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Prologue 

They huddled in the dark like hunted animals, more than a dozen of them, 

enduring the bitter cold of a summer night in the high desert. They carried 

backpacks, paper shopping bags, garbage sacks, gallon jugs of water. They

wore blue jeans and battered sneakers, hooded sweatshirts and hand-me-

down jackets. 

Mia sat on the rocky ground, clutching her backpack between her 

knees. Strangers sat to her left and right. Her hood was cinched tightly 

around her face, revealing only deep-brown eyes and a finely sculpted 

nose. She combed back an errant wisp of black hair with her finger then 

jammed her hands back into the warmth of her armpits.

She sat there with the rest of them, waiting for the border-patrol 

truck to leave. 

The man next to her leaned in and said, “Hola. You speak 

English?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Bueno. Will you practice English with me?” She looked at him 

and saw he was about her age, seventeen at the oldest. He had a round face

and an unkempt mop of black hair, and his skin was deep brown. He held 

a dog-eared Spanish-English dictionary. He smiled at her, and she smiled 

back. “My name is José.”

“I’m Mia,” she said. She briefly grasped his hand and found it 



warm and soft. She smiled again. 

“Are you here alone? Where is tu familia—your family?” 

“The only family I have left is in America.”

“Your English is very good.” 

“Thank you.”

“Are you… what is the word? Emocionado? For…for go to 

America?”

“Excited?” She shrugged. “Yes. More scared. But excited, too.” 

The wall was a line in the darkness, a twenty-foot-high scab of 

rusting corrugated steel segregating northern Mexico from southern New 

Mexico. A hundred feet north, the Chihuahuan Desert became American 

soil. 

Crouched among the low desert scrub, the immigrants couldn't see 

the border-patrol truck as it bounced along the dirt road on the American 

side of the wall, but they saw the glow of the headlights and heard the 

engine growl. They waited patiently, and finally the headlights receded 

and disappeared. The night was again complete. 

The coyote, the smuggler, stood up. His face was lined and 

weathered, pocked with acne scars. His mouth was unreadable under his 

mustache. He stood still for a moment, watching and listening. Finally he 

waved his hand and whispered, “Ahora. Andale.” He gestured the group to

their feet. They shuffled single file down a low, sandy slope to the wall. 

The coyote reached a spot on the wall. After a moment of 

searching with his flashlight, he pried up a section of the corrugated steel. 



He gestured toward the tiny triangular hole in the border fence. One by 

one, they knelt and crawled on their hands and knees to America. 

The coyote stared at Mia as she wriggled through the tiny opening.

She suppressed a shudder. Standing up on the other side of the wall, she 

brushed the dirt from her jeans as she looked around at the star-filled sky. 

America. 

The coyote came through last. He stood, straightened his cowboy 

hat, looked around, and motioned them forward. 

They walked north in the darkness for twenty minutes. When they 

reached a predetermined spot, the coyote motioned them to stop. They 

waited expectantly. Mia jammed her hands in her armpits again and 

stamped her feet to ward off the cold. 

The coyote turned his flashlight on, off, on, off. In response, 

headlights appeared in the darkness. 

It was a white delivery van, a truck cab attached to a boxy cargo 

bed with a roll-up door, the kind of thing that delivered produce or 

furniture. It sat idling, parked along a dirt track road in the middle of the 

desert. The group headed down a rocky slope and across a narrow wash to 

reach the waiting truck. 

The coyote counted heads. Satisfied, he motioned to the truck. The 

driver climbed out of the cab and looked over the crowd. His skin was 

pale in the headlights, and a jagged scar ran from his hairline to his chin. 

He looked Mia up and down. For the second time that night, she felt the 

gut-crawling sensation of being evaluated like a cut of meat. 



“Everybody in the truck,” said the driver, with the fainest hint of a 

Spanish accent. 

The immigrants threw their packs up onto the waist-high loading 

gate before climbing up. They settled in, sitting with their backs against 

the wall of the cargo bed. Mia’s new friend José made a step with his 

hands and helped her up. She put her hand on his head for support and 

fleetingly felt his clean, silky hair tickling her palm. She turned around to 

help him up. 

“Not you,” said the driver. 

José turned around. “Why?” 

“Because I’m hungry.” He grabbed the boy by his silky black hair 

and wrenched his head back.

The boy yelled in protest, more anger than fear. His throat arched 

upward. He fought, but he was powerless against the driver’s arms; it was 

like fighting a pneumatic press. The driver opened his mouth to reveal 

knife-like canine teeth. He leaned down and tore into the boy’s neck. 

Blood sprayed in the red glow of the truck’s taillights. 

Mia screamed. The immigrants in the truck came awake like a 

frightened herd, crying out in fear and outrage.

The coyote pulled a pistol. “Everybody stay put.”

The sound of the driver’s rhythmic swallowing seemed impossibly 

loud. The boy struggled like a fish on a harpoon, less and less as his life 

drained away. He breathed his last breath with his eyes wide open, staring 

at Mia. 



She stared back in horror. 

Finished with his meal, the driver dropped the corpse at his feet. 

He grinned crazily, blood dripping from his teeth, riming his mouth like 

smeared lipstick and coating his chin. He wiped the blood from his face 

with the back of his hand. “Some merchandise always falls off the truck,” 

he said matter-of-factly.

While the coyote continued to cover the prisoners with his pistol, 

the driver reached up and grabbed the rope pull on the cargo door. Before 

the door rolled shut, he smiled one more time, deliberately showing his 

bloody, needle-sharp fangs. 

“Bienvenidos a América.” 

He slammed the door shut. 



Chapter One

You couldn’t see him, but he was there. 

Alex Rains lay among the scrub brush on a low, sandy ridge, in the

middle of the southern New Mexico desert. He wore a sniper’s head-to-toe

camouflage suit, adorned with shreds of burlap and bits of leaves. Viewed 

from five feet away he was invisible, vanishing completely into the 

surrounding mesquite and tumbleweed. 

White clouds churned through the blue sky above him, 

intermittently blotting out the afternoon sun. The wind over the landscape 

made a low, constant hiss.

With a hunter’s patience, he raised his binoculars to his eyes and 

focused on the house.

It was a modest prefab home, plopped down in the middle of 

nowhere, devoid of landscaping or any other trappings of habitation. A 

large metal outbuilding and a black sedan were the only other signs of 

humanity. A dirt driveway trailed off toward the horizon.

Nothing moved. The curtains were drawn shut, the house silent. 

Alex lowered the binoculars from his eyes and wiped the sweat from his 

brow. He made a brief notation in a battered notebook and raised the 

binoculars again. 

In the distance he heard a car engine, a low growl. He refocused 

the binoculars on a yellow muscle car as it tore up the dirt driveway. A 



rooster tail of dust rose in its wake. Alex wrote in his notebook, 3:35 p.m. 

Woman arrives in yellow 1966 Pontiac GTO. 

He watched as the car skidded to a stop next to the house. The car 

door opened. A black haired, dark-skinned woman stepped out of the car. 

“Well, goddamn, look at you,” whispered Alex, with an almost comical 

cowboy drawl. He smirked as he adjusted the focus of the binoculars. 

“Ain’t you about hotter’n a two-dollar pistol.”

She wore jeans and a black T-shirt. A rope of onyx hair fell down 

her back. As she glanced out over the desert, Alex caught a glimpse of her 

face. She was a harsh beauty, angular as a hatchet, the color of chocolate. 

Beneath a broad, flat nose, her full lips were set into a determined line. 

She scanned the desert with dark eyes, squinting against the sun, then 

turned back toward the house. 

She drew a pistol from her waistband, pulled back the slide, and 

approached the house.

“Darlin’, just what in the hell are you up to?” 

Through the binoculars, he watched her storm up to the front door 

of the house. She banged on it with the flat of her hand. The muted thump 

reached Alex’s ears with a half-second delay. 

The door opened. Alex couldn’t see who was inside, but they 

admitted the black-haired woman. The door shut behind her. 

He panned the binoculars across the windows of the little house, 

seeing only closed curtains. Seconds ticked by. 

A gunshot rang out. Then four more in quick succession. Then a 



scream. 

“Ah, goddamn it,” Alex said. He lay, frozen in indecision. He 

scowled and ran a hand over his clean-shaved chin.

Another scream, long and wrenching, trailing off into a moan of 

pure despair. 

“Shit. Goddamn it.” He paused for another second. “Shit.” He 

stood up and pulled off the camouflaged suit. Underneath he wore blue 

jeans and a blue Hawaiian shirt, patterned with white palm trees, 

unbuttoned over a white tank top. 

A short sprint brought him to a shallow valley, hiding a Ford 

Bronco so sun-bleached and rusted it could have originally been any color.

He fell into the driver’s seat and turned the key. At the same time, he 

reached over to the passenger’s seat for his battered white cowboy hat, 

which he jammed onto his head. The engine started, and he gunned the 

throttle. The Bronco crashed over the low dunes and tore a path through 

the brush. 

Alex skidded the truck to a stop next to the yellow Pontiac and 

jumped out amid a cloud of dust and grit. From the backseat, he grabbed a 

katana in a black lacquered scabbard and tucked it into a specially made 

leather loop on his belt. He snatched up a short-barreled pump shotgun 

and dashed to the house. 

It was eerily quiet inside. Alex pressed his back against the siding 

next to the doorway. He took three quick breaths and turned to face the 

door. 



He angled the shotgun’s barrel toward the doorknob and pulled the 

trigger. The shotgun roared, and the latch disintegrated. He kicked the 

ruined door aside and brought up the gun as he shouldered his way 

through the door. 

The house was dark, lit only by the daylight spilling through the 

open door and the glow escaping from around the drawn curtains. 

The woman lay curled on the floor, her hands cuffed behind her 

back. The vampire was hunched over her in the middle of the living room, 

as if kissing her on the neck. A coffee table sat upended, and a pistol lay 

among the glossy magazines sprawled across the floor. 

The vampire was barefoot and shirtless, wearing only sweatpants. 

He raised his head, revealing the jagged scar that ran the length of his face.

He bared his bloody teeth. 

Blood spurted rhythmically from the girl’s neck. She lay 

motionless on the floor, her hair arranged around her head like a glossy 

black halo. 

The hunter fired. The vampire dove for cover behind the couch 

while buckshot hummed above his head. Alex put two shots through the 

couch as he circled. White stuffing exploded into the air. 

The vampire kicked the couch, which skidded across the hardwood

floor and caught Alex in the shins. He grunted and tumbled forward onto 

the cushions. The shotgun flew from his hands. 

In the same instant, the vampire leapt to his feet and snatched up 

the shotgun. He grinned like a snarling dog, blood drizzling from his chin. 



Alex rolled off the couch as hot lead zinged by his cheek. He hit 

the floor and drew a chrome plated .45 automatic from the small of his 

back. 

The vampire rounded the couch. 

Alex fired from the floor. The big .45 crashed and the vampire’s 

right shoulder exploded in a haze of blood and bone. He screamed in 

agony, dropping the shotgun. Alex put another bullet through the 

vampire’s knee. The creature snarled more than screamed, and toppled to 

the floor. Alex rolled to his feet and blew out the other knee, followed by 

the vampire’s left shoulder.

Splayed out, the vampire wriggled across the floor, painting broad 

stripes of blood on the hardwood. Alex stepped forward and planted a 

dusty snakeskin cowboy boot in the small of the vampire’s back. 

He heard a wheeze, the faintest of noises. He turned. 

The woman stared at him. 

Too weak to lift her head, she gazed up through half-lidded eyes. 

Blood pumped from the tear in her neck. Alex looked from the vampire, to

her, then to the vampire again. He tossed his pistol onto the couch and 

drew his katana. Three feet of Japanese steel, polished to a liquid sheen, 

rose above his head. 

“Fuck you!” growled the thing on the floor.

In response, Alex let the blade fall. His expression never changed. 

The vampire’s head thumped on the floor and rolled until it came to rest 

against the wall. The headless body twitched while a small lake of blood 



spread beneath the severed neck. 

The silence seemed unreal, anticlimactic. A haze of gunpowder 

smoke drifted through columns of sunlight, carved out by the bullet holes 

in the wall. 

Alex sheathed the sword. In an instant he was at the woman’s side. 

He set the .45 down on the floor next to her. “Easy now, darlin’. It’s all 

right,” he whispered, flashing a reassuring smile. With a magician’s 

flourish, he produced a handcuff key seemingly from thin air and unlocked

the cuffs.

He stripped off his Hawaiian shirt, bunched it up, and pressed it 

against the gash in her neck. “You just hold that there, okay sugar? I’ll be 

back in a hot second.” He stood and sprinted outside. In a moment he 

returned with an olive-green canvas medic’s kit. He slapped a packet of 

QuikClot against her neck and covered it with gauze and taped it down. 

He started an IV drip in her arm. “Don’t you worry. You’re gonna be just 

fine.” When he turned back to the first-aid kit, the handcuffs caught his 

eye. “Kinda weird this guy havin' handcuffs just layin’ around.” 

“They’re mine,” he heard the woman say. When he turned his 

head, he saw his own gun pointing at his face. “Police,” she said. “Don’t 

fucking move.” 

“Well”—Alex chuckled as he raised his hands—“ain’t that a 

pisser?” 



Chapter Two

“Turn around,” said the woman. Her voice was harsh but smooth, without 

a trace of an accent. Her dark eyes flashed angrily, and the black hair fell 

in her face.

“Whatever you say, darlin,’” he said. “I’m just tryin’ to help. You 

just lost a heap of blood. They’re thirsty buggers.” 

“They?”

“Aw, shit. You know. Vampires.” 

“Bullshit.” 

Over his shoulder, Alex said, “Honey, why else would that man 

wanna drink your blood?”

“Because he was a sick fuck?” 

“Ain’t no denying that. He was sick all right. Guess I cured him, 

though.”

“You cut off his head.” 

“Cured him, didn’t it? Nothin’ else does the trick. ’Cept fire or 

sunlight. I tell you what. Let’s drag him out into the sunlight, and if he 

bursts into flames, well, then you owe me a Coke.” 

“Shut up. Put your hands behind your head.” 

Alex laughed. “So, what’s a nice girl like you doin’ in a place like 

this?”

“I said shut up. Put your hands behind—” The woman sat up and 



tried to stand. Bad idea. Her vision spotted, and she stumbled. The gun 

wavered.

Alex pounced. In one smooth motion, he grabbed the gun and 

scooped up the woman, depositing her gently back on the floor. He picked 

up one of the far-flung pillows from the couch and slid it under her head.

“Now just hold on,” Alex told her. “Like I said, you’re in rough 

shape. You lost a heap of blood, and that ain’t no joke. You keep fussin’, 

you’re gonna pull out that IV. Now I swear I’m just here to help, okay? 

What’s your name?” 

The woman had no strength left to resist. She sighed. “Carmen.” 

Alex grinned lopsidedly. “Well, ain’t that pretty. I’m Alex. You just

rest easy now.” 

“Don't you even fucking...” her eyelids fluttered and her voice 

trailed away as her head fell back onto the pillow. Alex checked her pulse, 

set the IV bag on the couch, and went exploring. 

A few minutes later, he returned with a laptop, a cell phone, a stack

of paperwork, and a paper bag with $23,000 in cash. He left them all in a 

pile by the door.

Alex gently picked Carmen up in his arms. 

She came to as he carried her toward the door. He was a blur, more

of an impression. Lean, lanky. Whip thin. Despite that, she felt the strength

in his arms as he effortlessly carried her out of the house. He maneuvered 

her through the doorway, and sunlight exploded into her eyes. The desert 

heat enveloped her. It was a feeling of movement, a gentle rocking as he 



carried her…somewhere. She heard a car door, felt hot vinyl against her 

legs. 

“Just you rest easy,” Alex said. “I’ll be back in a tick.” 

He was gone. Carmen fought to stay conscious. She shook her 

head to clear it and looked around. She was in the passenger seat of her 

Pontiac. Faded plastic dashboard. Analog gauges. An IV bag hanging from

the passenger-side roof handle. A black backpack slumped at her feet. She 

leaned down, unzipped the back pocket, and grabbed her cell phone. 

Carmen heard a noise: a hungry, engulfing sound. She looked up 

and over and saw flames churning from the eaves of the house. She 

watched for a second then looked back down at the cell. She tried to dial. 

No signal. 

“Woman!” Alex opened the car door and snatched the phone from 

her hands. “I’m savin’ your life here. Could you just work with me for one

gol-damned second?” He put the phone in his back pocket. 

Alex tossed a duffel bag into the back. Carmen heard the trunk 

open then slam shut. He slid into the driver’s seat and handed her a bottle 

of Gatorade. “Do yourself a favor and get some fluids in your system, 

instead of devoting all your energy to my undoing.” He turned the key, and

the engine growled to life. The Pontiac roared and fishtailed away when he

dropped the clutch. “This car’s got some legs, don’t it? She still got the 

stock 389?” Carmen didn’t respond. Alex shrugged and smiled wryly. 

They drove in silence. After a few minutes, Carmen cracked the 

seal on the Gatorade and drank. She leaned her head against the window 



glass, watching the desert scroll past outside. “What now?” she said. 

“Up to you, I suppose,” answered Alex. He glanced at her before 

returning his eyes to the dusty desert road. “Way I see it, there’s a couple 

options. I could take you home, wherever that might be. But I’m gonna be 

honest—you’re in pretty bad shape. Best thing would be to get you to a 

hospital. But then they’d likely be askin’ you all manner of awkward 

questions about what happened to your neck. Or you could hole up at my 

place and get some rest, and I can get a friend of mine to take a look at 

that bite.” 

Carmen hesitated. “Aw, for Pete’s sake,” Alex said, “If I meant you

any harm, don’t you think I’d have done it by now?”

She rolled her eyes. “Because it’s perfectly obvious that you’re 

such a harmless guy.” 

“Oh, you mean what I did back there? That was just business. And 

hell, you might just want to think about where you’d be now if I hadn’t 

done what I done.”

Carmen didn’t respond. She crossed her arms and leaned against 

the door, avoiding his eyes. 

“You’re one powerful stubborn woman, you know that? You need 

rest, and you need that bite taken care of, and a hospital don’t know how 

to do that. A vampire bite is a mean mother, and they don’t cover that in no

Harvard Med School.” 

He glanced at her again. She was slumped against the passenger 

door. “Hey, you still with me?” He tapped her on the shoulder. She didn't 



respond. 

His lips set in a tight line, he pushed the accelerator down to the 

floor as he pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “Hey, darlin’, it’s 

me,” he said. “I’m gonna need your help. Naw, it’s not me this time. 

Civilian. She got bit. She’s right on the edge. All right. I’ll see what I can 

do for her. Get there as soon as you can.” 

Late-afternoon thunderheads rolled in over the horizon, an 

ominous gray, blotting out the sun. A dark line of shadow crept across the 

landscape. “Aw, shit,” said Alex, “Not now. Can I just get a little 

goddamned sunshine?” 

***

When Carmen finally woke, it was dark outside. She was lying on a couch

in an unfamiliar room. She felt wet and hot… but somehow shivering 

cold. She sat up. 

Alex was there. “Easy now, darlin’. Just lay back down. You got a 

real mean fever. And that bite ain’t lookin’ good. They can go either way, 

and looks like yours went the bad way. What it really needs is some 

sunlight, but we won’t get none of that for a good eight hours, so you gotta

hang on until then. You allergic to any antibiotics?” Carmen shook her 

head. “That’s real good to hear. I got some sulfa here. Won’t stop the 

vampirellae, but it’ll help kill any other infection you might get when a 

fella bites you on the neck.” Carmen put the pills in her mouth. He handed

her a glass of water, and she washed them down. 

She finished the glass and fell back into a fitful sleep. 



Were they dreams or real? Was she awake or asleep? Fantasy 

blended and warped into reality. She thought Alex was standing over her, 

wiping her burning brow with a wet cloth, squeezing her hand. She 

dreamed she had swallowed a spider, and it wanted to eat its way out of 

her. She felt it crawling around on the inside. And he was there again, 

tucking her sweat-soaked hair behind her ear with a calloused finger, 

telling her to hold on. Telling her to live. 



Chapter Three

Carmen woke with a start. She experienced a moment of disoriented panic

before remembering where she was. She sat up and looked around as the 

memories came trickling back. She was still on the couch, with a rough 

army-surplus wool blanket covering her. The room was nearly bare, with 

just the couch she lay on, a thrift-store coffee table, a few folding chairs, a 

TV on a TV stand, and a handful of generic prints on the walls. 

The first hint of dawn peeked through the blinds. She stood 

unsteadily, but better than the day before. The fever seemed to have 

broken during the night. She touched the bandage on her neck and hissed 

in pain. Unless she touched it, it was a low, constant ache. She realized she

was wearing the same clothes, caked with dirt, sweat, and blood. She 

grimaced. 

Carmen wandered barefoot toward the light, through the Spartan 

living room, and into the kitchen. The only sign of habitation seemed to be

a coffee machine and a forest of empty beer bottles. From the kitchen a 

sliding glass door led to a broad wooden deck, furnished with a cheap 

white plastic patio set covered in a layer of grime. She stood in the open 

doorway and looked out.

The sky was gray predawn, the sun still tucked behind the hills. 

The house sat in a shallow valley, closing off the view on two sides. A 

distant mountain range loomed in the east. Birch and cottonwood trees 



dotted the property. Beyond the deck was a rough but green lawn; past that

stood a large garage. 

Alex was out on the lawn, barefoot, wearing loose fitting cargo 

pants and a white T-shirt, practicing some sort of martial art. His back was 

turned. 

Carmen stood in the doorway, watching him, her mind working 

furiously. 

Her car keys were sitting on the kitchen table. She snatched them 

up.

After one last glance at Alex, she hurried to the front door, put her 

hand on the doorknob—and stopped. 

Her hand dropped away from the knob. She paused, sighed, and 

turned around again.  

She set the car keys back where she found them. After a moment, 

she went through the back door and stepped barefoot across the deck. She 

sat down on the top stair. 

His movements were fluid, hypnotic, a dance in slow motion, like 

seaweed in an ocean current. Without the hat, she could see he was only a 

few years older than her, perhaps in his early thirties. His tanned face was 

strong and angular, yet somehow boyish, despite the first hints of smile 

lines at the corners of his blue eyes. His hair was brown fading to blonde, 

cut short but badly in need of a trim. She couldn't help but notice his lean 

build and the compact muscle that stood out on his arms.

He finished his form and bowed toward the rising sun, then turned 



and saw her. “’Morning,” he said. “How you feeling?”

She considered the question for a moment. “I’m alive.” 

Alex gave her a measured look. “How’s the fever?”

“Better.” She noticed his tension, how he never went as far as to 

take his eyes off her. 

“You're just in time to enjoy the sunrise,” he said. “You want 

breakfast?” 

She ran a hand through her greasy hair. “Not really hungry. I’d 

love a shower, though.” 

Alex hesitated. “I’d imagine. Think you’d better wait until we get 

your neck taken care of. Shouldn’t be much longer. How ’bout some 

coffee in the meantime?”

Carmen nodded. “Yeah, I’ll take some coffee.” 

“I’ll bring it out.” 

She sat there, vaguely aware of him watching her from the kitchen 

window. She looked out over the horizon to the east. The sun brimmed on 

the low hills and finally spilled over, spreading pink light across the yard. 

Carmen closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth on her face. 

Inside, Alex watched from the kitchen window as the morning sun 

reached her. He saw her stretch her arms and enjoy the heat. He let out a 

breath he didn’t know he had been holding, and put his pistol back in its 

holster. While he filled the coffee pot with water from the sink, he watched

her lean forward and pull her knees up close to her chest. She moved with 

a lithe, casual ease, and the contours of her back were visible through the 



thin black T-shirt.  After a long moment, Alex blinked and looked down. 

The coffeepot was overfull, water spilling back down the drain. He 

laughed, poured out the excess water, and started the coffee. Then he took 

out his phone and dialed a number. “Yeah, she’s clean,” he said. “Come on

over.” He hung up the phone and opened the window. He yelled, “Sugar?”

She scowled. “Look, I’m not your sugar. My name’s Carmen.” 

 Alex laughed. “No, no, you want sugar in your coffee?” 

After a pause, Carmen said, “Just milk.”

“Sure thing.” A few minutes later, he came out on the deck, now 

wearing jeans, a white T-shirt, boots, and the battered cowboy hat from the

day before. He balanced a plate in one hand and two cups of coffee in the 

other. He hunkered down on the stair beside her. “I got a friend coming 

over. She’s gonna take a look at your neck.” He handed her a mug of 

coffee. 

She sipped at it, but otherwise didn't react. 

“Sure, you’re welcome. Don’t mention it. Now, I gotta say”—he 

talked through a mouthful of scrambled eggs—“I’m curious as all hell 

about what you were doing out in the desert, creeping around a vampire’s 

house. Some kind of police business?”

Carmen pulled her knees up closer to her chest. “Yeah, something 

like that.”

“See, thing is, I went and took a peek at your wallet. ID says, 

‘Carmen Carranza,’ deputy with the Mohave County Sheriff’s 

Department. Way I figure, that puts you a couple hundred miles out of 



your jurisdiction. And your bag looked like it was packed for a few nights’

stay. I don’t mean to pry, but—” 

“Then don’t.” 

He put up his hands. “All right, all right. I just want you to know, if

you’re in some kind of trouble with the vamps, I can help. It’s sorta what I 

do.”

Carmen made a quizzical face. “What's what you do?” 

“Shit, you know. Hunt vampires.” Alex grinned stupidly and sat up

a little straighter. “I'm a vampire hunter.”

“That's...so that's your job?” Carmen looked incredulous. “You 

hunt vampires.” 

Alex nodded. “Yes ma'am. Hunt 'em, kill 'em.”

“Like, full time?” 

 “All the time.”  

She took another sip from the coffee and looked at him sideways. 

“Forgive me if I'm having a hard time with the concept. Do you make 

money at this? Do you have a boss?” 

Alex laughed. “I'm…an independent contractor. And as far as 

money, you know what they say, do what you love, and the money 

follows.” 

“I'm sorry, but at this point I can't help still thinking you’re insane, 

and vampires are a figment of your diseased imagination. But you did save

my life, so I’ll let that slide for now.” 

“Fair enough.” Alex leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. In 



profile, his aquiline nose was slightly upturned, and his lips formed a 

natural sort of pout. “That’s a start. Shit, I didn’t believe it myself at first. 

Lotta folks never do. They’d just rather not. Easier going about their lives, 

not knowing about the things hiding in the dark.” He squinted and looked 

out toward the horizon. “Lord knows there’s times I wish I didn’t know.” 

Carmen cocked her head. “What makes you so sure he was a 

vampire anyway? He looked normal enough to me.” She half smirked. 

“Well, maybe normal is the wrong word. But he was human enough.” 

Alex had finished his plate of eggs. He stood up and stretched, his 

hands in his back pockets, and turned around to face Carmen. “No, he 

wasn’t. I found about that one from a tip from one of my sources. Told me 

there was a vampire living out there in the desert. So I staked the place 

out, and he showed up on the FLIR.”

“FLIR?”

“Forward looking infrared. Heat vision. Normal folks glow like a 

danged Christmas tree. But vampires read just a couple degrees above 

room temperature, so they stick out about like antlers on a duck. I watched

him for a few days, seein’ if any other vamps was gonna come around. But

then you showed up…though I still don’t know why.” 

Carmen looked away and blew on her coffee.

“That sorta threw things off,” Alex continued, “I was planning to 

give it a few more days. Smart thing woulda been to just let him have you.

But I guess I ain’t never been that smart. Wished I’d a had a few hours to 

talk things over with that vamp, see if he could tell me anything worth 



knowing. But, what with you laying there bleeding out, I figured I'd better 

just deal with him.” 

Carmen made an incredulous face. “Well, thank you for helping 

me. Sorry I screwed up your…thing.” 

“Naw. Weren’t nothin’.” 

Alex turned at the sound of tires crunching over the gravel 

driveway. Carmen noted the hand that unconsciously snaked back to rest 

on the pistol he kept holstered in the small of his back, as he walked down 

the gravel path that skirted the house, from the back porch to the driveway

out front. When Alex saw the driver, he let go of the gun and used his 

cowboy hat to wave. “Jenny, darlin’! How the hell are you?”

The van stopped in a cloud of dust. It was a nondescript Ford with 

a two-tone brown paint job, a reinforced bumper, and a row of KC lights. 

The woman who climbed out was in her mid-thirties. She wore 

camouflage BDU pants, a black tank top, and a red bandanna around her 

neck. Her dirty-blond hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. Wraparound

shades perched on top of her head, above a square-jawed, no-nonsense 

face. Muscles stood out on her ranch-tanned arms as she lifted what 

looked like a large orange tackle box from the passenger seat. Tattoos 

covered her from shoulders to wrists. “Alex! How’s it going?” 

“Good! Real good.” He met her with a hug. “Want a beer or 

something?”

“Christ, Alex, it’s seven-thirty in the morning,” she said without 

any real rancor, “Where is she?” 



“She's around back.” Jen followed Alex back down the gravel path 

to Carmen, who now stood on the deck, leaning against the wooden 

railing. Carmen watched Jen warily as she came into view.

Alex said, “Jennifer, this here’s Carmen. Carmen, Jennifer.”

“A pleasure,” said Jen, smiling. “And you can call me Jen.”

“Hello,” said Carmen, guardedly. 

Jen climbed the steps of the deck and set her tackle box down. 

Slowly, like she was approaching a wounded animal, she leaned on the 

railing next to Carmen. She pointed at the bandages. “So, I heard you had 

a rough day. I'm a registered nurse. Alex gave me a call and asked me if I 

could come over and help you out. Do you mind if I take a look?” 

Carmen shrugged. “I don't see why not.” 

Alex’s cell phone vibrated. He looked at the screen. “You think 

y’all can take care of yourselves for a little bit? I got some errands to run.”

Jen opened her tool kit and selected a pair of bandage scissors. 

“Yeah, we’ll be fine.” 

***

A nondescript gray sedan sat parked in a dirt turnout along a lonely 

blacktop highway. At the far edge of the turnout ran a low stone wall that 

overlooked a scenic vista. A brown sign with white lettering explained the 

significance of the spot, for anyone who cared. A man in mirrored 

sunglasses and a brown suit coat stood and smoked a cigarette, indifferent 

to brown sign or the magnificent sunrise unfolding behind him. He was 

bald, with a lean, hawkish face. The wind played with the tails of his coat. 



He examined the dust on his oxfords with absent distaste then looked up 

again at the sound of an engine. 

Alex pulled his old pickup truck off the highway and parked next 

to the sedan. The wind whisked away the dust from his passage. He got 

out and stood up, stretched, and rearranged the cowboy hat on his head. 

“Alex,” said the man. 

“Hey, Cooper.” Alex picked up a cardboard box from the passenger

seat and approached the other man.

“Job’s done?” 

“Yessir. Found ’im right where you said.” 

“That was quick.” 

Alex shrugged. He set the box down on the low stone wall. “Yeah, 

had to change the timetable. Shoulda given it a few more days.” 

“What happened?” 

“Civilian got involved.”

Cooper took a drag. The wind pulled the smoke in a horizontal line

as he exhaled. “Let me guess,” he said. “A pretty girl.” 

Alex grinned sheepishly. “Damn pretty.” 

Cooper frowned. “That was dumb. This is bigger than one girl’s 

life.” 

Alex leaned against the stone wall. “Yeah, I know. Don’t gimme 

the goddamn speech.” 

Cooper paused as if considering, but decided to drop it. “So”—he 

looked down the road—“did you get any intel from the subject?” 



Alex shook his head. The wind gusted, and he held his hat with 

one hand. “Didn’t have no time. Girl was bleedin’ out. Couldn’t help her 

with a live vamp at my back.” Alex paused then cut Cooper off. “Yeah, I 

know, damn it. Dumb. You don’t gotta tell me. Shoulda let the girl die and 

interrogated the subject.”

“Well…” Cooper finished the sentence with a wave of his cigarette

hand. “How many more girls are going to die because of the intel you 

didn’t get from this vampire?” He took a drag.

“Yeah, well, we make our choices, and we gotta live with ’em, 

don’t we?” 

Cooper snorted, an almost laugh. “That’s the truth.” They both 

looked out at the canyon for a moment. “So did you find anything at all?” 

“Got some paper work, a laptop, and a phone.” Alex handed the 

cardboard box to Cooper. “It's all in here. Along with your finders fee, of 

course. The phone got a couple calls last night. I’m all kinds of curious 

about who was callin’.” 

Cooper took a last drag and flicked his cigarette over the ledge. He 

took the box and peered inside. “Well, that’s something. I’ll have my boys 

look this over.” 

“Thanks, Coop.” 

“I’m going to be in South America on business for the next week 

or so. If you need anything, Mack will be in the area.” 

Alex grinned. “I’ll have to drop the old bastard a line.” 

“Oh, by the way,” said Cooper, just as he climbed into his car. 



“The girl. Did she live?” 

“Yeah. She lived.” 

Cooper nodded thoughtfully. After a pause he said, “Happy 

hunting, Alex.” He started the engine and drove off. 

Alex watched the clouds slide across the sky for a moment then 

followed suit. 

***

Jen and Carmen sat in the warm morning sun, side by side on the top step 

of the deck. Carmen winced and tried to hold still as Jen used bandage 

scissors to cut through the gauze around Carmen’s neck. With a sponge 

and warm water, she gently teased the blood-soaked bandage from the 

wound. 

Jen grimaced. “Yeah, you got bit, all right. Let’s see…” The wound

was an ugly black-purple. “It’s definitely infected, but at least it still looks 

localized.” She gingerly rinsed off the layers of dried blood. Whistling 

low, she said, “Carmen, you’re a lucky lady. He only nicked an artery, but 

even so, if Alex had dawdled for another few minutes, you would have 

bled out.” She disinfected the bite with iodine. Carmen made a face, but 

held still. “Okay, I’m going to give you a couple of stitches. This bite is 

pretty dainty by vampire standards, so hopefully the scarring won’t be too 

bad.” 

She closed the wound with four deft sutures. “I’m going to give 

you some blood intravenously,” she continued, “and some antibiotics to 

fight your standard infections, but the thing that’s going to knock down the



vampirellae is sunlight. I want you to get at least an hour of direct sunlight

on the wound today. And again tomorrow. Don’t worry about sunburn. A 

sunburn will kill you slower than this will.” 

Carmen watched as Jen inserted the IV into her forearm. “So is this

what you do?” she asked. “Just drive around and sew people up? Like a 

traveling nurse?”

Jen shrugged. “Yeah, pretty much. I'm basically field support for 

the vampire hunters in the area.” 

“Is…” Carmen hesitated. 

Jen looked up at her. “Is it what?” 

“I mean, is this real? You seem pretty sane. But Jesus, vampires? 

Vampire hunters? Really?” 

 “Believe me, honey. It’s real.” Jen gathered up her tools, putting 

the used bandages and utensils into an orange plastic biohazard bag. She 

closed the lid of the bright orange tackle box. “You want more coffee?”

“Not yet, thank you.” 

Jen stood up, stretched, and crossed the porch to the door. She 

disappeared inside for a moment, returning with a steaming coffee mug in 

her hand. She sat back down next to Carmen. 

Carmen rubbed the red line where the handcuff had dug into her 

wrist. “So what makes a vampire a vampire? Is this some kind of 

psychological thing? Was he just a guy with a blood obsession? Like, if 

you really believe you’re Dracula, then—”

Jen shook her head. “No, it’s not a mental illness. It’s an actual 



thing. He wasn’t a crazy. He was a vampire.” 

“But what…what is it? I mean—” 

“Really depends on how you want to look at it. From a purely 

medical perspective, it’s a virus. Extervirus vampirellaea. Probably the 

closest thing we know to it is rabies. The experts put it in the same family, 

but it’s really its own animal. It basically takes over the host body and 

rewires everything. Muscle fiber, optical nerves, ears, skin, teeth, 

everything. Creates a whole new metabolic system. In a lot of ways, it’s a 

more efficient system than our own, except for a few little things. One, it 

can only run on fresh blood. Two, it has no resistance to UV light.”

“Hence the whole thing about vampires and sunlight.”

“Exactly. It’s fascinating stuff. I could go on all day about modified

cellular respiration pathways and so forth, but you probably don't care 

about all that. And anyway, a lot of it is still kind of a mystery, since no 

reputable researcher will touch it with a pole. A lot of what little we do 

know is fifty or sixty years old.”

Neither one of them said anything for a while. A soft breeze 

whispered through the stand of birch and cottonwood in the back yard. 

Somewhere far away, a hawk screamed. 

Jen sipped her coffee for a moment and then continued, “But like I 

said, it all depends on how you want to look at it. Some people think it’s a 

purely biological phenomenon. Some people think it’s a virus from outer 

space. Some people think it escaped from another dimension. And, of 

course, some people think vampires are demons from hell. The really 



messed up thing is, they all have a valid argument.” 

Carmen leaned back on her hands. “And what do you believe?” 

“Me?” Jen said. “I’m a medical professional. I tend to take a 

rational, evidence-based approach to things. So I’ll just go on thinking of 

it as a virus. It’s easier that way. It raises an interesting question, though.”

“What’s that?”

“If there were demons and devils, creatures of pure evil walking 

the earth, and you could catch one and take a sample and put it under a 

microscope, what would it look like? Would it be that different from you 

and me? Could we even tell the difference?”

“Vampires.” Carmen shuddered. “Christ, like the world wasn't a 

scary enough place before.”

“You said it, hon.” 

Carmen suddenly bit back angry tears. “Oh God, that…

motherfucker. I couldn’t even…I mean, I shot him, for Christ’s sake. He 

was so strong…He just…” She closed her eyes. The tears came, despite 

her best effort, rolling down her high, angular cheeks.

“Hey, it’s all right. It’s gonna be okay.” Jen put an arm around 

Carmen’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault. You had no way of knowing what 

you were up against. And you’re going to get through this.”

“Look at me,” said Carmen, “crying like a little girl. I'm sorry for 

putting all this on you.”

“Nothing to apologize for. That's why I'm here. To help out any 

way I can. There aren't many things in life worse than a vampire attack. 



You have every right to be shook up.” Jen rubbed Carmen’s shoulder. 

“You’re lucky Alex came along. It could have been worse.” 

“Funny, I don’t feel that way.” 

Jen pulled down the bandanna around her neck and raised her 

eyebrows. Her throat was a nightmare of twisted scar tissue. She raised an 

eyebrow. “Hon, it can always be worse.” 

***

After Alex returned, they all gathered around the cheap white plastic patio 

table. Alex brought out more coffee for everyone. They sat quietly, not 

saying much.

Carmen wore a fresh black T-shirt and clean jeans. Her hair was 

still wet from the shower. Jen insisted that she sit with her wound facing 

the sun. “How does that feel?” she asked.

“It burns,” Carmen answered.

“Good. That’s good. Burn it right out.” She took a pack of Camels 

from her pants pocket and lit up, leaning back on the chair’s back legs. 

“So…” said Carmen. “What now?” 

Alex leaned back in his chair as well. He tilted his head forward so

his hat brim kept the morning sun out of his eyes. “Up to you, I guess. 

S’pose we get you back to your life. You can just go on home and forget 

all about vampires.” 

“Aren’t you worried I’ll go to the police about what I’ve seen? 

That I’ll lead them here?”

Alex took a sip from his coffee. “You wanna tell me exactly where 



here is?” 

After a moment’s hesitation, Carmen said, “Okay, good point.” She

was silent for a while. She swirled her coffee, watching the milk mix. “But

I can’t go back home. Not yet.” 

Alex cocked his head. “Why’s that?”

“I still need to find my sister.”

The Devil's Mouth will be available on the Kindle store in April of 2016
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