m the un-dead in our relationship, it should be me
who spills the blood, not you.”

“I don’t think he’s bloodthirsty,” Abel said while the rest
stared unbelievingly at her. “He just was pissed about Craven. Do
you think you can find Morado?”

“No. But somehow I’m sure he’ll find us.”

“At least we can choose the battlefield this way,” Joey said,
turning to them. “Let’s get moving, the kitchen isn’t ideal. We
should try to get to the entrance hall where we’ll be able to
attack him from various positions.”

They moved quickly through the corridors, Jeff taking the lead
and Hazel protecting their backs. Abel, who’d landed in the middle,
tried to calm down. He hated fighting, but he realized that he
hated loosing friends and family-members even more. He had to
fight, for himself and for the others. Gripping the stake in his
hand tighter, he tried to recall where the best place to put it in
would be. He wasn’t very strong and unsure whether he’d make it, if
he hit a rib.

 

They reached the entrance hall without incident. Slowly they
spread, even though they didn’t know where the vampire was going to
appear.

“Where is he?” Jeff asked after a while. “He must know where we
are.”

“Well, we may choose where to fight,” Andrew answered, “but he
will choose when to do it.”

“Great.”

After that short exchange, they went silent again. Abel looked
around, trying to guess where Morado might be. If he slept in the
house, he probably would not come down from the first floor.
Unfortunately, three corridors ended in the entrance hall.

He had guessed wrong, as they found out a couple of minutes
later when the vampire suddenly landed between them, having jumped
down from the first floor. With a growl he attacked Hazel – she was
the strongest adversary after all. Jeff, seeing his girlfriend
being attacked, gave a loud battle-cry and rushed to her side. Joey
took a few steps back, he already was too close. Andrew seemed torn
between using the gun – while bullets surely wouldn’t kill the
vampire, they might injure or distract him – and trying to stake
the man from behind. He chose the latter, unfortunately.

Staking someone from behind is far more difficult than from the
front, the ribs are more solid at the back. Morado surely couldn’t
miss the feeling of being stabbed in the back. With a roar, he
threw Hazel back against Jeff, turned around and wrenched the stake
from Andrew’s hand. Then he grabbed the young man’s throat and
tried to strangle him.

Jeff cut him with the katana from behind, turning the vampire’s
attention back to the two strongest adversaries. Andrew was thrown
away, landing in a heap on the floor and Abel ran over to him.

“Are you alright?” he asked, very worried.

“Felt better,” Andrew answered, paling rather quickly. “Get back
to the fight!”

Nodding, Abel turned back and stared at the trio battling in the
middle of the entrance hall. Hazel and Jeff were trying their best
to keep Morado busy, Joey was keeping out of their way. He slowly
edged over to Abel.

“We’ve got to do something, Abel,” he hissed.

“I know. They’re equally strong, but Jeff can’t fight as long as
the vampires and Morado has more experience at using his
powers.”

“I’ll try to get to him now.”

Joey moved away again and Abel’s eyes followed him. He saw his
friend moving towards the vampire, the stake in his hand. Then,
without any warning, Morado turned around, grabbed Joey’s arm and
easily pulled him off the floor. He took the stake, threw Joey back
and suddenly pinned Hazel to the ground, driving the stake deep
into her heart. Immediately the girl went still.

Seeing his girlfriend dead or unconscious on the floor, drove
Jeff over the edge. With a loud, inarticulate scream he lunged at
the vampire, trying to behead him. Morado stepped out of the way
easily. Jeff stumbled past him and received a hit in the back,
sending him down as well.

“Now it’s only us, Abel,” Morado mused, staring at his former
victim. “Are you going to try and stake me as well?”

Was he?, Abel asked himself. What could he do, if even Hazel and
Jeff didn’t succeed? But he couldn’t go back to being Morado’s toy
– or even worse: becoming his ‘pet’, now that Craven was gone. That
would be worse than being dead.

Gripping the stake tightly in his hand, Abel ran towards the
vampire, seeing the amused smirk on Morado’s lips. He had no chance
and he knew it, so why was he attacking? The vampire didn’t even
try to disarm him, he just swatted Abel away like a pesky insect.
The young man landed hard on the floor, losing his stake, feeling
something in his back. Blindly feeling around, he realized what it
was and grabbed it, but did not move.

Morado made his way towards him, now grinning evilly. “If you
want them to survive, be a good little slave and come with me
now.”

Abel didn’t move, his fingers now grabbed the thing underneath
his body strong enough to hurt. Morado bowed over him. The
vampire’s hand had almost reached him when he suddenly rolled
around, drawing the katana from underneath him and swinging it in a
wild arc towards Morado…

 

It should not have worked, not with a rather weak person
wielding the blade and trying to hit almost at random, but it did.
The blade hit Morado’s neck close to his chin, cutting through the
spine as if it were straw-covered bamboo. Abel was sprayed with
blood and the head almost hit him, as Morado’s body collapsed on
him.

Shoving the corpse off him, Abel got up, looking around. Joey
and Jeff were still out, Andrew had managed to get up, but had to
hold on to something. He tried not to put weight on his left leg.
Quickly Abel walked over to Hazel and grabbed the stake in her
heart. If Hathor had told them the truth, the girl wasn’t dead. He
pulled as hard as he could and, after a few tries, managed to pull
it out. Staggering back, he looked at Hazel’s body, praying for her
to wake up soon.

For a few minutes nothing happened. Abel walked over to Jeff who
sported a rather large dent on the forehead, but looked fine
otherwise. Joey was moaning and cursing softly under his breath, so
he had to be conscious again. Andrew just shook his head in
disbelief. Just as he turned back to Hazel, the hole in her chest
started closing and she moved.

“Staking might not kill a vampire, but it’s not fun, it hurts
like hell” she said, staring at Morado’s headless body. “So Jeff
made it.”

“No,” Andrew answered before Abel could say anything, “Abel made
it. He beheaded Morado after Jeff was knocked out.”

Hazel gave Abel a bright smile. “I knew you were stronger than
you thought.”

“We have to go on with the plan,” Andrew reminded them. “We
still have to burn the house and we must take Jeff and Joey out
before. They don’t seem to be able to move now.”

“And by the looks of it,” Hazel added, “you can’t help.”

“Well, I think my ankle’s just been twisted, but I can hardly
stand, much less walk or carry someone.”

Hazel walked over to Jeff, picked him up and threw him over her
left shoulder. Then she moved to Joey and picked him up too.

“Abel, help Andrew.”

Nodding at her, Abel went to Andrew and supported his left side.
Together they made it out of the main entrance and even down the
steps. Hazel carried the other two down and told Andrew to watch
over them.

“We’ll have to do the rest, Abel,” she said then. “Each of us
takes half of the house.”

Hazel went back to the car and brought the Ghee. Together they
started drenching Morado’s body in it, spreading the rest of it
throughout the house afterwards. But it was Hazel who started the
fire in one of the rooms in the first floor. She simply could move
faster.

By the time the house had started burning, Joey was on his legs
again, he still had a headache, but was fine otherwise. Jeff was
still unconscious, but was breathing regularly. Andrew said he
could move better, even though he was still limping. So they
decided to disappear from the place before the fire fighters
arrived.










Chapter 21
'Crimson Stars' End?


Jeff woke up close to sunrise. Hazel had already left to spent
the day in the basement of the video store. Joey had left as well,
he wanted to nurse his injuries and his headache at home. Andrew
had settled down in his room with some ice for his ankle and Abel
was more or less keeping watch at Jeff’s bed.

“Hey,” Jeff murmured softly, looking around. “Why are we
back?”

“It’s over,” Abel answered. “Morado is dead and the mansion is
burning.”

“Who killed him?” The young man felt himself blushing at that
question. “You?” Jeff guessed, very surprised.

“It was pure chance.”

Suddenly the drummer smiled. “You’re stronger than you think,
Hazel was right about that … Hazel … where is she? Is she…?”

“Dead? No. She’s gone back to the basement for the day. Once I
removed the stake, she woke up again.”

“Good. What has happened to me?”

“You hit your head really hard.”

“Hazel would say that’s not tragic, because there’s no brain to
damage.”

“Well, she would be right.”

“Very funny, Abel. Now let me sleep, I’ve got a
killer-headache.”

“Joey has one, too. Andrew has a twisted ankle, but apart from
that we were doing fine.”

“Not bad for the first vampire hunt, huh?”

“As far as I’m concerned,” Abel said, walking towards the door,
“that could have been the last.”

“We’ll talk about that in a few days.”

 

The next day the fire at the mansion was all over the news.
Obviously, the fire department had gotten a call rather late and
most of the building had burned down before they arrived. After
realizing that there was no way to save the house or to go inside,
they had just made sure the fire didn’t spread. But there was no
word about corpses found inside. Maybe Morado had burned
completely, he had been an old vampire after all. But there was no
talk about Craven as well.

A few hours after the news were out, they got a call from one of
the other ‘Crimson Stars’ bands. Their leaders wanted to talk about
the future of the label. They met with the others to discuss
it.

“We can’t just let the label get destroyed,” the lead singer of
the ‘Crows’ said.

“How can you be sure Mr. Morado is dead?” the lead singer of the
‘Sirens’ countered. “He might turn up again.”

“Come on, Morado doesn’t leave his house, ever. It doesn’t
matter they did not find the body. He’s dead.”

“If he is,” Jeff pointed out, “what can we do?”

“We can take the label over,” the lead singer of the ‘Crows’
offered. “Most of us have done the whole planning stuff on their
own in the past. We can hire a manager, if we really need him. Have
you ever really read your contracts? We all own a part of the label
actually, as long as we play for them. We still do, so it’s ours
now.”

“If that’s true,” Jeff said, “we should do it. But I want a
lawyer to look over the contracts.”

“Granted.”

While they went on discussing, Abel slipped out of the room and
left the studio, in which they had met. He stood in front of the
building and looked up into the blue sky. To him it didn’t matter
whether they could legally take over the label. It would be nice to
still have a job, but he was just happy to be free of Morado and
Craven now.

Andrew joined him outside. “What are you thinking of this
idea?”

“Do you think we can keep the label going? That’s a bit more
difficult than just managing a band.”

“Well, we can hire a manager. We would still be the owners.”

“It’s all the same to me at the moment,” Abel admitted. “I’m
just glad to be free of Morado.”

“Yes, I can understand that,” Andrew admitted. “You are a better
fighter than you think. You just have to train a bit more.”

“I don’t want to fight again.”

“But you do remember the list Joey found, don’t you?”

“Why do we have to hunt them down?”

“Because no one else would believe they exist. Superstition
isn’t exactly mainstream these days.”

Abel didn’t answer. He realized that Andrew did have a point
there. Only very few people did believe in vampires – while still
being complete sane. And the vampires who had worked with Morado
weren’t the nice kind, unlike Hathor. They had wanted – and
probably gotten – pets, enslaved humans.

“What do you think will happen to Jeff and Hazel?”

Andrew shrugged. “They’ll have to work their relationship out
for themselves. Maybe Hazel should change him, then they could be
together for eternity.”

“Maybe.” Abel turned towards the studio again. “How long will
that take?”

“Jeff will come out soon, they’ve already decided to let a
lawyer check up on the contracts. If we really own shares of the
company – and I’m not sure we do – we could have our own label
soon. Otherwise we’ll just have to hope that the person taking over
the label will still want the old bands to stay.”

 

Abel decided to meet with Joey in the evening while Jeff and
Andrew were talking about the plan to take over ‘Crimson Stars’ and
Hazel was chatting with Hathor. They walked to the cemetery where
Hazel was going to stay from now on, she had finally managed to
control the change last night and found it safer to sleep in one of
the tombs.

“It’s nice here,” Joey said after a while, “if you’re a
vampire.”

“At least it’s very calm, even during the day.”

“What do you think about hunting the other vampires on the list
down?”

“I don’t want to go on fighting,” Abel admitted.

“I can’t say, I’m looking forward to another headache either,
but I think it’s necessary. Vampires like Hathor are okay, but what
if the other kind takes over the world one day.”

“They could have taken over the world ages ago, Joey, they’ve
always existed.”

“Slavery is still wrong.”

Abel had to admit that this was right. “But why us?”

“Fate?”

“Can you escape fate?”

“I don’t think so, not in the long run.”

Abel turned around. “I’m not ready for such a decision yet. I
killed Morado because that was the only way to be free again. I’m
not sure I could muster the same hate towards other vampires.”

“You don’t have to decide now,” Joey pointed out. “Just think
about it for a while, okay?”

“Okay.”

 

And Abel thought about it. While the others were more concerned
with the future of ‘Crimson Stars’, since they couldn’t get
together enough shares to take the label over, he thought about the
possible future as a vampire hunter. For the moment he didn’t think
he could face other vampires, not even the nice kind. Hathor, who
had offered a meeting to Hazel, surely wasn’t a second Morado, but
he didn’t want to accompany the rest of the group to meet her. In
the end it was Andrew who more or less forced him into coming with
them.

Hathor turned out to be a rather young woman with a honeyed
complexion, black hair and dark eyes. She surely looked like an
Egyptian. They talked to her for quite a while, finally Abel just
left the group behind and fled to be alone with his thoughts.

“You don’t want to spent the rest of your life fighting, do
you?” a soft voice behind him asked. Hathor had followed him. “No
one can understand that better than me. I have spent the centuries
of my life gathering knowledge. But you and your friends managed to
bring down one of the most powerful and dangerous of my kind. And
it was you, not one of them, who killed him. You are strong.”

“I’m not strong, I was just lucky. And I saw them all going
down. I don’t want to go through that again.”

“It is your decision, Abel. But sometimes fate forces us into
certain roles. You are both brave and sensitive, a very rare
combination. Together with your friends you could make the world a
better place.”

“Yes, maybe we could. But only after we know what the future
holds for us.”

“No one ever knows what the future holds for him or her, that
much I’ve learned during my long lifetime.”

 

The End?
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