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Castle in the Desert: Anno Dracula 1977
by Ki m Newmran

The man who had married ny wife cried when he told ne how she died. Junior—Smth Onlrig, Jr., of
the oil and copper Ohlrigs—hadn't held on to Linda rmuch |onger than I had, but their marriage had
gone one better than ours by produci ng a daughter

What ever relation you are to a person who was once married to one of your parents, Racquel Loring
Chlrig was to nme. In Southern California, it's such a comon famly tie you'd think there'd be a
neat little name for it, pre-father or potential-parent. The last tine |I'd seen her was at the
Poodl e Springs bungal ow her nother had given me in lieu of alinony. Thirteen or fourteen going on
a hundred and eight, with a micro-halter top and frayed jean shorts, stretch of still-chubby tumry
i n between, honey-colored hair past the small of her back, an underlip that couldn't stop pouting
wi t hout surgery, binary star sungl asses and a | eather headband with Aztec synbols. She | ooked |ike
a pre-schooler dressed up as a squaw for a costune party, but had the vocabulary of a sailor in
Tijuana and the glittery eyes of a nmagpie with three convictions for aggravated burglary. She'd
asked for noney, to gas up her boyfriend s "sickle," and took ny television (no great |loss) while
I was in the atriumtel ephoning her nother. In parting, she scrawl ed "fuck you, piggy-dad" in red
lipstick on a Spanish mirror. Piggy-dad, that was me. She still had prep-school penmanship, wth
curly-tails on her ys and a star over the i

Last 1'd heard, the boyfriend was gone with the rest of the WIld Angel s and Racquel was back with
Li nda, taking penicillin shots and going with soneone in a rock band.

Now t hi ngs were seri ous.

"My little girl,"” Junior kept repeating, "nmy little girl
He meant Racquel

"They took her away fromne," he said. "The vipers."

Al'l our lives, we've known about the vanpires, if only from books and novies. Los Angel es was the
| ast place they were likely to settle. After all, California is fanous for sunshine. Vipers would
frazzle like burgers on a grill. Now, it was changing. And not just because of affordable
prescription sungl asses.

The dam broke in 1959, about the tinme Linda was serving ne papers, when soneone in Europe finally
destroyed Dracul a. Apparently, all vipers renenbered who they were biting when they heard the
news. It was down to the Count that so nmany of themlived openly in the world, but his continued
unl i fe—and acknow edged position as King of the Cats—kept themin the coffin, confined to joyless
regions of the old world like Transylvania and England. Wth the w cked old witch dead, they
didn't have to stay on the plantation any |onger. They spread.

The first vipers in California were el egant European predators, flush with centuried fortunes and
keen with red thirsts. In the early '60s, they bought up real estate, novie studios, talent
agenci es (cue lots of gags), orange groves, restaurant franchi ses, ocean-front properties, parent
conpani es. Then their get began to appear: American vanpires, newborns with wild streaks. Just as
I quit the private detective business for the second tinme, bled-dry bodies turned up all over town
as turf wars erupted and were settled out of court. For some reason, drained corpses were often
dunped on gol f courses. Vipers made nore vipers, but they al so nmade viper-killers—ncluding such
not ed humani tari ans as Charles Manson—and created new segnents of the entertai nnent and produce

i ndustries. Vanpire dietary requirements opened up whol e new possibilities for butchers and
hookers.

As the Vietnam War escal ated, things went quiet on the viper front. Wrd was that the el ders of
the conmunity began ruthless policing of their own kind. Besides, the cops were nore worried about
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draft dodgers and peace-freak protesters. Now, vampires were just another variety of Los Angel es
fruitcake. Hundred-coffin mausol ea were opening up along the Strip, peddling shelter fromthe sun
at five bucks a day. A swathe of Bay City, boundaried by dried-up canals, was starting to be
called Little Carpathia, a ghetto for the poor suckers who didn't nmake it up to castles and
estates in Beverly Hlls. |I had nothing real against vipers, apart froma deep-in-the-gut crawmy
distrust it was inmpossible for anyone of ny generati on—the WNI guys—+to quell entirely. Linda's
deat h, though, hit nme harder than | thought | could be hit, a full-force ulcer-bursting right to

the gut. Ten years into ny latest retirement, | was at war.

To cel ebrate the bicentennial year, |I'd noved from Poodl e Springs back into ny old Los Angel es
apartnment. | was nearer the bartenders and nedical practitioners to whom| was sol e support. These
days, | knocked about, boring youngsters in the profession with the Sternwbod case or the Lady in

the Lake, doing light sub-contract work for Lew Archer—digging up famly records at county

court houses—er Jim Rockford. Al the cops | knew were retired, dead or purged by Chief Exley, and
| hadn't had any pull with the D.A's office since Bernie Chls's final stroke. | admtted | was a
relic, but so long as ny lungs and |liver behaved at |east eight hours a day | was deternined not
to be a shanmbling relic.

| was seriously trying to cut down on the Canels, but the damage was done back in the puff-happy
'40s when no one outside the cigarette industry knew nicotine was worse for you than heroin. |
told people | was drinking |less, but never really kept score. There were tines, |ike now, when
Scotch was the only soldier that could conplete the nission

Junior, as he talked, drank faster than | did. Hs light tan suit was the worse for a soaking, and
had been worn until dry, winkling and staining around the saggy shape of its owner. His
shirtfront had ragged tears where he had caught on sonethi ng.

Since his remarriage to a wonan nearer Racquel's age than Linda's, Junior had been a fading
presence in the lives of his ex-wi fe and daughter (ex-daughter?). | couldn't tell how much of his
story was from experience and how nuch filtered through what others had told him It was no news
that Racquel was running with another bad crowd, the Anti-Life Equation. They weren't all vipers,
Juni or said, but some, the ringleaders, were. Racquel, it appears, got off on being bitten. Not
sonething | wanted to know, but it hardly cane as a surprise. Wth the notorcycle boy, who went by
the nane of Heavenly Blues but |iked his friends to address himas "M . President," she was
sporting a selection of bruises that didn't look like they'd come fromtaking a bad spill off the
pillion of his hog. For tax purposes, the Anti-Life Equati on was somewhere between religious and
political. | had never heard of them but it's inpossible to keep up with all the latest cults.

Two days ago, at his office—Junior nade a pretense of still running the conpany, though he had to
cl ear every paper clip purchase with R yadh and Tokyo—he'd taken a phone call from his daughter
Racquel sounded agitated and terrified, and claimed she'd nade a break with the ALE, who wanted to
sacrifice her to some el der vanpire. She needed noney—that same old refrain, haunting ne agai n—+to
meke a dash for Hawaii or, oddly, the Philippines (she thought she'd be safe in a Catholic
country, which suggested she'd never been to one). Junior, tower of flab, had witten a check, but
his new wife, smart doll, talked himout of sending it. Last night, at hone, he had gotten another
call from Racquel, hysterical this tine, with scream ng and ot her background effects. They were
com ng for her, she said. The call was cut off.

To his credit, Junior ignored his lawfully-married flight attendant and drove over to Linda's

pl ace in Poodl e Springs, the big house where |'d been unconfortable. He found the doors open, the
house extensively trashed and no sign of Racquel. Linda was at the bottom of the kidney-shaped

swi mm ng pool, bitten all over, eyes white. To set a seal on the killing, soneone had driven an
iron spi ke through her forehead. A croquet nallet floated above her. | realized he had gone into
the pool fully-dressed and haul ed Linda out. Strictly speaking, that was violating the crine scene
but | would be the |ast person to conplain.

He had called the cops, who were very concerned. Then, he'd driven to the city to see ne. It's not
up to ne to say whether that qualified as a smart nove or not.
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"This Anti-Life Equation?" | asked Junior, feeling |like a shanus again. "Did it cone with any
names?"
"I"'mnot even sure it's called that. Racquel nostly used just the initials, ALE. | think it was

Anti-Life Element once. O Anti-Love. Their guru or nabob or whatever he calls hinself is sone
kind of hippie Rasputin. He's one of them a viper. H s name is Khorda. Sormeone over at one of the
studi os—Fraeger or MII| or one of those kids, maybe Bruckhei mer—fed this Khorda sonme noney on an
option, but it was never-never stuff. So far as | know, they never killed anyone before."

Junior cried again and put his arms around nme. | snelled chlorine on his ragged shirt. | felt all
hi s wei ght bearing ne down, and was afraid I'd break, be no use to himat all. My bones are
brittle these days. | patted his back, which made neither of us feel any better. At last, he |et
me go and wi ped his face on a wet handkerchi ef.

"The police are fine people,” he said. He got no argunent from ne. "Poodle Springs has the | owest
crime rate in the state. Every contact |'ve had with the PSPD has been cordial, and |I've al ways
been inpressed with their efficiency and courtesy."

The Poodl e Springs Police Departnent were real tigers when it cane to finding |ost kittens and
di screetly renoving drunken ex-spouses fromfloodlit front |awns. You can trust nme on this.

"But they aren't good with nmurder,"” | said. "Or vipers."

Juni or nodded. "That's just it. They aren't. | know you're retired. God, you nmust be | don't know
how ol d. But you used to be connected. Linda told me how you met, about the \WAde-Lennox case.

can't even begin to imagi ne how you coul d' ve figured out that tangle. For her, you've got to help
Racquel is still alive. They didn't kill her when they killed her nother. They just took her. |
want my little girl back safe and sound. The police don't know Racquel. Well, they do ...and that's
the problem They said they were taking the kidnap seriously, but | sawin their eyes that they
knew about Racquel and the bikers and the hippies. They think she's run off with another bunch of
freaks. It's only ny word that Racquel was even at the house. | keep thinking of ny little girl,
of sands running out. Desert sands. You've got to help us. You ve just got to."

I didn't make prom ses, but | asked questions.
"Racquel said the ALE wanted to sacrifice her? As in tossed into a volcano to appease the Gods?"

"She used a bunch of words. 'Elevate' was one. They all neant 'kill."' Blood sacrifice, that's what
she was afraid of. Those vipers want ny little girl's bl ood."

"Junior, | have to ask, so don't explode. You're sure Racquel isn't a part of this?"
Juni or made fists, like a big boy about to get whipped by soneone half his size. Then it got
through to the back of his brain. | wasn't nmaking assunptions |ike the PSPD, | was asking an

i mportant question, forcing himto prove hinself to ne.

"If you'd heard her on the phone, you' d know. She was terrified. Renmenber when she wanted to be an
actress? Set her heart on it, nagged for |essons and screen tests. She was—what ?—el even or twel ve?
Cute as a bug, but froze under the lights. She's no actress. She can't fake anything. She can't
tell alie without it being witten all over her. You know that as well as anyone el se. My
daughter isn't a perfect person, but she's a kid. She'll straighten out. She's got her Momis iron
in her."

| followed his reasoning. It nmade sense. The only person Racquel had ever fool ed was her father
and hi monly because he I et hinself be fooled out of guilt. She'd never have cone to nme for gas
money if Junior were still giving in to his princess's every whim And he was right—I'd seen
Racquel Ohlrig (who had wanted to call herself Amber Val entine) act, and she was on the Sonny
Tufts side of plain rotten
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"Khorda," | said, nore to nyself than Junior. "That's a start. 1'll do what | can."

Moj ave Wells could hardly claimto conme to life after dark, but when the blonde viper slid out of
the desert dusk, all four living people in the di ner—Mom and Pop behind the counter, a trucker and
me on stool s—turned to | ook. She smiled as if used to the attention but deeni ng herself unworthy
of it, and wal ked between the enpty tables.

The girl wore a white silk minidress belted on her hips with interlocking steel rings, a blue
scarf that kept her hair out of the way, and square bl ack sungl asses. Passing from purple twlight
to fizzing blue-white neon, her skin was white to the point of colorlessness, her lips naturally
scarlet, her hair pale blonde. She m ght have been Racquel's age or God's.

| had cone to the desert to find vanpires. Here was one.

She sat at the end of the counter, by herself. | sneaked a | ook. She was franed agai nst the "No
Vi pers" sign lettered on the wi ndow. Mom and Pop—probably younger than ne, | adnit—sade no nove to
throw her out on her behind, but also didn't ask for her order

"Get the little | ady whatever she wants and put it on ny check," said the trucker. The few square
inches of his face not covered by salt-and-pepper beard were worn | eather, the texture and col or
of his cowboy hat.

"Thank you very much, but I'll pay for nyself."
Her voice was soft and clear, with a |ong-ago ghost of an accent. Italian or Spanish or French

"R D., you know we don't acconmodate vipers," said Mom "No of fense, ma'am you | ook nice enough
but we've had bad ones through here. And out at the castle.”

Mom nodded at the sign and the girl sw velled on her stool. She genuinely noticed it for the first
time and the tiniest flush came to her cheeks.

Al nost apol ogetically, she suggested, "You probably don't have the fare | need?"
"No, ma'am we don't."
She slipped off her stool and stood up. Relief poured out of Momlike sweat.

R D., the trucker, reached out for the viper's slender, bare arm for a reason | doubt he could
explain. He was a big man, not slow on the draw. However, when his fingers got to where the girl
had been when his brain sparked the inpulse to touch, she was sonewhere el se

"Touchy,"” comrented R D.
"No of fence," she said.

"I'"ve got the fare you need," said the trucker, standing up. He scratched his throat through
beard.

"I mnot that thirsty."

"A man mght take that unkindly."

"If you know such a man, give himny condol ences. "

"R D.," said Mom "Take this outside. | don't want ny place busted up."

"I'mleaving," said R D., dropping dollars by his coffee cup and cl eaned plate. "I'lI|l be honored
to see you in the parking lot, Mssy Touchy."
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"My nanme is Genevi éve," she said, "accent grave on the third e.”

R D. put on his cowboy hat. The viper darted close to himand |ightning-touched his forehead. The
ef fect was sonmething |ike the Vul can nerve pinch. The light in his eyes went out. She deftly sat
himdown at a table, like a floppy rag doll. A yellow toy duck squirted out of the top pocket of
his deni mjacket and thunped agai nst a plastic ketchup tomato in an unheard-of mating ritual

"I amsorry," she said to the room "I have been driving for a long tine and could not face having
to cripple this man. | hope you will explain this to himwhen he wakes up. He'll ache for a few
days, but an icepack will help."

Mom nodded. Pop had his hands out of sight, presumably on a shotgun or a baseball bat.

"For whatever offense ny kind has given you in the past, you have ny apol ogi es. One thing, though
your sign—the word 'viper." | hear it nore and nore as | travel west, and it strikes nme as
insulting. '"No Vanpire Fare on Ofer' will convey your nessage, w thout provoking |ess gentle

vi pers than nyself." She | ooked nock-sternly at the couple, with a hint of fang. Pop pulled his
hol d-out pacifier and | tensed, expecting fireworks. He raised a gaudy Day of the Dead crucifix on
a lanp-flex, a glow ng-eyed Christ crowned by thorny |ightbul bs.

"Hel l o, Jesus," said Genevieve, then added, to Pop: "Sorry, sir, but I'mnot that kind of girl."
She did the fast-flit thing again and was at the door
"Aren't you going to take your trophy?" | asked.

She turned, |ooked at me for the first tine, and | owered her glasses. Green-red eyes |ike neons. |
coul d see why she kept on the lens caps. Ot herwi se, she'd pick up a train of nmesnerised conquests.

I held up the toy and squeezed. It gave a quack
"Rubber Duck," said Mom wth reverence. "That's his CB handle."
"He'll need new initials," | said.

I flew the duck across the room and Genevi éve took it out of the air, an angel in the outfield.
She made it quack, experimentally. Wen she | aughed, she | ooked the way Racquel ought to have
| ooked. Not just innocent, but solemm and funny at the sane tine.

R D. began noaning in his sleep.
"May | wal k you to your car?" | asked

She thought a monent, sizing nme up as a potential geriatric Duckman, and made a snap decision in
my favor, the nost encouragenent |1'd had since Kennedy was in the Wite House.

I made it across the diner to her without coll apsing.

I had never had a conversation with a vanpire before. She told nme straight off she was over five
hundred and fifty years old. She had lived in the human world for hundreds of years before Dracul a
changed the rules. Fromher face, |'d have believed her if she said she was born under the shadow
of Sputnik and that her anbition was to becone one of Roger Vadims ex-w ves.

W stood on Main Street, where her fire-engine-red Plynouth Fury was parked by ny Chrysler. The
few stores and hones in sight were shuttered up tight, as if an air raid was due. The only place
to go in town was the diner and that seemed on the point of closing. |I noticed nore of those
ornanental crucifixes, attached above every door as if it were a religious holiday. Mjave Wlls
was wary of its new nei ghbors
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Genevi eve was coming fromthe East and going to the West. Meager as it was, this was the first
pl ace she'd hit in hours that wasn't a government proving ground. She knew not hi ng about the Anti -
Li fe Equation, Manderley, Castle or a viper naned Khorda, |et alone Racquel OChlrig.

But she was a vanpire and this was all about vanpires.
"Way all the questions?" she asked.

| told her | was a detective. | showed ny license, kept up so | could at |east do the sub-contract
wor k, and she asked to see ny gun. | opened ny jacket to show the shoul der holster. It was the
first time I'd worn it in years, and the weight of the Smith & Wesson .38 special had pulled an
ache in ny shoul der.

"You are a private eye? Like in the novies."
Everyone said that. She was no different.

"W have novies in Europe, you know," she said. The desert wind was trying to get under her scarf,
and she was doing things about it with her hands. "You can't tell me why you're asking questions
because you have a client. Is that not so?"

"Not so," | said. "I have a man who mght think he's a client, but I"'mdoing this for nyself. And
a woman who's dead. Really dead."

| told the whole story, including ne and Linda. It was al nost confessional. She |istened well,
asking only the smart questions.

"Why are you here? In ...what is the name of this village?"
"Mpjave Wlls. It calls itself a town."
We | ooked up and down the street and | aughed. Even the tunbl eweeds were taking it easy.

"Qut there in the desert," | explained, "is Manderley Castle, brought over stone by stone from
Engl and. Wul d you believe it's the wong house? Back in the Twenties, a robber baron naned Noah
Cross wanted to buy the fanous Manderl ey—the one that |ater burned down—and sent agents over to
Europe to do the deal. They cane honme with Manderley Castle, another place entirely. Cross stil

put the jigsaw together, but went into a sulk and sold it back to the original owners, who

em grated to stay out of the War. There was a nurder case there in the Forties, nothing to do with
me. It was one of those | ocked-roomthings, with Borgia poisons and disputed wills. A funny little
Chinaman from Hawaii solved it by gathering all the suspects in the library. The place was
abandoned until a cult of noon-worshippers squatted it in the sixties, founded a lunatic conmune.
Now, it's where you go if you want to find the Anti-Life Equation."'

"I don't believe anyone would call thenselves that."

I liked this girl. She had the right attitude. | was also surprised to find nyself admtting that.
She was a bl oodsucki ng viper, right? Wasn't Racquel worried that she was to be sacrificed to a
vanpi re el der? Soneone born in 1416 presumably fit the description. | wanted to trust her, but
that could be part of her trick. |I've been had before. Ask anyone.

"I've been digging up dirt on the ALE for a few days," | said, "and they aren't that nuch weirder
than the rest of the Iocal kooks. If they have a phil osophy, this Khorda makes it all up as he
goes along. He cut a folk rock al bum The Deathrmaster. | found a copy for ninety-nine cents and
feel rooked. 'Drinking blood/ Feels so good,' that sort of thing. People say he's from Europe, but
no one knows exactly where. The nerry band at the ALE includes a Dragon Lady call ed Di ane LeFanu,
who may actually own the castle, and L. Keith Wnton, who used to be a pulp witer for Astounding
Stories but has founded a new religion that involves the faithful giving himall their noney.'

"That's not a new religion."
| believed her.

"What will you do now?" she asked.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Kim...20In%20The%20Desert-Ann0%20Dracula%201977.txt (6 of 13) [1/3/2005 10:54:11 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncomi ng/Kim%20N ewman%20-%20Cast| €26201n%20T he%20Desert-Anno%20Dracul a8%201977 .txt

"This town's dead as far as |leads go. Dead as far as anything else, for that matter. | guess |'l]I
have to fall back on the dull old business of going out to the castle and knocking on the front
door, asking if they happen to have ny ex-wife's daughter in the dungeon. My guess is they'll be

I ong gone. Wth a body left back in Poodle Springs, they have to figure the law will snoop for
themin the end.”

"But we might find sonething that'll tell us where they are. A clue?"
PRV
"I"'ma detective, too. O have been. Maybe a detective's assistant. I'min no hurry to get to the

Pacific. And you need sonmeone who knows about vampires. You may need someone who knows about ot her
things."

"Are you offering to be ny nuscle? I'mnot that ancient | can't |ook after nyself."

"I amthat ancient, renenber. It's no reflection on you, but a new born vanpire could take you to
pi eces. And a newborn is nore likely to be stupid enough to want to. They're nostly |ike that
Rubber Duck fellow, bursting with inpulses and high on their new ability to get what they want. |
was |ike that once nyself, but nowl'ma w se old |ady."

She quacked the duck at ne.

"We take your car," | said.

Manderl ey Castle was just what it sounded like. Crenellated turrets, arrowslit w ndows, broken
battl ements, a drawbridge, even a stagnant artificial noat. It was sinking slowy into the sands
and the tower was noticeably several degrees out of the vertical. Noah Cross had skinped on
foundati on concrete. | wouldn't be surprised if the mnion who mistook this pile for the rea
Mander | ey was down there sonewhere, with a divot out of his skull.

We drove across the bridge into the courtyard, home to a VWbus painted with gl owin-the-dark
fanged devils, a couple of pickup trucks with rifle racks, the inevitable Harl ey-Davidsons, and a
fleet of custom zed dune buggies with batwing trinm ngs and big red eye-| anps.

There was mnusic playing. | recognized Khorda's conposition, "Big Black Bat in a Tall Dark Hat."
The Anti-Life Equation was hone.

| tried to get out of the Plynouth. Genevi éve was out of her driver's side door and around (over?)
the car in a flash, opening the door for ne as if | were her great-grandmana.

"There's a trick to the handle," she said, naking nme feel no better
"I'f you try and help ne out, 1'll shoot you."

She stood back, hands up. Just then, ny lungs conplained. | coughed a while and red |ights went
of f behind nmy eyes. | hawked up sonething glistening and spat it at the ground. There was bl ood in
it.

| | ooked at Genevi éve. Her face was flat, all enotion contained.
It wasn't pity. It was the blood. The snell did things to her personality.

I wiped off my nmouth, did nmy best to shrug, and got out of the car like a chanpion. | even shut
the door behind me, trick handl e or no.

To show how fearless | was, how unafraid of hideous death, | |lit a Canel and punished ny |ungs for
showing me up in front of a girl. | filled themw th the snoke |I'd been fanning their way since |
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was a ki d.
Coffin nails, they called themthen

We fought our aesthetic inpulses, and went towards the music. | felt | should have brought a nob
of Mojave Wells villagers with flam ng torches, sharpened stakes and silvered scythes.

"\What a mmgni ficent pair of knockers,' sai d Genevi éve, nodding at a | arge square door.
"There's only one," | said.
"Didn't you see Young Frankenstein?"

Though she'd said they had novies in Europe, sonehow | didn't believe vipers—vanpires, |'d have to
get used to calling themif | didn't want Genevi éve ripping ny throat out one fine ni ght—oncerned
thensel ves with dates at the | ocal passion pit. Cbviously, the undead read nmagazi nes, bought
underwear, grunbled about taxes, and did crossword puzzles |like everyone else. | wondered if she
pl ayed chess.

She took the knocker and hanmered to wake the dead.

Eventual |y the door was opened by a skinny old bird dressed as an English butler. H s hands were
knots of arthritis and he could do with a shave.

The music was nercifully interrupted
"Who is it, CGeorge?" booned a voice frominside the castle.

"Visitors," croaked CGeorge the butler. "You are visitors, aren't you?"
I shrugged. Genevi éve radiated a snmile.
The butler was smtten. He trenbled with awe.

"Yes," she said, "I'ma vanpire. And |I'mvery, very old and very, very thirsty. Now, aren't you
going to invite me in? Can't cross the threshhold unl ess you do."

I didn't know if she was spoofing him

George creaked his neck, indicating a sandy mat inside the doorway. It was lettered with the word
VEL COVE.

"That counts," she adnitted. "More people should have those."

She stepped inside. | didn't need the invite to foll ow.

George showed us into the big hall. Like all decent cults, the ALE had an altar and thrones for
the bigwi gs and cold flagstones with the occasional mercy rug for the devoted suckers.

In the blockiest throne sat Khorda, a vanpire with curly fangs, the full |ong-hair-and-tangl ed-

beard hi ppie look, and an electric guitar. He wore a violent purple and orange caftan, and his
chest was covered by bead neckl aces hung with di anond-eyed skulls, plastic novelty bats, Austro-
Hungarian mlitary nedals, inverted crucifixes, a "Nixon in '72" button, gold marijuana | eaves,
and a dried human finger. By his side was a waith-thin vision in velvet | assumed to be Diane
LeFanu, who clainmed—tike a ot of vipers—to be California' s earliest vanpire settler. | noticed
she wore discreet little ruby earplugs.

At the feet of these divines was a crowd of kids, of both varieties, all with long hair and fangs.
Sone wore white shifts, while others were naked. Some wore joke-shop plastic fangs, while others
had real ones. | scanned the congregation, and spotted Racquel at once, eyes a red daze, kneeling
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on stone with her shift tucked under her, swaying her ripe upper body in time to the music Khorda
had st opped pl ayi ng.

| admitted this was too easy. | started |ooking at the case again, taking it apart in ny nind and
janmi ng the pieces together in new ways. Nothing nade sense, but that was hardly breaki ng news at
this end of the century.

Hovering |ike the Wzard of Oz between the throne-dais and the worshi pper-space was a fat vanpire
in a 1950s suit and golf hat. | recognized L. Keith Wnton, author of "Robot Rangers of the Gamma
Nebul a" (1946) and other works of serious literature, including Plasmatics: The New Conmuni on
(1950), founding text of the Church of Immortology. If ever there were a power-behind-the-throne
bird, this was he.

"We've come for Racquel Loring Onlrig," announced Genevi éve. | should probably have said that.

"No one of that name dwells anong us," booned Khorda. He had a big voice.
"l see her there," | said, pointing.
"Sister Red Rose," said Khorda

He stuck out his arm and gestured. Racquel stood. She did not nove |ike herself. Her teeth were
not a joke. She had real fangs. They fit badly in her nouth, nmaking it look like an ill-healed red
wound. Her red eyes were puffy.

"You turned her," | said, anger in nmy gut.
"Sister Red Rose has been elevated to the eternal."
Genevi eve' s hand was on ny shoul der.

I thought of Linda, bled enpty in her pool, a spike in her head. | wanted to burn this castle
down, and sow the ground with garlic.

"l am Genevi éve Di eudonné," she announced, fornally.

"Wl come, Lady Elder," said the LeFanu woman. Her eyes held no wel cone for Genevi éve. She nade a
gesture, which unfol ded nmenbrane-1like velvet sleeves. "I am D ane LeFanu. And this is Khorda, the
Deat hmast er . "

Genevi eve | ooked at the guru viper

"CGeneral lorga, is it not? Late of the Carpathian Guard. W net in 1888, at the palace of Prince
Consort Dracula. Do you renenber?"

Khor da/ |l orga was not happy.

| realized he was wearing a wig and a fal se beard. He might have immortality, but was well past
youth. | saw himas a tubby, ridiculous fraud. He was one of those el ders who had been anong
Dracul a's toadies, but was lost in a world without a King Vanpire. Even for California, he was a
sad soul .

"Racquel ," | said. "It's me. Your father wants .."
She spat hissing red froth.

"It would be best if this newborn were allowed to | eave with us," Genevi éve said, not to Khorda

but Wnton. "There's the snmall matter of a nurder charge.”

Wnton's plunp, bland, pink face wobbled. He | ooked anger at Khorda. The guru trenmbled on his
throne, and booned wi t hout words.

"Murder, Khorda?" asked Wnton. "Miurder? Who told you we could afford nurder?"

"None was done," sai d Khorda/lorga.
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| wanted to skewer himw th sonething. But | went beyond anger. He was too afraid of Wnton—ot a
person you'd imedi ately take as a threat, but clearly the top dog at the ALE—+o lie.

"Take the girl," Wnton said to ne.

Racquel howl ed in rage and despair. | didn't know if she was the sane person we had conme for. As |
understood it, sonme vanpires changed entirely when they turned, their previous nenories burned
out, and becane sad bl anks, reborn with dreadful thirsts and the beginnings of a nad cunning.

"If she's a killer, we don't want her," said Wnton. "Not yet."

| approached Racquel. The other cultists shrank away from her. Her face shifted, bloating and
snoothing as if flatworns were passing just under her skin. Her teeth were ridicul ously expanded,
fat pebbles of sharp bone. Her lips were torn and split.

She hissed as | reached out to touch her.

Had this girl, in the throes of turning, battened on her nother, on Linda, and gone too far, taken
nmore than her human nmind had i ntended, glutting herself until her viper thirst was assuaged?

| saw the picture only too well. | tried to fit it with what Junior had told ne.
He had sworn Racquel was innocent.
But his daughter had never been innocent, not as a warm person and not now as a new born vanpire.

Genevi éve stepped close to Racquel and nmanaged to slip an armround her. She cooed in the girl's
ear, coaxing her to cone, replacing the Deat hmaster in her m nd

Racquel took her first steps. Genevi éve encouraged her. Then Racquel stopped as if she'd hit an

invisible wall. She | ooked to Khorda/lorga, hurt and betrayal in her eyes, and to Wnton, with
that pleading noué | knew well. Racquel was still herself, still trying to wheedle |ove from
unworthy men, still desperate to survive through her devel oping wiles.

Her attention was caught by a noise. Her nose wrinkled, quizzically.
Genevi eve had taken out her rubber duck and quacked it.

"Come on, Racquel," she said, as if to a happy dog. "Nice quacky-quacky. Do you want it?"
She quacked agai n.
Racquel attenpted a horrendous smile. A baby tear of blood showed on her cheek

We took our |eave of the Anti-Life Equation

Junior was afraid of his daughter. And who woul dn't be?

| was back in Poodle Springs, not a place | nuch cared to be. Junior's wife had stormed out,
enraged that this latest dranma didn't revolve around her. Their house was decorated in the
expensi ve- but -ugly nmock Spani sh manner, and called itself ranch style though there were no cattle
or crops on the grounds.

Genevi eve sat calmy on Junior's long gray couch. She fit in like a piece of Carrara marble at a
Tobacco Road yard sale. | was hel ping nyself to Scotch

Fat her and daughter | ooked at each other

Racquel wasn't such a fright now. Geneviéve had driven her here, follow ng ny | ead. Sonehow, on
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the journey, the elder vanpire had inparted groonming tips to the new born, helping her through the
shock of turning. Racquel had regul ar-sized fangs, and the red in her eyes was just a tint.
CQutside, she had been experinmenting with her newfound speed, noving her hands so fast they seened
not to be there.

But Junior was terrified. | had to break the spell

"It's like this," | said, setting it out. "You both killed Linda. The difference is that one of
you brought her back."

Juni or covered his face and fell to his knees.
Racquel stood over him

"Racquel has been turning for weeks, joining up with that crowd in the desert. She felt them
taki ng her mi nd away, making her part of a haremor a slave arny. She needed someone strong in her
corner, and Daddy didn't cut it. So she went to the strongest person in her life, and made her
stronger. She just didn't get to finish the job before the Anti-Life Equation came to her house.
She call ed you, Junior, just before she went under, becane part of their famly. Wen you got to
the house, it was just as you said. Linda was at the bottom of the sw mm ng pool. She'd gone there
to turn. You didn't even lie to ne. She was dead. You took a mallet and a spi ke—what was it from
the tennis net?—and nade her truly dead. Did you tell yourself you did it for her, so she could be
at peace? O was it because you didn't want to be in a town—a world—wth a stronger Linda Loring
She was a fighter. | bet she fought you."

There were deep scratches on his wists, l[ike the rips in his shirt | had noticed that night. If |
were a gather-the-suspects-in-the-library type of dick, | would have spotted that as a clue
straight off.

Juni or sobbed a while. Then, when nobody killed him he uncurled and | ooked about, with the
begi nni ngs of an unattractive slyness.

"I't's legal, you know," he said. "Linda was dead."

Genevi éve's face was cold. | knew California law did not recognize the state of undeath. Yet.
There were enough vanpire | awers on the case to get that changed soon

"That's for the cops,"” | said. "Fine people. You ve always been inpressed with their efficiency
and courtesy."

Juni or was white under the tear-streaks. He might not take a nurder fall on this, but Tokyo and
Ri yadh weren't going to like the attention the story would get. That was going to have a
transformative effect on his position in Chlrig Gl and Copper. And the PSPD woul d find sonet hi ng
to nail himw th: making false or inconplete statenents, mutilating a corpse for profit (no nore
al i rony), contenptible gutl essness.

Anot her private eye m ght have left himw th Racquel

She stood over her father, fists swollen by the sharp new nails extruding inside, dripping her own
bl ood—the bl ood that she had nade her nother drink—ento the nock-M ssion-style carpet.

Cenevi eve was beside her, with the duck

"Come with nme, Racquel," she said. "Away fromthe dark red places."

Days later, in a bar on Cahuenga just across fromthe building where ny office used to be, | was
coughi ng over a shot and a Canel .
They found ne.
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Racquel was her new self, flitting everywhere, flirting with nen of all ages, sharp eyes fixed on
the pulses in their necks and the blue lines in their wists.

Cenevi eve ordered bull's bl ood.
She nade a face.
"I"mused to fresh fromthe bull,"” she said. "This is rancid."

"We're getting live piglets next week," said the bartender. "The straps are already fitted, and we
have the neck-spigots on order."”

See," Ceneviéve told me. "We're here to stay. W're a market."
| coughed some nore.
"You coul d get something done about that," she said, softly.

I knew what she neant. | could becone a vanpire. W knows: if Linda had nade it, | might have
been tenpted. As it was, | was too old to change.

"You renmi nd ne of soneone," she said. "Another detective. In another country, a century ago."
"Did he catch the killer and save the girl?"

An unreadabl e | ook passed over her face. "Yes," she said, "that's exactly what he did."

"Good for him"

| drank. The Scotch tasted of blood. | could never get used to drinking that.

According to the newspapers, there'd been a raid on the castle in the desert. General |orga and

D ane LeFanu were up on a raft of abduction, exploitation, and nurder charges; with nost of the

mur der victims undead enough to recite testinmony in favor of their killers, they would stay in
court forever. No nmention was made of L. Keith Wnton, though | had noticed a storefront on
Hol | ywood Boul evard di spl ayi ng nothing but a stack of Immortology tracts. Qutside, fresh-faced new
born vanpires smled under black parasols and invited passersby in for "a blood test." Picture
this: followers who are going to give you all their noney and |live forever. And they said Dracul a
was dead.

"Racquel will be all right," Geneviéve assured nme. "She's so good at this that she frightens ne.
And she won't nmke get again in a hurry."

I looked at the girl, surrounded by eager warm bodies. She'd use themup by the dozen. | saw the
| ast of Linda in her, and regretted that there was none of ne.

"What about you?" | asked Genevi éve.

"I'"ve seen the Pacific. Can't drive rmuch further. |I'll stay around for a while, maybe get a job. |
used to know a | ot about being a doctor. Perhaps I'Il try to get into med school, and requalify.
I"'mtired of jokes about |eeches. Then again, | have to unlearn so nuch. Medi eval know edge is a

handi cap, you know."

I put nmy license on the bar

"You could get one like it," | said.

She took off her glasses. Her eyes were still startling.

"This was ny | ast case, Geneviéve. | got the killer and | saved the girl. It's been a | ong goodbye
and it's over. I've net ny own killers, in bottles and soft-packs of twenty. Soon, they'll finish
me and |'Il be sleeping the big sleep. There's not much nore | can do for people. There are going
to be a lot nore like Racquel. Those kids at the castle in the desert. The custoners our bartender
i s expecting next week. The suckers drawn into Wnton's nets. Sone are going to need you. And sone
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are going to be real vipers, which means other folk are going to need you to protect themfromthe
wor st they can do. You're good, sweetheart. You could do good. There, that's ny speech. Over."

She dipped a finger-tip in her glass of congealing blood and licked it clean, thinking.
"You m ght have an idea there, gunshoe."

| drank to her.

The End
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