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    Readers Advisory 
 
      
 
    This is a work of apocalyptic horror fiction. It thus has no basis in today’s reality and does not purport to support any of the thousands of conspiracy theories available on the internet. It is fiction, pure and simple. Please therefor treat it as such. 
 
    Please also be aware this work contains explicit depictions of violence and gore as well as profane language. While this can be classed as vampire fiction, these aren’t the romantic vampires some have become accustomed to. The vampires in this fictional world will rip your heart out soon as look at you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Vampire 
 
      
 
    noun 
 
    
    	 a preternatural creature, commonly believed to be a reanimated corpse, that sucks the blood of sleeping persons at night. 
 
    	 a corpse, animated by an un-departed soul or demon, that leaves the grave and attacks the living, until it is exhumed and impaled or burned. 
 
    	 An almost extinct, near immortal race that once ruled the world of man. 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
    Liberia, two years ago. 
 
    The first thing David Collins noticed about the village was how deathly quiet it was, an unnerving stillness filling the arid landscape. Normally this collection of mud huts would be teeming with life, even in the scorching midday sun. Not today. Today, the air had an oppressive quality, the stifling temperature visibly thick all around him, barely countered by the car’s struggling air conditioning. 
 
    On the far edge of the village, vultures circled menacingly in the air, portents of the devastation that was about to be uncovered. David was certain he would find terrible evidence to answer the many mysteries that awaited him out there with the relentless flies. 
 
    Opening the door to his ageing Land Rover, the next thing he noticed was the smell. Scorched flesh, burnt hair, the thick acrid odour of plastic set to the torch flooding in with a wave of terrible heat. A flashback hit him, a memory of failure and loss that threatened to spill over into the present, but David held it at bay, refusing to surrender to his own damaged psyche. 
 
    A slender hand grabbed his arm, restraining but also comforting him. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” his companion said. Not just his companion, his lover, his saviour. Emmanuelle, the one who had seen something in him despite his best attempts to shield his damaged soul from the world. He had folded in on himself to protect against any more pain, but she had drawn him out, rejuvenating a joy he never thought he would feel again. 
 
    Knowing her was a risk he nearly hadn’t taken. 
 
    Normally her thick French accent filled him with undeniable desire, but in this moment, it mimicked his own building apprehension. Instead of exiting the car, he closed the door against whatever horrors lurked out there. Her nervousness was infectious. 
 
    They both knew something was desperately wrong here. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” he asked. This was her mission; David was just along for the ride. He was a man of unique skills, forged through war and conflict. But she was the doctor, the healer, here to do a follow up health check on the grateful people of the village. She had been here two weeks ago, giving vitamin shots to those who would accept her offering. Most of them had, although a few of the older villagers had refused with steely eyes. There were still too many who didn’t trust the pasty westerners who came with great promises. 
 
    The children usually were the most trusting, and they should have been swarming them with eager hands grasping for the treats they knew this angel would have ready for them. 
 
    There was a time when she would have risked coming here alone, but David had ridden her of that stubbornness. Now he insisted someone come with her and that someone was usually him. She was his light and he saw it as his job to protect her. This visit hadn’t been scheduled though, Emmanuelle insisting they come expectantly.  
 
    Today there were no children, none that were visibly alive at least. The only thing that greeted them was the ruinous stink of cremated death. Both he and Emmanuelle were acquainted with that odour and knew what it threatened and promised. They had witnessed too many deaths, but to his knowledge, David was the only one who had deliberately taken life. 
 
    David realised they should leave, but he also knew that Emmanuelle would insist they stay and investigate due to her own sense of duty. These were her patients, people she cared for. They trusted her, a trust that had taken months to establish. In a sense he knew she would feel indebted to them for offering that faith. Besides, she had her protector with her, a man who had been forged and had proven himself in battle. She would have been better not to put her confidence in him for it didn’t matter how good his training was, he was still just one man against unknown odds. 
 
    “We have to find out what happened to the villagers,” she said, rummaging in her medical bag. She brought out two face masks and handed one over. 
 
    “I can handle the smell,” he promised. 
 
    “It’s not for the smell.” To prove that, she then handed him nitrile gloves, donning her own. “Try not to touch anything.” Did she really suspect that of all things? 
 
    Pulling his satellite phone from the pouch on his belt he reported in, as was procedure. It was answered in three rings. 
 
    “It’s Collins.” A brief burst of static. 
 
    “Dave, you know I always get nervous when I hear your voice.” The man on the radio was Scottish, another employee of the drilling operation David worked security for. A good man when he wasn’t drinking, which was infrequent now. His name was Scott, but most of the men called him Jock at his own insistence. 
 
    “I’m with the doc at the village. The whole place is deserted.” 
 
    “You want me to send a team out?” 
 
    “Probably best. Something isn’t right.” There had been terrorist attacks in the past aimed at the drilling sites, making the surrounding population collateral in the vicious attacks. But that had been many months ago, before David and other mercenaries like him had been brought in to deal with the threat. David had helped fix a problem the Liberian government and international community had been unable to address. The terrorists picked easier targets now. 
 
    There was that slender hand again, beckoning for the phone. David handed it over. 
 
    “Scott, hold off on that. I think this might be our old friend.” Our old friend, the reason Emmanuelle had come to this retched country in the first place. 
 
    Marburg, or its Ebola variant. A terrible disease to try and survive. 
 
    “Shit.” An adequate response from Scott considering. If it was Marburg striking again, then that would not only threaten lives. It also risked shutting down the wells that were hunting for oil, and Scott was paid well for his presence in this country. 
 
    Mercenaries didn’t do well in civilian life. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch, out.” David broke the contact, replacing the phone. It was one of two things he never went anywhere without. The other was the Glock 17M on his other hip. Reliable, especially in his hands, three extra clips ready for the most desperate of times. Still, not much use if they were facing one of the deadliest pathogens known to mankind. 
 
    Warily, they both exited the vehicle. David might have been a veteran, but he didn’t believe in some innate invulnerability.  Marburg was something to be feared and respected just like every enemy combatant he had ever faced. 
 
    In this heat the mask was stifling and the gloves were difficult to apply due to the moisture that formed on his hands. You got used to walking around in damp, stained clothes in these temperatures, but it was still uncomfortable, and cold showers were a rare blessing seemingly sent by angels. Personal protective equipment just added to all that burden. 
 
    David was no fan of the heat. Ironic, then, that most of his operational life had been spent in climates such as this. Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, Libya, all pointless escapades that had seen too many people die on the orders of the corrupt and the incompetent. 
 
    It had taken David too long to realise that he was being used by those who sent him off to war. And yet here he was, once again in the thick of it, the threat of violence always there. At least now he worked for the money rather than the flawed notion of patriotism. 
 
    It wasn’t the same though. There was just something noble and unique about fighting for honour and duty, even if those words were abused and used to cruelly manipulate young minds searching for meaning and adventure. 
 
    The first hut they approached was clearly empty, the doorway uncovered but far from inviting. He looked inside anyway, hoping that they would find anyone alive fading. If Marburg had ripped the heart out of this village, maybe death would be a blessing for some. The most recent strain to hit this country had seen a fatality rate of sixty per cent, those infected suffering terribly. Vomiting, diarrhoea, fever, and mind crushing pain in the abdomen, joints, and muscles. And that was before those unlucky enough to contract it started to bleed. Marburg was called a haemorrhagic fever for a reason, blood pouring from every orifice, including the eyes, and even the pores of the skin. Highly contagious, incredibly deadly, and with no known cure. If you contracted it, the only thing you could do was pray and hope you hadn’t passed it on to somebody you cared about. A world killer if the right strain was ever given a chance to spread. 
 
    Doctor Emmanuelle Macron hoped to one day help create a vaccine that worked. She had chosen to be an expert in it, dedicating her life to try and combat and eradicate the scourge of Marburg. It was her heart and sense of duty that had sent her here, courtesy of Médecins Sans Frontières. That David should meet such a beautiful, selfless, and courageous woman in a place like this was a miracle equalled only by the fact that she was also attracted to him. 
 
    When they had first met, he had felt mesmerised just being in her presence. It was the sort of love you could feel once in your life, of that he was certain. She was the kind of woman any true man would sacrifice their life for.  
 
    Their investigation continued. Five dwellings checked now and still no bodies. There was one thing worse than a whole village being infected with Marburg, and that was the already infected people fleeing the disease. If they found the village empty, then that could mean the people had fled a scenario that would normally fill any health official with terror, spurring any competent government into panic. Fear made people do selfish things, which was how diseases like Marburg spread so rapidly. Fortunately, the village was relatively isolated. 
 
    Emmanuelle, usually so calm and composed, became progressively more agitated the further into the village they passed. 
 
    That was all assuming this was Marburg. The book was still open on that page and in the back of David’s mind and alarm bells were ringing loudly. There was something he was missing here. 
 
    “I think we should leave,” he offered. 
 
    “Not until I know,” Emmanuelle insisted. He could have pressed the issue but chose not to. He was no supplicant in this relationship by any stretch, but his respect for her also let her have her way too often. David had never allowed a woman to have that power over him before. 
 
    Further into the village they found the first burnt-out husk of a hut. Emmanuelle didn’t have to step over the threshold, as the visible funeral pyre inside piled high with cremated remains. This was where the dead had been dealt with. A dozen or so of them at least. 
 
    “Jesus,” Emmanuelle exclaimed. Who had done this? Surely not the surviving villagers? “How can this be?” 
 
    “We should leave, it isn’t safe.” David grabbed her arm and she might have relented. But right then they heard the crying—a baby—somewhere deeper within the village. 
 
    Emmanuelle broke free and forged towards the sound. He had told her several times that she was too selfless, but David was also drawn by the sound. 
 
    “Hello,” Emmanuelle shouted. No response, except for more crying. They kept searching, David by her side. He owed her that, he owed her everything. 
 
    More destroyed huts now, more bodies. Accelerant had been used by David’s guess, gasoline or something similar. No heat remained, no smoke drifting up from these mounds. Their inferno’s long since expired. 
 
    At the centre of the village, they found evidence of prior panic. That was to be expected, but the spent shell casings weren’t. David spotted them scattered around, 7.62 by 39mm rounds, Russian made. What you would expect from AK47’s, the chosen weapon of the terrorists round here. 
 
    If the village had a central square, this was it. The ground was soaked dark with blood where people had been corralled. The shell casings were all found on one side of the slaughter, sustained fire used to kill the people here. Villagers had been gathered, lined up, and butchered along one of the larger buildings, riddled with bullet holes. 
 
    Maybe not Marburg then, just the evil that men did rather than an unforgiving force of mother nature. 
 
    The soil showed evidence that bodies had been dragged away, the marks all heading in one direction. David had his sidearm out now. You didn’t travel around these parts without some form of protection, not if you wanted to live a long and prosperous life. 
 
    “Over there,” Emmanuelle pointed. As they approached the hut, a woman suddenly broke from cover. She ran as best she could, a screaming bundle in her arms, terror taking her. Emmanuelle made to chase, but David restrained her. The woman’s eyes had been bleeding, a tell-tale sign of infection. Emmanuelle shouted after the mother, but this just spurred the diseased woman on, running with whatever strength she had left. 
 
    They watched as she disappeared from sight, knowing there was no way they could safely stop her. Just one touch from her skin, one speck of blood or saliva, risked passing on the horror that infected her. 
 
    The last survivors? They were able to hide out from the massacre only to now fear everyone as a potential enemy. Looking into where she had been hiding, he saw more dead. The smell the survivor had endured must have been terrible. He was about to call it in when David’s world got infinitely worse. 
 
    He heard the vehicles first coming in from the West, the same way David had driven here, the direction the desperate woman had run. They would see his vehicle and know that fresh souls were lurking among the corpses. 
 
    This was no rescue party. There was one reason those vehicles were here—predators returned to finish what they had started. 
 
    “Stay close,” David told her. “Seriously, we need to move. Now. No more arguments.” His urgency got through to her then, and Emmanuelle nodded in agreement. 
 
    Too late, though. The vehicles were getting closer, splitting up to flank the village. Hiding wasn’t an option because every building would just be a trap already filled with death. Neither was making a stand, the numbers against them too many. 
 
    There was a slim chance that David was misreading the situation, but he knew when to listen to his gut. It had saved him more times than he cared to remember. He tried to ignore the fact that his intuition had told him to flee this place. 
 
    David led the way, Emmanuelle clutching his hand desperately, her grip surprisingly like iron. They came upon it then, the source of the smoke, the pile of nearly a hundred bodies in total. Burnt out in the open, children among the remnants, faces and arms blackened by the conflagration. Slaughtered and disposed of like cattle. No, worse than that, for at least cattle were deemed to be useful in death. 
 
    This wasn’t the work of terrorists. This was something else, something far worse. 
 
    “My fault, all my fault,” Emmanuelle whispered. 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself,” David insisted. She just shook her head, the tears threatening. 
 
    A familiar sound rocked through the village. Familiar to David at least. Gunfire, no doubt aimed at the woman and her baby. 
 
    “Spread out, find them,” someone shouted off in the distance, the voice carrying through the thick air. German by the sound of it, a man of purpose and conviction, probably a former soldier. David knew there would be no comradery there though, for the killers of the village had returned for sure. In fact, perhaps they had never left. “Remember, none of the villagers can be left alive. The doctor comes with us.” And there was the proof he needed. 
 
    The phone. He had to tell the world what had happened here. He autodialled the number, still able to remain calm when it mattered. At least he hadn’t lost that ability. 
 
    “Dave, I…” 
 
    “Jock, just listen,” David said, cutting the Scotsman off. “We’re in the shit. Unknown number of combatants on our six. The whole village has been slaughtered.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “We are going to try and make a run for it. Send the help for us but tell everyone not to touch any bodies.” He didn’t need to explain further. They were on the outskirts of the village now and still hadn’t seen the men hunting them. Ahead was open savannah with little in the way of cover except for a dry riverbed forty metres away. There was also a small hill and a collection of trees that David pointed to. Emmanuelle ran, David behind her, both keeping low. He gripped the phone and the gun, unable to talk and run at the same time, thrusting the phone into his pocket. 
 
    A minute at most, that was all they had before discovery. The further out from the village they could get, the more chance they had. 
 
    Whatever Gods still rested in the heavens didn’t deem them worthy of that minute. 
 
    There was a shout followed by a shot. Glancing back, David saw three men on foot. He stopped and span, kneeling in the rough dirt, lined up the shot, and sent three bullets hurtling towards this new enemy. He doubted he hit anything; it was more a warning to tell those in pursuit that there was risk in coming after him. 
 
    Some of us shoot back. 
 
    Then he was running again, Emmanuelle ahead of him reaching the hill. Their flight was pointless though, for now the jackals knew where they were. 
 
    The bullet took him in the right shoulder. To his amazement, he barely felt it, but it tipped him forward face first into the dirt where he landed, winded. To think he’d never been shot before. Emmanuelle looked back, terror in her eyes. 
 
    “Run,” he demanded, and bless her she did, knowing there was nothing she could do to help him, seeing him still moving. He would gladly give his life if it meant she could live. Give me that, just let her survive this unscathed. 
 
    Would the bastards let her live? 
 
    He felt heavy, broken, but still determined to fight. His left arm was useless, numb, collar bone shattered which would just add to the internal injuries. Grunting he rolled onto his back and fired one-handed, his vision blurring as the trauma began to take hold. The sweat pouring into his eyes didn’t help. 
 
    His experience told him that a sniper was responsible for the hole in his shoulder. No amount of training could protect him from that accuracy.  
 
    Miraculously he hit someone, more out of luck than skill, a satisfying grunt reaching him. With his strength dwindling, he rolled over onto his front, tearing himself around so that he faced the bastards. 
 
    “David, come on.” Emmanuelle’s head poked up out of the ditch having reached the lip of the riverbed. Get down, he wanted to shout. 
 
    Then he was on his feet in a crouch. He fired again in the hopes of keeping whoever was attacking pinned, but it had the opposite effect, the earth erupting all around him as they intensified fire. Something stung his scalp, pain also lancing across his cheek. Flesh wounds, and yet they hurt infinitely more than the dull throb that had felled him. If he could just get five more metres, he would have a semblance of cover, but he wouldn’t be able to hold that position for long, not against these numbers, not with this gun. 
 
    Who the hell were they? One thing he realised just by looking at them was these were not the terrorists he had previously fought. They were dressed in black combat gear and moved in a coordinated fashion. To his trained eye he saw they had preparation and leadership, not the haphazard fighters that craved to be martyrs for their warped interpretation of Islam. 
 
    The scream ripped his heart out. He saw Emmanuelle tip backwards, and then he couldn’t see her anymore. Do what you want to me, but don’t hurt Em. No, not that. 
 
    How many people had he lost in his life? Men who he had fought with, and now the woman he loved more than anything. 
 
    “Noooo!” David roared, turning, emptying his magazine at those who wanted him dead. Releasing the clip, he tried to pull another from his belt, but his other hand refused to work. A bullet struck his good arm, spinning him round, toppling him over into the riverbed, pistol flung off to wherever. 
 
    I’m dead was the first thing that came to mind. 
 
    He didn’t land on hard earth, but on soft bleeding corpses, the fall igniting a fresh agony in his wounds. And then he saw her, his lover, his saviour floundering on top of the dozens of bodies. 
 
    Somehow he found his feet again, the foe no longer firing at him, his hands squelching into something warm and wet. He crawled towards the woman who meant everything to him. David needed to see her, to say those things he should have said countless times, to somehow try and save her from all this. It felt like an eternity, but he reached her, dropping next to where Emmanuelle lay on her back. 
 
    She blinked at him but there was no smile to be had. 
 
    The bullet had taken half her jaw off. Still alive, she rested there gasping for breath, her beauty forever ruined. David caught her hand, gripping it with surprising strength. 
 
    Stay with me. 
 
    Behind him, he felt men appearing on the river’s edge, someone descending down to him. He tried to cover Emmanuelle with his body, to shield her, but then a foot landed hard, pushing him onto his back, a searing shot like nothing he had ever felt taking out his left knee cap. That pain took any fight from him. 
 
    “Shit,” the man towering above him muttered. He was looking at Emmanuelle, shaking his head, kneeling as he examined her ruined face. “Well, that’s rather unfortunate.” This was the one he had heard shouting at the start of this. The man in charge. 
 
    Christ, look at the size of him. 
 
    David was useless now, no matter how much he craved vengeance. He wanted to reach up and tear this killer’s heart out, but his body defied him. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” David demanded. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here, and now look at the result,” the German said. “Unfortunate for you.” There was a black mask over the enemy’s face, pistol raised, smoke drifting from the nozzle. 
 
    “Spread out, find them.” Why? Why had these men done this? 
 
    “Go…fuck…yourself,” David managed. The response was a kick to his injured knee, then another. Merciless and unnecessary cruelty. David screamed, rage and despair overwhelming the pain. 
 
    “Just remember, this was your fault.” The man was talking to Emmanuelle, an allegation that made no sense. There was a sudden secret here and the hint of betrayal. “You had to be selfish. You understand that couldn’t be allowed.” David reached for the man, but he was kicked again. “Now look at you. Such a disappointment.” The words hooked into him. What the hell did they mean? 
 
    Bending down, the German grabbed David’s knee with incredible strength. David’s vision exploded as the agony gripped him. What made it worse was the gloved finger that wormed its way into the bullet hole. All David could do was scream and suffer. 
 
    When that hand finally relented, David felt the blackness almost take him. He remembered the German slipping a finger under the mask and into an expectant mouth. Surely a hallucination, though.  
 
    Two men stepped forward and began to drag Emmanuelle away. She didn’t resist, her body limp. David roared his frustration, before the pain caused him to retreat inside. If they killed her, the woman he loved, any reason left to live would be stripped from him. His gut wrenched in his unbearable grief. Emmanuelle was everything to him, had dragged him from the abyss, and had given him hope. 
 
    The gun, now pointed at David’s head, was steady and inviting. 
 
    “But what to do about you, my friend?” 
 
    “Kill me then you bastard, come on.” David tried to shout, but his throat was hoarse. All he managed was a croak. Emmanuelle was out of sight now, no longer in the depression of the riverbed. 
 
    “I’m wondering if I should give you a chance at life. I imagine that would be the worst thing I could do for you. You have so much you need to answer for. Think of all the pain I can give you.” 
 
    He had nothing left and he let himself collapse into the carpet of death, his lung sucking up the dusty air and the aroma of the dead. Then it came to him. That voice, he had heard it before. Where he had heard it escaped him, but he was certain he had met the German in his past. 
 
    This man had killed so many times, David could see that in the posture, the satisfaction growing as the German slowly bent down over him. David heard him mutter something. Was Emmanuelle still alive, maybe clinging to life? Why did they take her? What was she to this maniac? 
 
    More men appeared, circling David. They too all wore masks. 
 
    “You are a brave man,” the German announced. “Because you didn’t kill any of my men, I’m thinking I won’t kill you. Maybe you deserve a worse fate.” The circle parted, another man stepping forth. Something landed on David’s upper chest. It was heavy, the dead baby’s head rolling off him, blood soaking through his shirt, coating his neck. 
 
    A wet boot was pushed into his face, lips forced onto his teeth, the flesh there ripping. The taste of blood was unmistakeable, his whole body contaminated by what the baby and the bodies below him carried. Considering how lethal Marburg could be, David was surprised by how unconcerned these men seemed to be standing among its victims. 
 
    “Let’s see if the world misses you,” the German chuckled. Then the blood was in David’s eyes, the virus no doubt already penetrating. So, this is what true evil looked like. To add to that, the German removed his mask, getting in close to David. David knew him, he was sure, but he had no idea from where. 
 
    I will never forget your voice or your face. But why can’t I remember who you are? 
 
    “I hope you suffer terribly in the next life, my friend.” As David watched, the eyes boring into him turned a deep red, an impossible act more likely caused by pain induced hallucination than a true physiological miracle. 
 
    Then everything went black, the gun aimed at his head firing. In that moment, death was the best thing that could have happened to him. He had survived countless wars relatively unscathed, only for love to be the end of him. 
 
    It wasn’t the end though, just a terrible beginning. 
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    Timetable 21 
 
    Planning for an uncertain future 
 
      
 
    About Timetable 21 
 
    Timetable 21 was a 3-day pandemic table top exercise organised by the Global Business Assembly. It simulated a series of global responses to a hypothetical and scientifically plausible pandemic. Fifty global government, business, and public health representatives were players in this simulation exercise that highlighted the real-world risk of a new global disease. 
 
    The scenario followed the release of a weaponised strain of respiratory virus, originating in China. 
 
      
 
    Summary of findings 
 
    
    	 There is no ability to formulate a coordinated global reaction against such a pandemic threat. Individual countries will work haphazardly and independently to try and contain such an outbreak, which will hamper any global response. Consideration should be given to giving more power to the United Nations in such disasters. 
 
    	 Existing methods to bring new vaccines to the market are laborious and outdated. With an average “to market timescale” of ten years for a new vaccine, measures must be taken to drastically shorten this, even at the expense of long-term testing. 
 
    	 Effective leadership is needed to make the hard decisions. Due to the very real dangers imposed to life, liberties in the Western democracies may need to be curtailed to fight any pandemic pathogen. 
 
    	 In the scenario, the infection hit each country in waves, overwhelming health services and disrupting public services to such an extent that, in some countries, society began to fracture. Each country should agree on measures ahead of time, which will be used to restrict public freedoms on a temporary scale. 
 
    	 One of the biggest dangers in fighting the pandemic was public mistrust caused by misinformation. A global consensus on what should be shared must be made by the world media in conjunction with the existing social media companies. Our scenario showed that, due to the centralised control of most news and social media companies, most of the harmful conspiracy theories that such a pandemic would promote could be contained and countered. 
 
    	 The world must prepare for an end to easy and cheap international travel. National lockdowns and enhanced border controls are essential to stop the spread of future viral variants. Alas, the scenario showed that these measures would not stop the initial spread of any virus. 
 
    	 The economic impact will be severe. Industries that cannot facilitate at home working will be hardest hit. 
 
    	 Countries MUST take immediate measures to ensure the availability of PPE for all front-line healthcare workers before a pandemic hits. 
 
    	 The world is ill prepared to deal with a pandemic due to its fractured nature and reliance on globalisation and fossil fuels. 
 
   
 
      
 
    The Global Business Assembly brings together the premier political, business, and cultural leaders to coordinate and centralise global, regional, and industry ideas. 
 
    It was created in 1965 as a not-for-profit organisation, its founders choosing anonymity rather than wanting public accolades. Headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland, it is totally independent and ignores the interests of special interest groups.  
 
    The activities of the assembly are shaped by an exceptional institutional ethos founded on honesty and betterment of the human race.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Ulan-Ude, Russia. Nine months ago. 
 
    Torture was never a pleasant affair. 
 
    Two men were sat in a white, windowless room, bright fluorescents glaring down on them. The only furniture were the two chairs they occupied along with a metal surgical trolley decorated with various bloodied instruments. This was a place of punishment for those foolish enough to defy the all-powerful authority of the state. As such, the paint in the room had been allowed to peel, the floor’s concrete stained by a display of brutal history. This was a space rarely cleaned effectively so as to help promote the evidence of previous suffering. Perhaps that was deliberate, a psychological tool to help break those poor unfortunates who were dragged in here screaming. If the walls could speak, they would recount the agony that hapless souls had previously been forced to endure. 
 
    The prisoner should have been just another unfortunate face, here to be bruised, blackened, and maimed. Alas, he was more important than that. In defence of the brutality being unleashed, at least his crimes were real rather than imagined or concocted. The world at large didn’t know of him yet, but the Chinese had sent out warnings, through back channels, to the countries on its borders. 
 
    Find this criminal, for millions of lives might depend on it. 
 
    The first man, Doctor Zhang Mo, naked and slumped in his chair, had his arms individually shackled to the rear chair legs. His ankles were similarly bound to ringlets thoroughly embedded in the floor so that his legs were spread wide as if to reinforce his vulnerability. Mo was in his early thirties with an impressive physique. He was also completely bald, bloodied, and peppered with bruises and contusions. 
 
    This was not a healthy place to be brought. 
 
    So far, four teeth and three toes had been singled out for specific treatment and his body was covered in the results of the ruthless but controlled beating he had already received. The blood from the foot wounds would at some point be mopped away, but first this interrogation must continue to its completion. There was still a stench in the air despite the ancient air conditioning, charred flesh, heat used to cauterise wounds. 
 
    When Mo finally died, it would not be from blood loss. 
 
    There was an IV drip suspended from a celling hook, the nutrient fluid delivered through a cannula placed in Doctor Mo’s neck. Minutes before, it had been replaced with a fresh bag. Despite what was being done to the man, it was important he remained alive, for there was a secret that desperately required extracting. There was a reason the Chinese wanted him so badly. 
 
    There would be no trial to assess his crimes. If he finally revealed what he knew, the only mercy he could expect was a bullet to the brain. 
 
    The second man was somewhat portly although muscular of frame, wearing a plastic butchers apron over his Russian Army Captain’s uniform. He was also younger than Mo, freely slouched back in his own chair as he examined the composure of his victim. Mo had suffered for nearly three hours in this session, but only after first undergoing several days of intense interrogation and sleep deprivation. Yet he still hadn’t told his questioners what they want to hear. 
 
    Why the man had decided to flee North from China was a mystery to the interrogator. So was how his crimes had become known to the various security agencies of the Russian state. All the interrogator knew was that Mo had secrets that needed to be unearthed. 
 
    Torture was a last and desperate measure that nobody had expected to employ, but Mo had been unfazed by the words of his verbal interrogators and had barely seemed concerned by the lack of sleep imposed on him. This was why the army captain was here, a man known for his ability to make men and women loosen their tongues. 
 
    And yet Mo did not speak of what he knew. This was not how things were supposed to play out. To look at him, the average bystander would not expect Mo, or anyone, to be the type of person able to withstand the brutal treatment administered. Those who sought the information Mo knew admitted their desperation by employing such techniques.  
 
    “You should stop lying,” the interrogator said. 
 
     “I…I’m not lying. How can I lie when I haven’t told you anything?” Mo tried to lift his weary head and spat a clot of blood from his mouth. There was something loose and sharp in his mouth, a remnant from where one of his teeth had been fractured. He tried to shift in his chair, but there were other bindings holding him down, the chair itself bolted to the ground. Immoveable, a prison that his body couldn’t escape, leaving him open and exposed, vulnerable to whatever the interrogator wished to do to him. 
 
    “We already know most of it. There is little point in holding out any longer.” This was a bluff on the part of the interrogator. They know little about what Mo had done, only that the doctor’s actions threatened millions of lives. Mo was a trusted Chinese Communist party member and scientist of supreme intellect. That he betrayed his country so blatantly was unexpected, those in the Chinese power structures still reeling from the shock waves caused by his treason and indiscretion. 
 
    “What you think you know and the truth are two very different things. You know nothing which is why I am still here. You masters are just as clueless.” Mo managed a smile which clearly infuriated the interrogator. Two lives were at stake in this room. If Mo didn’t reveal everything he held so secret, the man interrogating him would face serious repercussions. Such was the urgency of the situation that failure couldn’t be tolerated. There were people watching, linked in through the four surveillance cameras in the room’s corners. The interrogator, one of the best at what he did, knew failure wasn’t an option. 
 
    “Then enlighten me,” the interrogator insisted. It was rare for him to encounter a subject so resistant to his less than subtle manipulations. Normally those he was asked to work on broke quickly from the brutality of what was done to them. The interrogator was exquisitely skilled at his job for he had been trained by the best. Secretly though, he always feared he would meet a subject who wouldn’t crack under the strain. 
 
    Perhaps Doctor Mo was such a man. Why will he not tell what he knows?  
 
    “Where would the fun in that be?” Mo lurched his head back and took in a deep inhale. The breathing sounded laboured, his ribs bruised from the rubber hose that was used on him. There was a subtle irritation there, a wheeze reminiscent of asthma.  
 
    “Perhaps another tooth, then. Removal this time.” The interrogator stood and picked up the bloodied plyers from the table. They were not designed for the extraction of human molars, but they remained sufficient for the job here. The interrogator never claimed to be a dentist and contained no concern if he ended up leaving roots in or loose bits of bone. His interest was the infliction of brutal and mind-numbing pain. 
 
    The human body was only supposed to be able to withstand so much, which was why pharmaceutical help was employed here. The infusion dripping into Mo’s veins was designed to keep the doctor hydrated and to stop him passing out. Within it, a chemical concoction was also supposed to make him more amenable to questioning, but strangely hadn’t had the desired effect so far. It was also there to amplify the pain, making the lightest scratch a torment to test the will of Christ himself. 
 
    “Why not take them all?” Mo challenged. 
 
    “Don’t think I am fooled by your bravery. You will talk. They all do.” The interrogator did not sound convinced by his own words. For the first time in his secretive career, he doubted he would be able to break a man. There was something wrong here, something the interrogator wasn’t seeing. 
 
    Why was he chosen for this? Why was this madman in his country? 
 
    “I alone stole the virus. There is nothing more you need to know.” The virus, Chinese Respiratory Syndrome or CRS for short, was not a work of nature, but of man, an abomination created by scientists who should have known better. Doctor Mo was the man in charge of its development, his genius at the heart of what made the virus so unique…so deadly. That the Chinese government had authorised such research was just insanity. Knowing the Chinese mentality, for them to share what Mo had stolen proved how dangerous it was to the world. 
 
    If the Chinese had been given a choice, they would have covered up this scandal. Alas, they weren’t given that option. 
 
    The doctor’s betrayal to his country and his species was partially mitigated by the evidence that showed he had also created a vaccine for the contagion. It would be foolish to release a pathogen you couldn’t protect yourself against, some would say. More foolish than creating such a virus in the first place? The vaccine was experimental and untested, but the technology was there. 
 
    The peculiar aspect was that Mo had sent all the research on the virus and his vaccine to multiple international agencies before he had taken flight. This meant it was no longer owned solely by China, the truth known now by hundreds of people. The whole world would have access to it. Of course, the interrogator knew nothing of this, and even if he did, it would have meant nothing. 
 
    “But why? For what purpose? And we know you must have had co-conspirators.” The interrogator stepped forward and pushed Mo’s head back brutally. The doctor’s neck cracked. “You can save yourself any more pain. Why put yourself through this?” The interrogator had many tools and techniques left at his disposal. Somehow though, he doubted they would be effective. 
 
     “Take that one,” Mo said poking one of his front teeth with his tongue. The interrogator spotted it then, something wrong with Mo’s voice, the hoarseness undeniable. “It was always crooked. You would be doing me a service.” 
 
    “You are insane,” the interrogator insisted, but insanity was not a reason to show mercy. Carefully, he latched the plyers onto the tooth and began to twist. He worked the root slowly with his wrist action, satisfied by the cry of agony this elicited. After a minute’s work, the tooth was flung onto the ground. 
 
    Who was it that cleaned a room such as this? The interrogator had never met those required to do that task. It took a certain kind of individual to inflict pain in a controlled fashion. And the same went for those who cleaned up after the torture had finally ended. 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” Mo laughed, letting more blood dribble from between his lips. It dripped from his chin before spreading out across the red stains that already smeared Mo’s chest. 
 
    Teeth were clearly not something the good doctor cared about. 
 
    The interrogator put the plyers down and picked up an elasticated chord and a scalpel. The doctor didn’t seem to be concerned that he was now disfigured. So be it. It was time to threaten the thing every man surely feared. 
 
    “You handle pain well. I am impressed.” And surprised. If he finally succeeded in getting Mo to speak of what he knew, the interrogator realised he would need to re-evaluate his technique. It shouldn’t take this long to loosen a man’s lips. 
 
    Previously two hours was the most anyone had ever held out. There was a rumour that torture didn’t work, that brutalised men would admit to anything to just make the pain stop. Such lies were spoken by those with no real knowledge of what occurred in hellish places deep beneath the polluted earth. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m sure my mother would be proud of me.” The doctor was filled with an arrogance that was infuriating. It was almost as if Mo wanted to be here. And his body didn’t defy this bravado, the skin getting redder, stress building up. Normally tortured men became pale, which was why smelling salts were always on hand. 
 
    “Perhaps you should have thought of your mother. I’m sure your government already has her in custody. You know how she will be made to suffer for your crimes.” Normally, threats made against family members put a dent in those he had interrogated in the past, but Mo just shook his head sadly. 
 
    “My mother never understood me. I care little for her.” Alas, the doctor didn’t have children as far as was known. The interrogator had no hesitation to brutalise the young if it got him the information he sought. That had never failed in the past, and usually just the mere presence of those children was enough. 
 
    “You sound like a zealot,” the interrogator noted. 
 
    Why won’t you break? 
 
    “Now you are starting to understand.” 
 
    “Do you think your mother will be treated well? I hear your government uses rape as an effective punishment for those who sire enemies of the state. I’m sure they could find some degenerate who would be willing to molest her. Maybe we could set up a video link so you could watch.” The file on Mo stated his mother was still alive. Who could hold their tongue in such a scenario? What kind of sick animal would sit back and allow their own kin to be treated in such a fashion? 
 
    The interrogator wasn’t to know that the information was incorrect, a digital backstory to help the good doctor pass the necessary background checks. There was no Chinese mother although there was a now deceased father of that nationality, the seeds of this hidden conspiracy having been planted deep over decades. 
 
    “But that would mean revealing to the Chinese that you have me. We both know that isn’t going to happen for they would be demanding my return.” The interrogator could tell that Mo wasn’t bluffing. He was not concerned by these threats. In fact, he seemed to be feeding off the pain. Whatever the reason Mo had done this terrible thing, it was to support some vital agenda that only Mo and his co-conspirators could understand. 
 
    It was in that moment the man interrogating knew he was out of his depth. 
 
    Why would one of China’s most respected scientists create and deliberately steal a deadly virus? Such research shouldn’t have been authorised, and there were several once prominent and powerful men now sat in the darkest cells the Chinese government could find. The Chinese were panicking, scouring their country for Mo, arresting dozens of people who were associated with him. This situation was bad for the Chinese, worse than anyone there was willing to freely admit. 
 
    If released, the virus would change the world. Amazingly, Mo had told the world, hampering his own chances of escape. And now here he was, captured by the unforgiving Russians. The confession video was still an obscurity, but would not remain so. 
 
    “You are brave, I will give you that. Let us see how brave,” the interrogator countered. Bending down, the interrogator wrapped the chord around the doctor’s testicles. He pulled it tight, finishing with a bow knot. Mo didn’t wince, despite the bright purple colour that rapidly spreads across those vital dangling organs. 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” The doctor looked on in fake horror at the scalpel that was now being held close to his manhood. “Are you really going to reduce yourself to such barbarity? You are supposed to be a professional.” Never before had the interrogator been mocked in such a fashion. 
 
    “I’ve done it before, and the trick is to do it slow. The chord helps stop the blood loss so the subject doesn’t pass out. I won’t remove most of the skin, but an incision down the middle will let both of your balls fall out towards the floor, dangling there. Then we can have some fun with them.” 
 
    “But that’s going to get in the way of my dance practice.” Mo managed a wink with the one eye that wasn’t damaged causing the interrogator to step back in surprise. 
 
    There was another possible reason for such fortitude and resilience. Perhaps the doctor was clinically insane. That would explain a lot. Psychopaths don’t adhere to the normal thoughts and fears of the sane. The interrogator now severely regretted deciding to learn Mandarin. Someone else needed to own this burden. 
 
    Strangely, Mo grimaced, shifting in the chair as best he could. 
 
    “Or perhaps I will just leave them tied up like that so that you are castrated, your balls slowly dying. That’s how they castrate lambs, you know. Give it a few hours and you won’t be able to think straight from the agony. Then I will remove them as a mercy to you, but not before you beg me.” The interrogator moved the scalpel from side to side, pointing it at one eye and then the other. “And believe me when I say that everybody begs.” 
 
    “You’re such a tease.” 
 
    “Your traitorous actions could kill thousands. Millions. This is less than you deserve.” Truth be told, the interrogator hadn’t been told much about the virus, but if the hierarchy above him was willing to sanction this torture, then the virus must be something from apocalyptic nightmares. 
 
    “My glorious and noble government kills that many in their re-education camps every year. Why am I suddenly the villain? Besides, the planet could do with being culled. Humans are nothing special. Trust me when I say I know what I’m talking about here.” The logic behind the question was surprising. What was it Stalin said? 
 
    If one man dies of hunger, that is a tragedy. If millions die, that’s only statistics. 
 
    “Your government isn’t on trial here,” the interrogator said defensively. He didn’t like this. Mo was still too cocky, still too unconcerned by his own fate. Last time the interrogator had encountered someone close to such resistance was in a man with a strong religious faith. Even he broke though. It was well known that the doctor was an atheist, so what other kind of ideology could be at play here? 
 
    “Oh, this is a trial? You should have said. I would have worn my best suit.” Mo had developed a lisp now, the missing teeth effecting the airflow through his mouth. Mo looked around as if searching for something. “We seem to be missing a judge.” 
 
    “Where is the virus, damn you.” The interrogator finally let his own exasperation show. That wasn’t good, you should never let your victim see your emotion. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Then it happened again, that grimace responding to pain not inflicted directly by the interrogator. 
 
    “Of course you know, you stole it.” The interrogator had been told they had the proof of that which would be of great embarrassment to the Chinese. How unfortunate for them that Mo was now in Russian hands. There was that nagging question though, the one that kept nudging the interrogator. Why was Russia getting involved? Surely it would be better to just hand Mo back to his own government.  
 
    “What day is it?” The doctor suddenly asked. 
 
    “Days no longer matter to you now.” Keep them disorientated, starved of information. That was how it was supposed to work. 
 
    “If you tell me what day it is, I might be able to calculate how many of your fellow countrymen are already infected.” The bombshell landed in the interrogator’s gut, bile threatening to rise into his throat. If the virus had already been released, then there were many who would be of the opinion there was no way of stopping it. 
 
    “Get him to tell you what he means by that.” The urgent voice broke in over the interrogator’s two-way radio that was hung by the only door. Those on the other end should know better, they had just given the doctor an added incentive to resist. 
 
    “You are willing to kill so many?” 
 
    “It’s just mathematics at the end of the day. The sooner its spread goes exponential, the sooner humanity will learn how vulnerable they are.”  
 
    The interrogator didn’t know about such things for he was not a scientific man. Nobody could expect him to be familiar with the nuances of viral replication and viral spread through urban populations. All he needed to know was that the virus was deadly, designed to overwhelm a patient’s respiratory system so they drowned in their own bodily fluids. 
 
    Five per cent mortality rate was the expected fate of those who caught it. It could have been far worse, but this was bad enough. That was still over seven million Russians that might die. 
 
    Why did people always think they could play God? 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Tell you what, come closer and I will whisper a secret to you.” Mo beckoned with his head. The interrogator stood back, suspecting a hidden agenda in the promise. If he got close enough, would Mo try and bite him, or spit a mouthful of blood-infused phlegm? The insane were capable of almost anything. 
 
    “There is no need to whisper. Speak your truth out loud.” This wasn’t right. What was the interrogator missing? Behind him, he failed to notice the fate of the tooth he had extracted and so casually discarded. Unseen, it had already begun to dissolve. 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe my truth. Mere words would be inadequate. I would need to show you.” There was that smile again. “But if I did that, then you would never be the same. I conclude your feeble mind would break.” Mo arched his neck, a low grunt escaped him. “I really am beginning to tire of this. You should let me go.” 
 
    “You really aren’t in a position to dictate terms.” With a building fury fuelled by the threat of failure, the scalpel was plunged down into Mo’s right leg, just above the knee cap. Even as the interrogator jerked the surgical steel back and forth to exaggerate the wound, he knew it would have no effect. 
 
    Mo just smiled back at him, and then began to shiver. 
 
    “I think it’s time. I feel the hunger building. How annoying, I thought I could hold out longer.” Mo’s face was suddenly stricken by sadness. “And now my secret will be known.” 
 
    “Hunger? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Let me show you what you are actually dealing with. Those watching had better flee while they can.” Mo suddenly jerked in his bonds, the gap in his dentition glaring. As the interrogator watched in growing horror, the lost tooth began to grow back, only sharper, more vicious looking.  It was impossible, and yet there was no denying what he was seeing. Tearing his head sharply to the left, Mo managed to grab the dangling IV line in his mouth and ripped it from his flesh. 
 
    “What are you?” the interrogator demanded, stepping back even further. He no longer wanted to be here. The tooth wasn’t the only thing to grow; Mo’s shoulders swelled, his arms bulging as the muscles writhed and pulsed. The speed of the transformation was almost as frightening as the actual changes occurring. Across his skin, the bruises began to disappear. 
 
    “I am the end of everything,” Mo answered. There was the sound of metal straining as the restraints holding the doctor down began to fail. Mo began to scream as his arms worked, his body descending into a frenzy of chaos. 
 
    “Get out of there, man!” the voice from above insisted. 
 
    The interrogator pissed himself. Never before had he seen such a defilement of the natural order. He made to flee, but upon ripping open the door, he stumbled over his own feet. Behind him, there was the sound of metal wrenching. 
 
    On his knees, the interrogator scrambled through, slamming the door behind him. Seconds later, something collided with the door, a large bulge pushing out of the metal. An alarm blared, and the sound of men running to his position was like an erotic dream. Then the interrogator was on his feet, not caring if people saw his cowardice. As he ran, the door holding back the nightmare began to fail. If it could break through the thick steel door, what else could this creature do? 
 
    *** 
 
    It was night-time when the helicopter landed, the field thick with snow that was still lightly falling. A trio of flares marked the landing zone, a huddle of soldiers ducked down to escape the downdraft. Two people jumped off after two bags of equipment were thrown to the damp ground before the helicopter plunged back up into the sky. 
 
    “Just once I would like to be sent to somewhere with good weather,” the first of the pair said, his breath thick with mist. He was called Orlov Romanov, a formidable man with a prominent burn mark running down across the right side of his weathered face. 
 
    “If you are hoping to someday see me in a bikini, you will have a long time to wait.” His companion, Colonel Khristina Sidarov, was a giant of a woman. 
 
    “Please. You know my heart weeps with such a possibility.” Khristina didn’t respond, other than to pick up one of the bags and throw it to him. 
 
    Two soldiers approached tentatively, a captain and a sergeant. The captain was taken aback when he realised one of his guests was female. 
 
    “Colonel?” the captain hesitated briefly before snapping to attention. 
 
    “What is your status, Captain?” Khristina’s voice demanded her authority be respected. 
 
    “The facility is in lockdown. That…that thing is trapped down there.” The captain looked like he was about to throw up. 
 
    “How many men did you lose, Captain?” Orlov demanded. Unlike Khristina, Orlov wore no rank or uniform, just black fatigues. 
 
    “Twenty-seven,” the captain answered absently. 
 
    “I will need a blueprint of the facility,” Khristina insisted. “Do you have a recording of what occurred?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good, we will need to see it.” The captain turned to lead them away, but Khristina stopped him. “One final question, Captain. How is it you and your men are still alive?” 
 
    “We…” The words stuck in the captain’s throat. 
 
    “You ran,” Orlov finished for him. “There is no shame in that, not with what you faced.” 
 
    “What is this thing?” 
 
    “Better for you not to know,” was all Khristina would say. 
 
    *** 
 
    The beast had been trapped on the lower floor with the elevators shut off. Fortunately, the facility was reasonably small, with an L-shaped corridor on both lower floors. 
 
    The thick pressure door was the single way down there, and its intact nature showed Khristina her prey was still trapped. But then, so was she now, as the door closed behind her and Orlov. That door would not be opened until the creature was killed, orders that Khristina had given herself. It was kill or be killed, there could be no mercy offered either way here. 
 
    They swept the first lower level and found only the dead. No hiding places presented, their torches sweeping each room to add to the red emergency lights that gave the place a hellish gloom. People had died badly down here, blood and limbs strewn about the place. More than once her torch beam fell on a severed head. Actually, severed was perhaps the wrong word to use, for the flesh of the necks showed that they had been torn from torsos. Strong, fit men had been ripped apart. 
 
    The numerous shell casings that skittered across the floor as they walked showed that an admirable fight had been made, but to no avail. 
 
    Khristina went first down the stairs to the next level. She always went first because she would never ask a man to do what she wouldn’t. If Orlov objected, he never said anything, as he had too much respect for her in that regard. Also maybe a little bit of healthy fear, for Khristina had a reputation for brutality. 
 
    The lowest level was in an even worse state. Doors had been ripped off, and the concrete walls had large dents in them. Khristina paused, her light showing the claw marks that had been gouged in one wall. This thing was definitely what she hunted. 
 
    Turning the corner, she saw it; a hulking figure sat at the end of the corridor, gnawing on what looked like a leg. The beast bit deep into the meat before tearing a chunk free. The sound of its chewing swallowed up her footsteps as she crept forward. 
 
    Khristina always felt the fear in these moments. The trick was to use that fear to your own advantage. 
 
    Doctor Mo no longer looked like the picture of the Chinese scientist who had caused so many people sleepless nights. Now he looked like something from nightmares. 
 
    “Ah, fresh meat,” Mo said, his words slurred as he chewed. 
 
    “You’ve made a mess of the place,” Khristina said. 
 
    “I do apologise. Have you come for me, bitch?” Mo mocked. 
 
    “Of course.” Khristina aimed her AK-15 at her target. Both her and Orlov’s underslung torches were centred on Mo’s face, his hairless head an inviting target. 
 
    “You do not run at the sight of me?” Mo sounded confused. 
 
    “Why would I run?” Khristina fired three rounds into Mo’s chest. The malformed body bucked with the impacts, the hollow-point rounds forming grievous wounds on their exit. Mo, however, didn’t die. Instead, with a strength that defied logic, he threw the leg at her and rose to his feet. The leg was easily dodged. 
 
    “Your bullets are useless,” Mo scoffed. The edges of the holes in his chest were already starting to creep together. Mo spread out his arms, each finger tipped with a deadly talon that could do more damage than any blade. 
 
    “So I see.” There was about ten metres between them. 
 
    “That hurt, by the way. I will punish you for that.” Mo punched the wall, concrete fragments scattering to the floor. 
 
    “Let me ask you something,” Khristina said. This paused the creature, suspicion creeping onto Mo’s deformed face. 
 
    “You should run,” Mo warned. “I will enjoy the hunt.” In this light, Mo’s skin was almost translucent, showing a hint of the blood vessels below. 
 
    “Who says you are the hunter?” Khristina fired another shot, this time into Mo’s foot. The look of triumph on Mo’s face evaporated as he screeched in genuine pain. Around the fresh wound, the foot began to decay, bubbling as the flesh fed off itself. “Seems bullets do work, especially when they’re filled with wolfsbane.” 
 
    “Whore,” Mo shouted, charging, only for both Russians to open fire, the final bullet opening a hole in Mo’s forehead. 
 
    There was no more fight in the doctor after that. 
 
    The Colonel watched as the body before her began to twitch and change, rapidly liquefying as it lost all its structural integrity. Soon there would be nothing but a puddle of unidentifiable fluids. A new task for the cleaners of this facility, one that they would dare not mention, even between themselves. 
 
    Actually, more likely the whole place would be sealed off and demolished. 
 
    She said a silent prayer to the genius mind that had designed the vampire killing bullets she now so often used. The two Russians left, driven out by the stench as the air quickly became noxious. Lighting a cigarette, she passed it over to Orlov. In their line of work, you didn’t worry about a future of lung cancer because every day could be your last. 
 
    “Please don’t shoot,” a voice said. A man emerged from the end room. Khristina recognised him as the interrogator from the video she had watched. The interrogator was naked, his raised hands marking the lost fingers. If she had to guess, Khristina would say Mo had decided to enact some revenge. The problem with that was the interrogator wasn’t a vampire. 
 
    “We have a survivor,” Orlov announced. “Happy days.” 
 
    “What was that thing?” the interrogator begged. Before answering, Khristina lit another cigarette. 
 
    “Better you not ask that question. This never happened.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to forget…that? Look what it did to me.” The interrogator held up his damaged hand. He still had his thumb at least. 
 
    “I’m sure you will find a way.” Inhaling deeply, the Colonel stepped back. Before any objection could be raised, she fired twice into the naked man’s chest. 
 
    “I bet he wasn’t expecting that,” Orlov quipped. There were no surviving surveillance cameras down here. Mo had seen to that, stripping the devices from the walls and ceilings. 
 
    “There was something different about this one. Did you notice?” Khristina threw the cigarette to the ground, the hit already satisfying. She rarely inhaled more than twice. 
 
    “It looked bigger, stronger.” 
 
    “Something new?” 
 
    “Hey,” Orlov replied, “I’m just along for the ride. I see you still like to tease them.” Orlov was referring to the first three bullets fired which were just standard. 
 
    “I like to see the surprise in their face just after they think they have the upper hand.” 
 
    They left the bodies behind. There would be no evidence of the vampire attack, that much was essential. That was why the captain and his men were shocked to find their deaths delivered to them. 
 
    Orlov and Khristina stood out in the cold and waited for the helicopter to return. She had radioed in with an update on the mission. Another notch on her trusty AK. She was presently reading a secure email she had received on her satellite phone. 
 
     “News from Moscow,” Khristina said absently. “Seventeen hundred patients have presented with unusual respiratory illness in three of the Beijing’s hospitals. All this over the last twelve hours. There are similar reports from Shanghai and Wuhan.” Orlov didn’t try to meet Khristina’s gaze. After a mission like this it could be like looking into the heart of evil.  
 
    Khristina had known a day like this would come. She had warned her superiors about it constantly, only to be met by indifference and stupidity. Well, hopefully they would listen now. 
 
    “The virus is already out then? Annoying.” 
 
    “Seems that way. Cities across Europe and the USA are also reporting infections. They know what they are dealing with, your friend Mo has seen to that, too.”  Khristina did not sound pleased to be relaying such devastating information, but there was no surprise there. Ask anyone and they would tell you that the thirty-eight-year-old Russian had only ever been known to smile on rare occasions. 
 
    Usually when she was ripping the guts out of someone who threatened Mother Russia. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “A video just started trending on YouTube of Mo telling the world what he did. If we hadn’t apprehended him, no doubt he would be in hiding now revelling in his brilliance.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “We probably aren’t cleared to know that.” We aren’t cleared to know a lot of things. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    1. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland. Present day. 
 
    Wealth and power were intoxicating, but Claude Schmidt knew that such human delights could be fleeting and ultimately self-defeating if that was all one cared about. You needed a higher goal, something greater than you to strive for. His mother had raised him to never be complacent about such things, and even with his strength and his force of will, Claude was aware that everything he had achieved could be taken from him. He was playing the most dangerous of games, the plan he had helped create finally unfolding towards its fruition. 
 
    He was prepared to face those risks, for Claude Schmidt intended to change the world…forever. 
 
    “The pandemic has provided us with the opportunity to start again,” the speaker on the stage stated. The speaker was old, of ancient European stock, and the perfect figurehead for the movement Claude had created. That movement contained some of the most powerful men and women in the world, including politicians, business leaders, and heads of state. They had come together with an idea, the chance to reshape the world to meet the vision outlined by Claude. Some thought that this was for the betterment of humanity. Others saw the power they could gain, spurred on by Claude’s mesmerising manner that could make people believe. 
 
    Claude put the pieces in place and made his dream the desire of others. 
 
    Then Chinese Respiratory Syndrome arrived and everything changed. Claude was there behind the scenes, manipulating and guiding the response of governments through his extensive network. One by one, countries locked down to try and slow the spread, politicians giving themselves unprecedented power, urged on by a bought and paid for media that used fear and exaggeration to make the people willing accomplices in their own enslavement. 
 
    All too easy. 
 
    “With the vaccines now in mass production, we can finally control whole populations like never before.” There was a murmur of approval from the crowd. Claude was one of the few people in the room who knew what the vaccine contained, what its true purpose was. It protected against the CRS virus, but it did so much more. 
 
    A stranger, if asked, would say that Claude was a handsome man in his mid-thirties, but he was almost three times that age, with a full head of hair that would have made any American politician cringe with jealousy. And yet his face never appeared in magazines or on the internet, his back-room dealings a secret to all but the elite of the world. Well, they called themselves the elite, but to Claude, they were just gullible pawns blinded by the delights he dangled before them. Now that same elite were intoxicated by the opportunity this pandemic brought them. Martial law in all but name, and riches for them and their families. Don’t forget the power, the likes of which had been just fanciful dreams a year ago. 
 
    Claude understood human nature well. 
 
    “We can now reshape society, and do away with the wasteful capitalist models that have drained the planets resources,” the speaker continued. Behind a neutral face, Claude chuckled inside. These people, so many of them used to money and privilege, were painfully easy to manipulate. They considered themselves the cream of humanity, living with the delusion that they were somehow better than the men and women who were presently losing jobs in the millions. Whole sectors of the economy were being decimated, and these idiots thought they would prosper from it. And they had, at first. 
 
    How sad. How naïve. How glorious for Claude. They couldn’t see the trap that was right there in front of them. A part of Claude wanted to stand up and tell them all they were such utter fools, but that would spoil the ending to this great game. Let them try and reap the ground they now sowed with their tyrannical seed. 
 
    They would find the soil salted and barren. 
 
    Rising from his chair in the audience, Claude ignored the eyes that followed him. There he was, the mysterious Claude Schmidt, a man worth billions. The king maker, the man who whispered advice to the leaders of countries. Not a man though—something greater, the future of the world. Even the speaker’s voice wavered before continuing on, seeking Claude’s approval as it was so vital to so many. 
 
    “The level of control we can gain over how society develops from here cannot be allowed to go to waste.” You don’t know the half of it, Claude thought as he pushed his way out of the conference room. 
 
    Outside, two armed security guards gave him the once over, standing taller as he passed. He wasn’t a world leader or an industrialist, but they still recognised him as one of the most powerful people here. More than that, he was one of the organisers, head of the steering committee of the mysterious Global Business Assembly. Officially, the Global Business Assembly group met once every year in relative secrecy to foster dialogue and cooperation between nations. The conspiracy theorists creamed their pants at what they perceived happened in these closed-door sessions. This was the first day of that event, where the hypocrisy of the rich and powerful meeting while the world remained in various degrees of lockdown would be ignored by the bulk of the world’s press. 
 
    These men and women controlled that press, and could manipulate human thought with just a few words, or organise spontaneous social media mobs to drown out opposing voices. 
 
    Rarely were so many important people to be found in one building, which was why the remote hotel had been sealed off to the public, armed patrols and police cordons keeping the attendees safe and secure from those who might threaten to enact some kind of revenge. Armoured SUVs and helicopters would ferry the most important of people away at the end of the event, past the small cordon of protestors that were camped on the hotel’s periphery. 
 
    There had been a time when the world had known little about these meetings, but now there were books and documentaries made about it. All missing the true power behind so many thrones. Nobody ever wrote about Claude Schmidt. 
 
    The Global Business Assembly events were exclusive and carefully controlled, always at risk of being infiltrated by people far too inquisitive for their own good. To date, nobody unauthorised had breached this hallowed realm, so effective was the security. One had to wonder though, if the guards and secret security agents knew what was in the thoughts of those they protected, how many of them would turn their guns on those they guarded? 
 
    Although it wasn’t actively said out loud, the changes being discussed in these daily sessions and briefings would mean the virtual enslavement of nearly four billion people. All for the greater good of course, because the unwashed masses could no longer be trusted to think or act for themselves. The world was reeling from a pandemic, and as the Assembly had accurately predicted, the global response was a shambles. 
 
    Just as it needed to be. The shining light of success was the global vaccine roll out. 
 
    For Claude, there was a greater agenda than that, one he never shared with those he promised to make kings and queens. A new world order was coming, and Claude would be at its heart. 
 
    Stepping up to the elevator, Claude barely acknowledged the painfully old man that already stood there. The elder stood tall, and his liver-spotted skin pulled taught over his skeletal features. Claude knew the man, an heir of some long-lost noble house who had never before attended this gathering, and who Claude had personally seen to it that the invite was sent. 
 
    A representative of more than that, though.  
 
    Nobody thought it odd, because if you were invited to this esteemed event, you were instantly considered worthy to be here. Rarely did anyone have to prove themselves, except on rare occasions when people were being considered as viable candidates to run a country or a major western business. Then their personalities would be dissected and scrutinised. 
 
    You couldn’t have just anybody elected to run a democracy. That would never do. 
 
    Silently they waited, the empty elevator door finally opening. The elevator cab accepted them, its mirrored walls creating an infinity of reflections that threatened to consume one’s sanity if you looked too deeply into its abyss. Claude pressed his room key against the reader before pressing “P”, his fellow passenger accepting the destination.  
 
    “A very informative conference so far,” the old man said with a hint of sarcasm creeping into his words. 
 
    “I’m glad you think so.” Claude said nothing more. Further conversation would be shared, but not here. Even with such heavy security in the hotel, one had to be careful with the words they spoke for they could never tell when tempers would rise. 
 
    Best not to show yourself in front of the sheep. 
 
    Uninterrupted, the elevator arrived at the top floor, where more armed men waited. Despite the guards knowing Claude by sight, the credentials dangling from his lanyard were checked, as were those of his guest. Any dignitary who baulked at such precautions were free to complain to Claude in person. 
 
    Very few did because any response he gave would not be suitable for those with fragile egos. 
 
    “Do you need anything sent up sir?” the senior guard asked Claude. 
 
    “No thank you, Jeff. I think we’re fine.” Claude knew every guard, every member of hotel staff and every guest by name, memorising the personnel files of everyone. This was easy for him, his intellect unsurpassed, and it helped establish a degree of loyalty to him above all others. That was one of the most important people in the world…and he remembered my name. 
 
    These particular guards were fanatics though, and would do whatever Claude asked of them, their allegiance unwavering and unquestionable. Claude had hand-picked them, his own Praetorians, a barrier against the many dangers of the world. Not that he needed such here in this fortified hotel, for he was more than a match for anyone who might try and do him harm. 
 
     Five metres and the pair were at the door to Claude’s penthouse, slipping inside so that the pleasantries and the pretence could be dropped. The floor crinkled from the thin sheet of plastic that was spread across it. If the Count noticed, he showed no signs. 
 
    “You have some nerve, half-breed.” The old man’s words were coated in venom. 
 
    “I invited you out of courtesy. Don’t make me regret that.” Claude pushed past the elder and headed for the drinks cabinet. He had every form of alcohol he could desire, not that any of it would make him drunk. The most he had ever been able to achieve was a mild buzz, his metabolism too formidable. 
 
    “You and your mother will be the end of us.” 
 
    “My dear Count, I fear you over exaggerate.” Claude chose to use the Count’s title, though he had no respect for such ancient traditions. This was the new world which would sweep away the old order. 
 
    “You will bring doom upon us.” Count Otto Von Habsburg seethed in the entryway to the penthouse suite. 
 
    “You said that when we first met, and it hasn’t happened yet.” Vodka, that seemed appropriate. Claude offered the bottle to his guest, and merely shrugged when it was refused. “And I told you it was time you stopped living in the shadows.” 
 
    “The shadows keep us alive.” 
 
    “You call that living? Hiding away in forests and remote villages?” Not the Count, though. He at least lived a life of relative luxury, for he was one of the seven leaders on the Grey Council, the ruling body of what was left of the vampire race. 
 
    “It’s worked for centuries,” the Count insisted. 
 
    “And now the cattle grow ever more abundant and ever more technologically advanced. Do you deny you are being hunted?” The vodka was far from smooth, but Claude drank it all the same, reassured that he would be spared the normal human ailments caused by its consumption. 
 
    “We can withstand that.” 
 
    “Really? Five of you killed this year alone. The old ways have failed. Now you must embrace the new. Why can’t you see that?” Claude was already growing tired of this fool, but he would persist and follow the instructions of his mother. Even after the way she had been cast out and ostracised by the likes of Count Habsburg, Mia Schmidt still felt claimed she felt a sense of duty to try and protect her kin. Those were the noises she made, at least. 
 
    Claude suspected otherwise. 
 
    As far as Claude was concerned, those who could not adapt deserved to die out, but he would respect his mother’s wishes and give the ancient fool a chance to save himself. One chance though, that was all the Count had. One insult too far and… 
 
    “I did not come here to be lectured to by an abomination like you,” the Count growled. As if to highlight his growing anger, his two central maxillary incisors began to grow, contorting the Count’s features to form wickedly sharp points. 
 
    You threaten me, here? Claude pondered. Seriously? 
 
    “Spare me your theatrics. You know you are no match for me.” It was ironic that half-breeds like Claude were stronger and more resilient than the pure-bloods. The added advantage was that Claude didn’t need human blood to survive. 
 
    “I know nothing of the sort,” the Count said, throwing his head back in defiance. The skin across his face became thinner, showing more of the blood vessels below. A human might have been shocked into terror, but Claude merely sighed. 
 
    Pure-blood vampires were a tiresome and predictable bunch.  
 
    “You should have listened to my mother. She has the answer to your salvation.” 
 
    “Your mother is a whore, lying with any human who would have her.” If the comment was supposed to promote anger, it had the opposite result, Claude laughing in response. 
 
    “And yet here I am as a result of that. Tell me, when was the last time one of your line sired a viable offspring?” The Count didn’t answer. “Oh, that’s right. I hear most of your women are infertile. And how is your seed? I imagine your balls are dried up, shrivelled like dates left in the sun.” The few births pure-bloods had managed over the last few decades had either been stunted, disease-ridden runts, or feral beasts that were driven mad by their blood cravings. His mother had told him the tales, her heart dizzy with the delight of it all. 
 
    “I will rip your heart out and feed off it,” the Count threatened, his fingernails growing into steel-like talons. Claude had no option now, the challenge thrown down. 
 
    That was the other problem with the pure-bloods. Their arrogance could make them really fucking stupid. 
 
    “I expected you to be stubborn, but I at least hoped to show you what I have already achieved.” 
 
    “I see no achievement, merely hubris and stupidity. You bow down to your food. That is no way to be.” 
 
    Claude put down his glass and stepped up to the Count. Although the ancient hadn’t fully transformed, the clothes he wore rippled with the metamorphosis that threatened underneath. 
 
    “Still, you do not understand. Humanity is a threat. They exist in their billions and could wipe the vampire race out like that.” Claude snapped his fingers in the Count’s face. “Fortunately, the humans are led by cretins who are so easy to manipulate. I hardly have to do anything except whisper in ears and make promises that will never be delivered. These idiots are so eager for power that they will be the agents of their own demise.” 
 
    “And yet to do this you meddle with science and the natural order. You know that is forbidden by the code.” The code, the rules the vampires had set themselves after the demise of their ancient society thousands of years ago. It was no longer fit for purpose, obsolete on a planet were the cattle ran amok. They still clung to those failed and outdated beliefs.  
 
    “Fuck your code. Your insistence to adhere to that eons-old system has led you to the brink of extinction. Your race is about to die of old age if you aren’t all killed in your beds first. Why can’t you see that?”  
 
    “The code is all we have,” the Count countered. “It was science that led to our undoing. We will not make such mistakes again.” 
 
    “You realise not everyone agrees? There are pure-bloods who see it my way. They will follow my mother when you and your seven have passed from this Earth.” 
 
    Claude put a conciliatory hand on the Count’s shoulder. 
 
    “Every race has its disappointments,” the Count hissed. “Just look at your moth…” The Count never got to finish his sentence, for Claude punched his fist right into the vampire’s ribcage. 
 
    Folk tales and lore told of methods to kill the undead, those who stalked the night in search of blood, but most of that was bollocks. They had no fear of garlic, and while unpleasant, a stake through the heart was rarely fatal. Sunlight caused nothing more than a mild skin rash and holy water was something to wipe the blood off one’s lips after killing the unfortunate who wielded it as a weapon. 
 
    But ripping a vampire’s heart out of its chest usually did the trick. Claude did that now, his strength more than a match for the ancient vampire’s failing flesh. 
 
    “You could have been a part of the new world,” Claude said, showing the Count his own heart. Then he let the dead do what they did best, the now lifeless body falling to the floor where it began to liquefy, its shape losing all cohesion. In his enraged fist, the heart muscle began to melt, Claude dropping what was left of it to the floor. 
 
    Damn, if not for the plastic sheet, that would have left a nasty stain. 
 
    Claude used the bathroom to clean up. He would need to change, since the black blood soaked into his shirt sleeve and jacket. A drop of it rested under his left eye, and Claude wiped that away. If only the Count had seen sense. He could have witnessed the vampire’s former glory. 
 
    Outside, the guards turned as Claude poked his head out into the corridor. 
 
    “Jeff, when you have a minute, I’ll need you to deal with a small inconvenience for me.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr Schmidt.” It wouldn’t be the first body Jeff had disposed of for his employer, nor was it the first vampire Claude had killed. It was a messy job, but Jeff never complained about what his master asked of him. 
 
    A mop and bucket would do the trick. 
 
    

  

 
   
    2. 
 
    Belsen, Germany, 1943. 
 
    Sitting in the back of his stepfather’s car, Claude Schmidt looked out at the bleak landscape, heavy clouds hiding the life-giving sun. Perhaps that was fitting, for the place they were going would feel better bereft of the cleansing rays, gloom and despondency more representative of the sorrows that were inflicted there. While prolonged direct sun didn’t give him rashes like it did his mother, Claude had developed a fondness for the dark and gloomy places. 
 
    It had been a long and tedious drive, and now he was nearing the destination that would be his new home. Being a child, he had no real say in where he lived, but he had no doubt that he and his mother would find this new abode to their advantage, unlike the majority of people who were brought here. Naturally, his mother wasn’t driving, for she was far too important for such menial tasks. 
 
    The Third Reich didn’t care for nobility, but it embraced scientific brilliance. Incredible minds, like that of his mothers, were cherished and celebrated. It was no concern that she was a woman, all that mattered were the technological and medical breakthroughs that she had promised to unlock. 
 
    All she needed were the test subjects for her to perfect her experiments. The camp would provide more than enough bodies to satiate her. 
 
    If the Nazis had known she was so much more than the genius they perceived, they might not have been so generous. 
 
    “Are you excited, Claude?” his mother asked. She was next to him, his hand in hers. “I think this experience will be good for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama.” He leaned his head against her arm, breathing in the soft vanilla she always smelt of. In her arms, his baby brother snoozed. Never once had Claude heard the infant cry, and now nearly two, his brother was growing up fast. 
 
    “We will do great things here,” his mother insisted. Unlike most children who were kept in the dark about the activities of their parents, Claude knew of his mother’s reputation, and it filled him with pride to have such a parent. Unusual for this time, it was his mother who was the important one in the family, even though his stepfather was a colonel in the Geheime Staatspolizei. 
 
    When they were together, Papa would never deny her anything, for his love and devotion to the matriarch of the family were boundless. 
 
    She had promised to make great strides in the understanding of human physiology with the prisoners who were trapped within the barbed wire fences, her unwitting and unwilling subjects. She would also do other things to those prisoners to further her own scientific curiosities. To Mia Schmidt, the horrors perpetrated by Nazi Germany may very well have been heaven sent, and she would do her best to surpass the terrible crimes already perpetrated. 
 
    The like of Mengele and Eppinger were choir boys compared to her.  
 
    Mia Schmidt, Doctor of Medicine and Professor of Biology, had a brilliant mind intent on changing the world. And while she made the right noises and gave the right promises, Mia cared not for the creation of the thousand-year Reich that had gripped the German psyche. Her goal was to work towards a world beyond that, using the country’s present obsession with fascism as a useful diversion that she had co-opted to her own agenda. 
 
    To the Nazis who paid her and pandered to her depraved will, she was known by another name, taking her husband’s surname out of convenience. The name Schmidt would come later, when the war was behind them. 
 
    “Will there be many of the vermin at the camp?” Claude enquired. He was looking forward to joining his mother in her experiments, for she had much to teach. 
 
    “Tens of thousands,” Mia answered. “We will have such fun with them.” 
 
    “You promise?” There it was, the twinge of excitement. This war was a blessing for Claude too, a boy who devoured knowledge and literature with a passion. He was not a child interested in toys and games, but of science and discovering the truth behind the human condition. 
 
    Not bad for a nine-year-old. No mere boy though, for vampire blood ran through his veins. A half-breed, one of the first, since his mother was rarely averse to experimenting on herself. She had broken sacred law by seducing a human male to prove that the two species could mate. 
 
    Claude was the impressive proof of that. 
 
    “I would never lie to you, Claude. You will get to play with as many of them as you like. And I will be able to continue my vital work free from any oversight.” Decades from now, people would talk of the experiments done in the Nazi concentration camps, but few people would have any insight into what went on behind the closed doors of Mia Schmidt’s laboratory. 
 
    Nobody unlucky enough to be sent to her would survive to talk about it, and no records would remain of her work. 
 
    Sitting up front, the two soldiers didn’t react to the conversation behind them, not visibly at least. But for the man in the passenger seat, there was no hiding his increased heartbeat. Claude could hear its rhythm just as easily as he could listen to the sound of his own breath. That skill had taken some getting used to, more importantly learning to be able to block it out lest one go insane. 
 
    The driver, though, would never be fazed by what his mother said or did, for secrets had been shared with him and promises made. He was a devoted servant who would drop to his knees and lick his mother’s heels if asked. Better to be a willing lackey rather than food, and his mind was addled by Mia’s mesmerising nature. The stories of vampires being able to hypnotise and control their prey were true. 
 
    The other soldier was afraid, and that was good. Fear kept men from doing foolish things. Claude was young and yet he already knew this having witnessed how that fear could be used to keep men docile and compliant. And fear worked best when it was mingled with a dash of hope. The Germans had made that mistake more than once at the start of their extermination programme, learning now perhaps too late in the game. 
 
    Always give the vermin a glimpse of a future life, even while you rounded them up and shipped them off to the camps. That was the key to genocide, something Claude would remember for the future. 
 
    “Will Papa be joining us?” Claude hadn’t seen him for months. 
 
    “Maybe later. He has important things to do.” 
 
    “Not as important as you though, Mama.” To say that Claude idolised his mother was an understatement. She was everything to him and she rarely denied young Claude anything he asked for. That devotion came at a cost though, Claude having no say in what he was taught. He would never be allowed youthful indiscretion, every moment of his growing life controlled so that he would learn the truth of what his potential was. 
 
    Mia Schmidt had a plan and the determination to see that plan through to its completion. 
 
    “Don’t dismiss your stepfather so readily. He has influence, ears he can whisper in. It’s one of the reasons I chose him,” Mia admitted with a smirk. No doubt it had been his stepfather who had arranged for them to be sent to this fabulous place, on Mia’s suggestion. She uncovered the toddler’s face, and stroked his forehead. “Besides, the man’s seed is stronger than most.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mama.” His stepfather was a tall and strong man, but he was still just a man. His mother was so much more. As for his real father, Mia had long since disposed of that pathetic mortal. It wasn’t wise to become too attached where humans were involved. 
 
    Claude smelt it then, the faint hint of smoke. Pulling away from his mother, he pushed his face up against the frigid window glass, peering out at the fields that spread from the road. And then he saw it, the huge camp, spreading out towards the horizon, several plumes of thick black smoke mushrooming up from one end of it. 
 
    That was where the ovens were. That was where the evidence of Mia’s pending crimes would be dealt with. 
 
    Understandably, that was one of the first things Claude wanted to see, the crematoriums. For this was Belsen, the concentration camp that would go down in history. Films would be made and books written about this camp and those like it, but that was for the future. Right now, Claude knew that this was the best place he and his mother could be. 
 
    Looking back at her, she winked, briefly letting the mask slip. Only in the eyes, but it was enough to reaffirm that his mother would be successful here. The pupil colour changed to the deep red that was more beautiful than the colour they were forced to adopt so as to mingle among this lesser species. 
 
    One day Claude and those like him would straddle the world as its rightful owners. But until that day, they would hide in plain sight, letting homo sapiens believe they were still the apex predator. Humans were dangerous because there were so many of them, despite their present insistence that they slaughter each other. One day that would change, and on that day, the world would see the reign of the planet’s rightful owners, homo vampirous. 
 
    

  

 
   
    3. 
 
    New York, USA. Present Day. 
 
    For Devlin Schmidt, murdering innocents was at the core of who he was. Not that humans could claim to be innocent. They were a plague on the planet, too numerous and too dangerous to be given stewardship over the Earth. Devlin was thus more than happy to help his brother in their coming eradication, but he would do it in a manner that he enjoyed.  
 
    Devlin liked nothing more than to kill, ending one beating heart at a time. Humanity had grown too numerous, stifling the planet and crushing all other species under their weight, forcing the vampires to the brink of extinction. Only the rats and the insects that fed off humanity’s waste could hope to compete. Nature did her best to keep them in check, but disease and disasters, blessings as they were, couldn’t keep humanity’s numbers in check. 
 
    Devlin saw himself as a small part to the cure to humanity’s curse. People Devlin encountered felt pain because Devlin liked to inflict that pain. People felt grief because Devlin liked to inflict that grief. He was the watcher in the blackness, a merciless arbiter of who should live and die. 
 
    He was a psychopath, a sadist of unrelenting cruelty and he was exquisitely good at ending the lives of others, often in the most painful and prolonged ways imaginable. Most vampires killed out of necessity, but not Devlin. A half-breed like his brother, he could survive off the same nourishments the human cattle ate. 
 
    Devlin killed for the sheer pleasure, relishing every drop of blood he consumed. 
 
    He did his part, although Devlin wanted nothing to do with the planning and the backdoor deals that had made Claude so popular. Devlin wanted to be the tip of the spear, out there were the meat was, slicing humanity down one person at a time so he could thoroughly relish in their terror. Most of the time his slaughter was done to order, planned, calculated, and meticulously conducted, part of the fine tuning to an agenda he didn’t really care about. There were, however, other deaths, wondrous occasions when he encountered a random individual so loathsome, so objectionable, that Devlin would move heaven and earth to eradicate all existence of that person’s life. 
 
    It was his solemn duty, as well as being immense fun. 
 
    He had been known to slaughter whole families due to some perceived slight inflicted upon him, some infraction of his warped ideals. Devlin was not someone you wanted to flip off in traffic, and it would always be prudent to hold the door open for him if he was behind you in the queue for the coffee shop. For Devlin, inconsideration and a growing lack of civility was a sickness endemic within human society. He saw it frequently, even in the supposed best of them. With so many potential victims to choose from, Devlin had to apply some sort of filter so as to control his addiction. 
 
    He was the alpha predator and only utter submission and subservience were acceptable characteristics for the man and woman on the street. Even then, the best of humanity still deserved the harshest death that could be delivered upon them whenever possible. Especially when some of them tasted just too damned good. 
 
    Devlin worked in the shadows, and that required order and a degree of self-control. To be discovered by humanity would be a disaster beyond comprehension. Mankind was generally oblivious to the vampire threat, but there were some who liked to seek out the vampires hiding among them. 
 
    Devlin had certain skills and advantages that allowed him to continue his art without attracting the attention of the world’s beleaguered police forces. Despite his superior intellect and physiology, he knew it was better to tread carefully, lurking in the gloom rather than dancing in the light of day. Despite his propensity for violence, he had full control over his impulses, a well-practiced veteran trained to be the assassin in the night. Every non sanctioned murder he committed was a masterpiece, every life he collected something to be cherished. Murder was an art form that ranked him as one of the greatest killers the world had ever seen. 
 
    At least, that was the inflated opinion he held of himself. 
 
    In his near eighty years of life, he had killed seventeen hundred and seventy-five people. Today he planned to take that number to seventeen hundred and seventy-six. Maybe more, hell, the night was still young. Humans were cattle and cattle needed to be catalogued and gutted. The world, as it existed, had been put here solely for his entertainment. 
 
    Unlike most serial killers, Devlin didn’t have a specific type of person he wanted to defile. He didn’t stalk those who reminded him of his mother, or kill anyone that could be linked to him or his family’s cause. Humanity itself was the prize. He also knew how to dispose of bodies, which he eventually did, keeping a minimal token of those he ended. Such physical keepsakes were of interest to him alone, and had been ever since the time of his first murder. 
 
    His family need not trouble themselves with his propensity to sadism. 
 
    Although modern day science stated that such a thing wasn’t possible, when someone died at his hand, Devlin was certain he was able to consume their soul at the instant the spark went out of their eyes. This, he was convinced, gave him great power and an understanding into the human condition lacking in those of his kin who wished to soon run the planet. This, he felt, made him superior to his older brother, although he kept such opinions to himself. 
 
    His mother was his better and even she didn’t understand. Humans were more than just food. They were the fuel to a form of enlightenment that Devlin was determined to reach. In their death, he was sure he could find clues to the true nature of his being, each life he took promising to unlock the meaning of all things. Devlin had seen glimpses of it, shapes and whispers that had teased and danced just out of his understanding. 
 
    This pursuit of the arcane helped fuel his addiction. Each scream of terror, each tear of pain, could give him the key he needed, if only he knew how to look. The answer would come, he was convinced of that. 
 
    Most of the killings he supervised were at the express orders of a secret organisation simply called The Enlightened. It was a hidden and invisible association of murderers, affiliated to an ideal rather than a country, created by his brother, Claude. Devlin had chosen this life, joining the enlightened assassins and following the orders passed down to him because it was convenient for him to do so. He was also unique within its numbers for he knew the true history of how and why The Enlightened had been founded. Devlin was also the only half-breed vampire in its small army of killers. 
 
    He was part of the hidden hand that now helped control and shape humanity towards its pending ruination. Claude maneuvered by blackmail, bribery, manipulation, and expert diplomacy. Devlin was the surgeon, removing the lives of those who threatened the coming order. 
 
    Sanctioned or unofficial, his murders were so flawless in their planning and execution that law enforcement never got a thread of evidence to follow. Most weren’t suspected as being at the hands of an elite assassin. When you killed for a living, you tended to become particularly good at it, and Devlin had learned early on how to hide his crimes so that they appeared more innocent. If his brother Claude knew or cared of these other activities, he never said anything. It was likely the big brother was oblivious, so wrapped up with the great game being planned. 
 
    Devlin suspected his mother knew something of his extracurricular activities, though. Mia Schmidt had a way of gazing deep into your being. If his Mama did indeed know, no doubt she would take great amusement in her son’s murderous nature. 
 
    His present authorised victim was a big cheese on Wall Street, a banker and an unpleasant man who had undoubtedly made his millions by legally robbing the poor and the disadvantaged of as much of their money as he could. Devlin didn’t know why the kill order had been issued, but he would never complain. He would perform the task assigned to him with a secret glee that he never shared. 
 
    The pleasure and enlightenment he gained from his special form of carnage were a secret known to a select few who shared his warped and fevered profession. He never shared his feelings or his passion, though. On the surface, he was an emotionless rock who followed orders without question, but hidden underneath, he was a seething morass of hatred that was directed at the human race. 
 
    There was nothing he hated more than humanity. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” Devlin ordered. Today’s unfortunate had been easily overpowered and sent into unconsciousness.  While the banker had been out cold, Devlin had stripped him naked and bound him in such a way that, when he was eventually found, forensics and the examining officers would determine that this man had died by his own hand. Not by suicide, but by the mistaken and absurd practice of autoerotic asphyxiation. Deaths of such rich and powerful people were often best ended in a salacious and embarrassing fashion since juicy scandal had a tendency to blind people to the truth. 
 
    There was nothing more amusing than sullying the name of those who claimed to be virtuous and honourable. 
 
    People saw what they wanted to see, and the horrific child pornography that would be playing on a continuous loop on the penthouse’s seventy-inch television would just add to the narrative. Any sympathy would be stripped from the eyes of the police officers on the case, which would make them less amenable to the consideration that nefarious forces were at work this night. 
 
    With the victim fully roused, the fun could now begin. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” the banker insisted, his voice choked. “I have money.” The thing keeping him alive was Devlin’s restraining hand. With the banker on his bound knees and a tight rope around his neck, there was little he could do to fight off his pending fate. 
 
    “How much money?” Devlin had no interest in the offer, despite the rumour that money brought the finer things in life. He would certainly never let it come between him and the sweet scent of another life lost. No amount offered would be able to buy the banker any kind of reprieve this night, for Devlin had all the funding he could ever wish for. His family had amassed a fortune over many centuries, hundreds of billions scattered around the globe. 
 
    “There’s a hundred thousand in my safe.” The banker tried to move his arms, but they were tied behind his back. When the banker would eventually stop breathing, that restraint would be replaced with two slip knots, easily applied by a man desperate for his twisted erotic high. That would hide the marks made by the banker’s coming futile struggle. 
 
    He must have lost consciousness before he could free himself. Serves him right, the sick bastard. 
 
    “You’d give that to little old me? Why, I’m honoured.” Devlin adjusted his grip, allowing the banker to sink forward slightly, increasing the tightness around his neck. A hoarse cough racked through the banker’s throat. “And where is this safe?” 
 
    “Behind the bookcase in my study,” the banker managed. 
 
    “That’s a lot of money.” The new voice belonged to Devlin’s partner in this epic escapade. Connor Murphy, an Irishman of brutal reputation, appeared from the apartment’s study. There, information vital to Claude had been easily extracted from the computer. Devlin knew this by how pleased with himself the Irishman looked, Connor’s technical prowess second to none. Partners for just under a year, Connor was the closest thing Devlin had to what normal folk called a friend. They had joined forces after Devlin had returned from a particularly tiresome operation in an armpit of the world called Liberia. 
 
    The irony of their partnership was that Connor was the one who would be perceived as having a violent streak by anyone who interacted with them. This was considered an asset rather than a liability, and there was evidence of this violence by the scarred expression he constantly wore. 
 
    Connor was no oil painting. The wound that ran over his left eye was one of the few regrets in his life. This disfigurement had not been attained in the line of duty, but in a pointless bar fight in Connor’s youth. It was not something anyone ever asked the Irishman about, although given his physical size, those who met him often wondered who would be foolish enough to start a fight with such a man. 
 
    Devlin was of a similar gigantic build, but a far more dangerous adversary than Connor, for Connor was just a man. Devlin was superior in so many ways. 
 
    Although it had been founded by Claude, the leadership of The Enlightened was human. Devlin was the only nonhuman agent, a fact not known to anyone but his family. The knowledge that he was Claude’s brother was also not shared on Devlin’s request. He didn’t want those who worked with him to feel nervous or intimidated, for that could hinder their operational efficiency. Thus, he did not use the name Schmidt in these endeavours. 
 
    Nobody in The Enlightened knew they were working towards a world where vampires ruled once again. It was important to use humans to help bring their own downfall because there were so few vampires left. 
 
    None of those who thought themselves Devlin’s superiors seemed to show any concern with either his or Connor’s violent past. What mattered was how effective the two men were at getting the job done. So long as they worked as an effective team, they were given a certain degree of latitude in how they went about things. As impressive of a killer as Connor was, he was regrettably not like Devlin, and if the moment ever came where Connor had to die at his hand, Devlin knew he would not hesitate, despite the fact that Connor was one of the few human beings Devlin could bare to be around. 
 
    “The money, it’s yours,” the banker promised. Devlin took the strain off the rope, pulling the banker backwards slightly. The constriction around the desperate man’s neck didn’t lessen, the knot functional rather than being something that would make an accomplished hangman proud. 
 
    “’Tis a generous offer. What’s the safe combination?” Connor squatted down in front of the man, a gleaming blade held casually in his left hand. That hand drifted down to the banker’s exposed genitals, which were also bound. All part of the illusion that was being concocted here. The balaclavas and attire both agents wore would ensure they left no genetic proof behind. 
 
    To the world, the banker would die alone and would become the gossip of many a tabloid and dinner party, especially when the story of how he died was leaked mysteriously to the press. 
 
    “You’ll let me go?” There was hope in those words. The banker thought his assailants could be bought, that they were mere thugs easily swayed by material wealth. Such foolish thoughts. 
 
    “Aye, that I might. What say you partner?” Connor looked at Devlin, clearly enjoying the charade.  
 
    “Fifty thousand could buy a lot of pussy.” Devlin joined in with his partner’s game because it was expected of him. Truth be told, he had no interest in sexual pleasures, for Devlin’s real vice was his relentless desire to rid the planet of as many people as was physically possible. The money was also insignificant to him, and Connor would once again be pleased by his partner’s generosity. 
 
    “What’s the combination?” Devlin kept his face passive as the numbers were read out. 
 
    So obsessed with death was he that Devlin had several times considered instigating a mass casualty event, something that would truly shock the world of sheep who believed the high offices of state protected them. He had the will and the contacts to acquire the ordinance for such mayhem. But every time the notion drifted into his consciousness, Devlin rejected the idea. It would be too risky, drawing the attention of multiple agencies, the FBI foremost among them. As powerful as Devlin felt he was, only a fool would want the FBI on their tail. 
 
    Humans should never be underestimated. His mother had taught him that. 
 
    There was another reason to abstain from such an atrocity. All those deaths would be a lost opportunity. Murder only mattered to Devlin if he was there, to look the person in the eyes as the electricity in their brain ceased to fire. 
 
    And to take his prize, a memento of his achievement. 
 
    There weren’t many people who could claim to have killed on multiple continents. It was something he would never tire of. Devlin could swear that every time he murdered someone, he felt their essence pass right through him, allowing him the fantasy that he could trap that escaping spirit. Not even his mother knew of this fantasy, though. 
 
    “I…I can get you more,” the banker said, escalating the value he placed on his life. 
 
    “No need,” Devlin advised before letting go of the banker completely. With a gasp, the doomed man tipped forward, the rope pulling tight, blocking off both air and blood supply to the brain. He thrashed uselessly, Devlin there to stop him from tipping over.  
 
    “He’s going an interesting shade of purple,” Connor noted. The Irishman stood so as to swap places with his partner, Devlin happily crouching down in front of the banker so that he could look the man in the eyes. Connor for his part went in search of the safe. 
 
    “Just try and breathe,” Devlin mocked. The banker was shaking now, the point of no return almost reached. Straining for precious air, the noose getting ever tighter, unconsciousness finally came. Devlin waited, expecting the rush that only he could feel. 
 
    His was definitely a life worth living, and before the banker passed out, Devlin let the mask slip just a little, his eyes going red. It was good to see that those close to death should be given a glimpse of the truth to the world. 
 
    Then the body stiffened before slumping in its bonds. Devlin sighed deeply, eyes once again normal and passive so as not to reveal the inner turmoil. Fireworks of pleasure exploded in his brain and his cock twitched as it threatened to harden. It was never enough though, no murder as sweet as his first. 
 
    He licked the banker then, behind the ear, where the sweat had accumulated. The taste was a delight he couldn’t partake in, a disappointment that happened so often these days. Withdrawing the syringe from his inner pocket, Devlin sighed as he prepared to take a single vial of blood, the needle between the toes. 
 
    If the banker had tasted healthy, several vials would have been acquired, a delicious beverage for the road. Connor never commented on this strange pastime. The Irishman knew better than to question Devlin, the single man he had ever feared.  
 
    *** 
 
    They left the body to begin the inevitable process of decay. The penthouse had a private elevator, so nobody saw the pair as they made their way down to the ground floor. Neither assassin spoke for there was nothing to be said. The promised money had been spirited from the safe as there was nothing in the financials that Devlin had seen to state that the money there existed. 
 
    It wouldn’t be missed, so why not use it to fund Connor’s lifestyle? The Irishman’s usefulness as an agent was limited by age, and the legitimate financial rewards of working for The Enlightened were impressive, but one could always have more. Ten years by Devlin’s reckoning was about how much time Connor had left before his skills started to fade, age creeping in. Connor wouldn’t live those ten years though, not if Claude’s great plan was brought to fruition. 
 
    This was one of the reasons Connor liked working with his partner, despite Devlin’s oddities. Devlin never expressed the desire to share any of the illicit spoils. How would Connor have reacted if he one day learnt he was furthering his own demise and that the man he was partnered with could easily disembowel him? 
 
    Out on the street and they were met by the cold night air. 
 
    “See you next time then, Devlin. You sure I can’t tempt you?” Connor checked, shaking the holdall that held tonight’s prize.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    “A man after my own heart,” Connor said before walking off to his car. There would be no drinks or discussion about the activities they engaged in, for the two men never socialised and never met outside these carefully selected missions. 
 
    Exactly how Devlin liked it. 
 
    Better not to get too familiar with someone you may be asked to kill. Devlin had been required to perform such acts before, the last time over the reported rebellion by his then partner. Sometimes the orders they received were so horrendous in their possibilities that trained killers could balk at them. 
 
    Not Devlin. He would kill the world if asked. 
 
    Out on the street now they had no fear of their faces being captured by the vast array of surveillance cameras in the area, since during the window of this operation, the cameras had experienced a mysterious malfunction. That was how extensive the power of The Enlightened spread. 
 
    Devlin watched his partner leave. Connor was dependable and reliable, but he could never know the truth that dwelled in Devlin’s soul. There would be more deaths to come over the coming days, he was sure of it. The pandemic that was presently stalking the planet had changed things, creating an escalation in the amount of wet work they were being asked to perform. 
 
    Claude was escalating things, the great conspiracy had to be protected. Devlin may have been a Schmidt, but he only knew the most basic details out of his own preference. He knew, though, that the world the humans knew would come crashing down and that the vampires would once again rule. 
 
    Happy days, although Devlin cared little for the vampire race. 
 
    In truth, he had rarely been this busy, not that he was complaining. A mystery was unfolding that the world of man couldn’t see. It was more than just mandatory lockdowns and a rising viral death toll. That was just the preparation for something bigger, the agenda instigated by his brother and mother. 
 
    Devlin Schmidt could have had a bigger part to play in all that, but he had always preferred to be the one doing the killing. He was a reliable foot soldier, free to feed his own corrosive addiction. 
 
    He pulled his collar up though he felt no chill, and made his way in the opposite direction to Connor. There should be no police around here, but should he be stopped in the street by misguided members of law enforcement, he had the necessary credentials to explain away his blatant breach of the New York City’s curfew. 
 
    All fake of course, he could never reveal who he really worked for or what he really was. Whatever was left of humanity in the coming years would learn that truth, but now their ignorance was vital. 
 
    All should have been right with his world, but no, there was a lingering problem, something that had been niggling him. Devlin wasn’t at all satiated by tonight’s theatre, which was a concern. There was a churning need inside him that had been left unfulfilled of late ever since he had shot a man and thought him dead. The banker wouldn’t be the only person he would kill tonight, that he knew. Fortunately, he had a likely candidate already lined up, a fresh young thing who had offended him two weeks prior. It had been no great chore for him to discover her name and address. 
 
    She lived close to this location, which helped. 
 
    Devlin knew that her blood would satisfy him, not cursed with the toxic bitterness that infused nearly two thirds of humanity. 
 
    He had practiced in his thoughts exactly how he was going to kill her, every word to be uttered already practiced. How she would suffer at his hands, her remains disappearing where nobody would ever find them. And as she was ripe, she would serve to feed him, a better purpose than the bland life she presently led. Her blood would go to good use. 
 
    Fate however, had other plans for him this night. 
 
    “Yo. What you doing out bro?” To some people, that shout would have filled their hearts with fear, but not Devlin. He was the apex predator here, an array of weapons hidden upon his person. The weapons he didn’t need, because with a single thought, he could turn his fingers into talons that could slice through muscle and tendon. 
 
    No weapon these fools carried could harm him. 
 
    Devlin turned to see the two men approaching him from the dark. Well, perhaps men was the wrong word to use. Mere boys really, their hoodies not hiding the youth that plagued them. That youth might bring stamina and bravado, but it left them poorly equipped in the common sense department. 
 
    Still, he cursed himself silently, more evidence that he was getting distracted of late. He should have smelt them, should have sensed their presence before they spoke. He would need to reflect on that failing later. Perhaps if their blood had been enticing rather than poison. His nose rarely had difficulty sniffing out those with the sweet tasting blood. 
 
    But now he had lessons to teach. 
 
    “I presume you are talking to me?” Devlin stood with his hands behind his back, both knife and revolver within easy reach beneath his jacket. For them to pick on someone of his size was a clear miscalculation on their part. For them to choose a vampire of all things to try and mug was the height of foolishness. 
 
    But of course, vampires were just a thing of myth and legend. 
 
    Normally street thugs like this would avoid such a well-built and formidable target, but no doubt drugs and alcohol were involved in their cognitive error. Maybe there was a hint of desperation as well, the curfew stripping them of an array of viable targets. 
 
    “Curfew, my friend. You need to pay your fucking fine.” The second youth’s voice was slurred. If the light had been better, Devlin would have been able to see dilated pupils and flushed skin. 
 
    “Are you licensed to collect such a toll?” Devlin did not enjoy listening to them speak for they butchered their mother tongue. English was a beautiful language, superior to this vulgar vernacular they insisted on. When used properly, it was precise, poetic, able to describe the horrors of life in the most intricate detail. He preferred English to all the human languages he spoke, including the German he had been raised to speak. 
 
    The abortionate trash they uttered was reason enough for them to forfeit their lives. 
 
    “The fuck you say?” More proof. No future Shakespeare here. 
 
    The knife, I think. 
 
    “I am just enquiring if you are a lawful representative of the city of New York. Or are you just common urchins intent on pointless robbery?” The production of a flick knife from one of the youths answered that question. A crude weapon in untrained hands. 
 
    “Your money, now. Don’t make me cut you, man.” Devlin could hear the nervousness in this one’s voice now. There was a normal reaction to being stopped in a mugging, and Devlin had not displayed it, breaking the well-established pattern they were so far used to. Undoubtedly, these two inept criminals had yet to encounter someone willing to fight back. 
 
    Rarer would be to meet someone who killed for a passion. 
 
    “Oh, I have no fear of that. Such a dainty blade you wield, though. When I have removed your spleen, perhaps I will pick my nails with it.” They realised their error then, the two stepping back, their own pride preventing them from fleeing as they should have. 
 
    If they ran, he would not chase them for such exertion was beneath Devlin. Unfortunately for them, they didn’t choose the wisdom of flight. 
 
    “Are you fucking stupid, man?” the youth with the flick blade demanded to know. 
 
    “Funny, I was going to ask you the same thing,” Devlin countered. Then his knife was free of its sheath, arm swinging faster than either of the would-be muggers could react to, a blur in the darkness. Devlin barely felt resistance as the blade sliced, its edge exquisitely sharp, and he was already moving onto the other fool when the blood began to spurt from switch-blade wielders neck. 
 
    The knife had been a gift from his mother. 
 
    The second youth tried to punch him of all things, the act of an untrained fighter. Devlin allowed the blow to land, his sickening grin spreading as the kid yelled from the broken fingers. Then Devlin came in, rising his fist up so that the knife thrust in under the ribs. A quick twist and the blade was forced sideways, ripping through cloth, skin, and muscle with equal ease, slicing open the diaphragm as well as other vital organs. 
 
    Devlin stepped back then, the streetlight illuminating his magic. The first was on his knees now, scrabbling at his neck, trying in vain to stem the flow that pumped from him. The second staggered before falling, the massive trauma threatening to take him. Around him, Devlin sensed no other humans bearing witness to the slaughter. 
 
    Now came the dilemma. Which would die first? Which of these brave souls who had offered themselves to him would be the first for him to sample? With a kick he sent switchblade crashing backwards, the second trying to crawl away while attempting to keep his innards from falling out. 
 
    Dipping his finger into the first pool of blood, Devlin allowed himself just a taste to remind himself of what was fatal to others. He shivered in revulsion and spat the residue away. 
 
    “I reject your offering,” Devlin whispered, squatting by the first of them, mindful of the pulsing spray that was lessoning. The knife had been returned to Devlin’s belt after being wiped clean. Neither of these boys had been a threat to him. 
 
    “Why?” the youth gurgled. 
 
    “Because you got in my way.” Then Devlin felt it, the burst as the life left the boy, Devlin shivering in his own delight. And still the other victim crawled. Maybe he wouldn’t need to visit that poor, unfortunate female after all. 
 
    Not tonight, at least. 
 
    Two more vials of blood to add to his collection. And still, he was plagued by the nagging doubt. When would his role be brought to its crashing end? He had been promised a seat at the table reserved for the rulers of the world, but Devlin Schmidt was worried that final event would somehow ruin his fun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    4. 
 
    Belsen, Germany, 1943. 
 
    One of Devlin’s earliest memories was the stench of death and the taste of blood as it dripped from his lips. Not human blood, but the rare lamb he had been devouring with relish. The smell came through the open window, his heightened senses detecting the corpses outside. 
 
    “You will grow up to be big and strong, just like your brother,” his mother told him. He had already abandoned the high chair, sitting on a cushion so that his hands could reach the food laid out on the table. These were the private and opulent quarters that the Schmidts had been given, a place for them alone, conveniently situated over the expansive laboratory that Mia used. There she engaged in the experiments to keep the Nazis enthralled, while secretly engaging in her own research. 
 
    No servants ever ventured here, and Devlin’s father never brought guests home to entertain. Nor did he sleep here, obediently outcast from the family unless Mia demanded his presence. The other humans brought here never left alive. When the human tutors came to teach the children languages, such tuition was done downstairs in a modified classroom. 
 
    “Yes, Mama.” At this age, he had developed a disdain for the human species, more so than his brother. From his bedroom window, he would look down upon the camp and marvel at how insect-like the people looked. His mother had already told him what he was through the stories she recounted at bedtime, and every time he saw a prisoner killed or clubbed to the ground, Devlin would relish the experience. 
 
    If only he were allowed closer to the vermin, like his brother. There was no jealousy there, for he still idolised his older sibling. Neither of them was allowed to harm the teachers assigned to them, which was infuriating. 
 
    “They are here to help you learn,” Mia constantly reminded Devlin. 
 
    The room was warm, the smells invigorating. Claude was sat across from him, and his mother stood at his side stroking his hair. He liked to be touched like that, it made everything right with the world. 
 
    Father rarely joined them, and when he did, the Nazi officer sat silently at the head of the table. Whenever in his mother’s presence, his father was inflicted with a glazed look and a subservience that made the man barely noticeable. Just how humans should be. If only his mother’s mesmerising charms could control vast numbers of them. 
 
    Neither child had any interest in conversing with the male head of the household. They both understood the man their mother had married was merely a tool for her to acquire what she needed from the pathetic Nazis, a tool that could easily be discarded for another. That was the fate that had previously befallen Claude’s father, now dead and in the ground. 
 
    “What did you learn today?” Mia asked. 
 
    “I read a story, Mama, about the Greeks,” Devlin stated proudly. 
 
    “Was it a good story?” 
 
    “I liked it. Lots of men died.” 
 
    “Maybe you can read it to me later.” Devlin nodded eagerly, before thunking his fork down into another cube of lamb. 
 
    He would learn later that his mental development was far in advance of most humans, his unique genetics giving him superior intelligence. Already he was starting to write in several languages, his understanding of the world rapidly forming. His brother read voraciously, the books handpicked by Mia. Both her children would need a deep understanding of humanity if her plan was to succeed. 
 
    “Mama, why do men hate each other?” He never went into the camp because he was too young, but from his window he often saw the guards beat, even shoot, the camp prisoners. 
 
    “Because humans have a sickness of the mind. They have lost their way and need our guidance.” 
 
    “And they smell funny,” Devlin announced. His mother laughed at that. 
 
    “Darling, you don’t know the half of it. Now eat up.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama.” 
 
    “Do you want me to run your bath, Mama?” Claude asked. Mia looked up at the ceiling before answering. 
 
    “Yes. Do you think you can handle it? One of the bodies is quite heavy.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama. I am strong enough now,” Claude insisted. “Do you want me to show Devlin how?” 
 
    “Not today, my sweet boy.” Claude simply nodded before rising and leaving the room. Devlin loved his brother, but he always preferred to be alone with his mother. That way the attention was never shared. That love would dwindle as he aged and matured. 
 
    “Mama,” Devlin said warily. He forced another chunk of meat in between his teeth. His mother had never scolded him for eating with his mouth full. 
 
    “What is it, my boy?” She stroked his hair again reassuringly. 
 
    “I want to go with Claude to the camp one day.” 
 
    “Is that so?” She ruffled his hair before taking her seat next to him. 
 
    “I want to see the cows.” That was what Devlin called them back then. 
 
    “Can you not see them from your bedroom window?” There was no plate of food in front of his mother. Just a wine glass topped with dark red liquid. 
 
    “It is not enough.” He knew he sounded demanding, but one could forgive his precocious nature. 
 
    “It will have to do for now. And no arguments. You realise I know what is best for you?” She took a sip from her glass, licking the sticky residue from her lips. 
 
    “Okay.” He wouldn’t sulk, for that was beneath him, something petty that human children did. 
 
    “But maybe I will take you down to the laboratory one day soon.” 
 
    “You mean that?” Devlin’s lips curled in delight. Now he would be more like his brother. 
 
    “Eat your food and we will see.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mama.” 
 
    “You are different from your brother, you know that?” 
 
    “Am I?” Was this good or bad news? 
 
    “I could tell the moment you were born, the way you clawed for my breast. I predict you will be a murderous little bastard when you grow up.” Such praise made Devlin’s heart swell. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was later when curiosity got the better of him. His mother bathed once a week, and always alone. She was never to be disturbed once the ritual began, that much Devlin had been told. When she bathed, she did so in the bath in her bedroom, an easy affair to arrange due to the indoor plumbing their home had. 
 
    So why did Claude always take so long preparing mother’s bath? On a normal day, Claude would help teach him things after the evening meal, except on mother’s bath night. He would be gone for perhaps an hour, always to return panting, his skin covered in sweat. 
 
    This night Devlin decided to solve a mystery, though such an act would be frowned upon. He wanted to know what his brother knew. Listening carefully, he waited until he heard his brother’s footsteps indicating his sibling’s task was complete. He had time, but he had to be quick. 
 
    Creeping from his room, Devlin stalked towards his mother’s chambers. She was still in the kitchen, relaxing by the fireplace, but he made sure to be quiet, testing the boards to avoid the ones that squealed when burden was placed upon them. He’d made this journey before in the dead of night, drawn by the harrowed grunts that sometimes came from his mother’s room. Never once had he seen what went on in there, the door always firmly closed, not a glimmer of light seeping through its edges. 
 
    The door was open now, a fraction, a dim light escaping from within the hallowed sanctum. Unlike his brother, he had never been allowed past this point, but curiosity had control of him now. Pushing wide the door, he stepped in, and looked at the bath visible in a corner of the room. Devlin’s heart sang. 
 
    Dangling above the porcelain, five men were suspended, head down, all naked and bound together. They squirmed weakly, the winch that had been used to raise them tied off. It was difficult to believe his brother was that strong, but here was the evidence of his toil. 
 
    One of the men managed to turn his head, a pleading glare trying to trap Devlin into some sort of compassion. The bound man was to be disappointed, for all the child did was laugh. 
 
    “And what do you think you are up to?” his mother’s accusatory voice demanded. He had been too distracted to hear her approach. 
 
    “They look so funny, Mama.” He was too amused to notice the annoyance in her voice. 
 
    “This isn’t for you,” Mia persisted. He looked again at the man, noticing then the wire loops that were round their necks. Each loop wire dangled down to just above the tub, a wooden grip attached to each one. 
 
    Devlin saw it all then. Even at his young age, he felt something stir in his groin. 
 
    “Can I watch?” Devlin pleaded. 
 
    “Certainly not.” Mia swatted the back of his head before grabbing his arm and dragging him from her room. Out in the corridor she squatted down in front of the stunned child. She had never hit him before. 
 
    “You do not get to disobey me. Do you understand?” More scolding. Devlin didn’t cry, because he didn’t know how. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mama. I just wanted to know.” 
 
    “And now you do. Go to your room,” she pointed, the fingernail longer than it had been during the meal. Her face undulated as the muscles worked themselves. “And I don’t want to hear another word out of you tonight.” Dropping his eyes to the floor, he walked off slowly, upset and somewhat confused. 
 
    The image of those men would stay with him though, burning into a fetish that he would never escape from. Over time, it would mutate and transform into the brutality he would later commit. Mia Schmidt showered in the blood of humanity more as a functional necessity, the life force smoothing and regenerating her skin. 
 
    When Devlin finally did it for the first time, it was purely for pleasure, and he would be more efficient at it. It was rude to waste a single drop. 
 
      
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    5. 
 
    Washington DC, USA. Present Day. 
 
    “I have the documents before me, ladies and gentlemen.” The Texan’s voice coming over the speakers was harsh and grating, but David Collins listened to it anyway. Really, he should have slept better last night, but sleep didn’t come easily to his damaged mind these days. When it did, it was a haunted and broken affair, night terrors and nightmares plaguing what should have been his restful moments. 
 
    He’d spent much of the night staring up at the ceiling, body filled with pulsing pain. The rest he finally got had been disturbed by the sound of early morning traffic. The city wasn’t the best place for him health-wise, but it was where he felt he needed to be. 
 
    The few contacts he had left from his old life were here in Washington. Despite having little chance of ever finding her, he told himself he would never give up in his hunt for what had happened to Emmanuelle. If she was alive, he needed to be with her. If death had claimed her, revenge would finally allow him to rest. There was a reason wise men said that digging two graves was the initial prerequisite for embarking on the pursuit of vengeance. 
 
    David had no problem with that. Without Emmanuelle, he no longer wanted to be here. 
 
    He shifted in his chair. Two years ago was the last time he had known any kind of comfort. Now his life was a constant struggle against the physical and the mental. A body wracked with pain and a brain riddled with unrelenting demons. 
 
    The pills and the alcohol had helped at first, but they had given him a false promise. Now they were just another curse for him to fight against, their appeal constantly calling to him. Their effects would bring temporary relief, only for them to then spiral him down further into the abyss. 
 
    David did his best to avoid them, although he didn’t always succeed. 
 
    “The globalists are coming for you and your children. They want to corral you into their compact surveillance cities and really make you their unwilling slaves. And most of you will go meekly into that dark fate. When will you finally stand up for yourselves? When will you rise to your feet and shout enough?” 
 
    When indeed. Probably never was the answer David came up with. 
 
    He knew he shouldn’t listen to broadcasts such as this, for it fuelled the madness that threatened to claim him. The hunt for Emmanuelle and the man who had shot him had led nowhere, and he wasn’t any closer to finding answers now than he was when he had started his hunt. Still, David persisted, for there was no way he could abandon this path in life. 
 
    It was perhaps natural that he began flirting with conspiracies to try and find meaning in the void. More and more of his time recently had been spent researching them, and while he could reject some of what he discovered, the tendrils of belief had started to worm their way into his thoughts. 
 
    The individual he was listening to was right more than he was wrong, although the broadcaster had a tendency to veer into whacked out shit that David was able to reject outright. As time progressed though, the concept of epic treachery against mankind became more appealing, an explanation for the state of the world. To some, such a message would just enforce the futility of the battle humanity faced. Not David, because he had a sole defining mission that he would not waver from. 
 
    He had witnessed how the governments of the world had reacted to the ongoing pandemic and had seen the power grab they were engaged in. Those in charge were either idiots across the board, or they were all using the same play book. Lockdowns, curfews, social distancing, and heavy fines for non-compliance. All for a virus he now knew wasn’t that dangerous. 
 
    In Delta Force, he had witnessed first-hand how his government acted, sent on wars that never made sense. He loved his country, he just didn’t think much of those who ran it. 
 
    When you had been almost killed by men dressed in black and when you had David’s military history and experience, believing in a great conspiracy against humanity became tantalising. And the one thing David had quickly discovered was, the bigger and bolder the conspiracy, the easier it was to accept. He didn’t understand most of the grand scheme being unveiled, but he believed he understood enough. 
 
    Depopulation and ultimate control of whoever was unfortunate enough to survive. It was hard not to find truth in that, but every day alive made it easier to fully believe. David had a sense that the disappearance of Emmanuelle was wrapped up in something greater. 
 
    Perhaps it was all paranoia, but there had to be some reason for Emmanuelle’s abduction, the search for meaning giving him the excuse to carry on. The vision of her ruined face had forever been burned into his mind, blurring out what should have been blissful memories of their time together. It had gotten to the point where he needed photographs to remember what she looked like, and he hated himself for that failing. 
 
    If she was still alive, he knew the pain she must still be suffering from a wound like that. His own wounds had been life changing.  
 
    Someone was responsible for her disfigurement, and he would never give up in his hunt for those who cared so little for the life of a brilliant and dedicated woman. One man in particular, the giant German who had left David with grievous wounds and a blood stream riddled with Marburg, stuck with him. That face he had drawn a hundred times, trying to transfer his memory onto paper. As accurate as he’d made it, the identity of the man remained a mystery. 
 
    Finding the German was the key to the enigma of what happened to the woman he loved, as well as settling his final score. 
 
    There was the other unknown in the equation. The slaughtered village, hundreds dead from virus and bullets, had never made the newspapers. David had tried to do something about that, but nobody wanted to know. Someone had ordered that operation, and someone had covered it up. Emmanuelle had gone missing as a result, most likely dead. Was she somehow involved in the deaths of those villagers? That thought haunted him, and no matter how he denied its veracity, the idea clung to him like the agony that haunted his joints and muscles. 
 
    “We now have the evidence,” the voice continued. “We have the evidence that these mRNA vaccines are a depopulation tool. Don’t be fooled into thinking they are experimental, for those behind all this know exactly what they are doing. They wish to kill you, ladies and gentlemen, they wish to strike you from this blessed earth. CRS has a mortality of about one per cent. When it first hit, we thought it was higher, but now the data shows it’s comparable to a severe flu, and for this we shut down the world? You are being lied to. You are being led meekly to your own obliteration. The vaccine is setting you up for death.” A bold claim. 
 
    David knew he would never take the vaccines now being offered rapidly throughout the country. He was too far gone for that, too distrustful of those who pushed it, who paraded the scientists and doctors in front of the media. Besides, he had done his own research, gathering the data from journals and the official statistics that the media so conveniently ignored. 
 
    He trusted hard, cold data on the internet more than the leaders of the country he had once gone to battle for. What he had discovered was that the vaccine carried a greater risk to him than the virus it was supposed to mitigate. 
 
    The last thing he needed was to suffer side effects from a vaccine that offered him no protection. David had been through too much to add that to his woes. The doctors in Liberia had said he was one of the lucky ones, winning his fight against the virus from the Filoviridae family. Well, he didn’t feel lucky. The gunshot to his shoulder had left him with permanent numbness in his left arm, and a constant ache whenever he moved it. His knee had been rebuilt, kind of. It was stiff and prevented him from running faster than a jog. 
 
    David would always have a slight limp, but that was the least of his problems. 
 
    The headshot should have killed him, but lady luck had played her magic. The bullet had been deflected by his bone, running up and along the inside of his skull rather than through his grey matter. Now he had a scar and a metal plate in his forehead and a brain that would never fully heal. 
 
    The Marburg he had beaten surprisingly easily, the symptoms mild which had surprised those treating him. Still, the whole affair had left him a ruin of a man for six months after, the injuries needing a long and laborious process to recover from. Now he was a shadow of his former self. Chronic joint pain and persistent headaches left him with a bastard behind both eyes most days.  
 
    Despite all that, it was the ravaging of his mind that had affected him the worst. Crippling post-traumatic stress disorder, mingled with depression and anxiety attacks which he was now managing to control. Many a time in the past two years he had almost eaten a bullet. He knew intimately what gun metal tasted like, the end of his pistol shoved against his hard palate more times than he could remember. David had considered himself a hard case, one of the few to make it through Delta Force selection training. But that didn’t prepare him for his own thoughts turning on him. 
 
    It was the hunt for Emmanuelle and the burning need for revenge that spurred him on, the desire to kill the man who had done this to him all consuming. The coward who had perpetrated these acts needed to pay for such cruelty, needed to be made to suffer like David had suffered. So far, he had thin threads, clues to the man’s identity, but nothing solid yet. When he finally confronted the man, there would be a reckoning. 
 
    If only he could remember where he had first seen the German’s face. Whenever he thought about the German, the answer to his identity danced on the edge of his recall, never revealing itself. It was infuriating, as if the bullet had removed that part of his memory. 
 
    “On the program now, we have a surprise guest, Professor Lucas Cornwall. Professor, welcome to the program.” 
 
    “Thank you, Alan, it’s good to be here.” David’s ears pricked up. He knew that name, the author of several papers David had uncovered purporting to warn of the dangers of mRNA vaccination. Turning to his computer, he opened the broadcast up in his browser rather than just listening to it in the background. The professor looked back at him, a gaunt and worried expression afflicting the man. 
 
    “Professor Cornwall, I have the research from you and your team that's been slandered in the mainstream media. Were you surprised by how virulent you were attacked?” 
 
    “Not really, Alan. My message isn’t a popular one.” Cornwall was Welsh, his voice thick with the accent. A renowned virologist from Stanford University, he was an expert that wasn’t easy for the powers that be to dismiss. They had managed it though, his message either ignored or ruthlessly attacked by the media who did what they were told. Some of the politicians were listening to him, though. 
 
    “And yet, it’s so important. You are as far as one can get from an anti-vaxxer, being at the heart of vaccine research for nearly thirty years. And yet you are shouting loudly about the dangers of this new technology. Could you explain to us why?” 
 
    “Sure. My concerns really start with the history of our attempts to vaccinate against other coronaviruses. We have never been able to manage it, not safely. Every animal study in the past has resulted in disaster.” David had to agree with the good professor there. The more he researched, the more he felt humanity was in danger from the speed of this vaccine roll out. 
 
    “Could you explain a little on how vaccines work?” the host asked. In his research, David had struggled with that himself. He was more adept at planning and engaging in covert combat missions rather than the delicate intricacies of the human immune system. 
 
     “To do that we first have to discuss whether we have an immune memory to this virus or not. It’s a coronavirus, and there is often a similarity between various coronaviruses that our body can recognise. An immune memory is a lot like brain memory, and it controls the army that your body uses to fight off infection. If you have encountered something before and your immune system has figured out how to recognize it, then you can better fight it off the next time. You've got warriors in your blood that are really good at stopping a virus outside of cells. But once the virus has infected those cells, then you need more specialised soldiers that concentrate on dealing with those infected cells. Once an infection has been beaten, veterans hang around to ward off the next microbial foe you encounter. My research shows that about sixty percent of people have some kind of immune memory to CRS based on their exposure to other coronaviruses.” 
 
    “Does that explain why most people don’t seem to develop any symptoms?” the radio host asked. 
 
    From the apartment next door, the sound of raised voices broke through the connecting wall. David shut it out. An argument from a couple going through a rough patch? Not his concern. Don’t get involved. 
 
    “I think it does, yes. Now the vaccine is supposed to mimic the virus so that your body creates a response to it, but it’s more complicated than that.” The professor had one of those engaging voices that drew you in. 
 
    “So, what is it that concerns you about these new mRNA vaccines?” 
 
    “CRS-cov as it’s popularly called, is made up of twenty-eight major proteins. One in particular we call the spike protein, and the theory is that this can be used to train the body to fight the disease. Scientists have isolated the messenger RNA for that spike protein and are using that as the basis for their so-called vaccines.” For a brief moment, David’s concentration allowed the pain in his system to drift into the background. That was another reason why he researched this thing so hard—it sometimes helped to block out his discomfort. 
 
    “Why did the vaccine companies all choose to use that spike protein for their target for this vaccine?” There were four pharmaceutical companies that David knew about, his deep dive into their history showing him that they likely had one or two owners. 
 
    “Don’t forget the origins of the vaccine. I know the video of Doctor Mo’s confession has been ruthlessly debunked and purged from the internet, but I have evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    “Evidence, you say.” 
 
    “Yes. It is rumoured that Mo created the virus and released the details of the vaccine to the world. That was the starting point most pharmaceutical companies took, although many took their own approach. When you're trying to move fast with vaccine development, the most obvious target is to try and make antibodies against the protein that's on the surface of the virus because antibodies work by binding to the it, and essentially covering the virus and keeping it from doing anything nasty. That's the simple way to think about antibodies working. And so, from Mo’s research and previous coronavirus studies, the important antibodies against CRS-cov seem to be against that spike protein. It’s the obvious target. But the way the scientists went about this is the cause of my concerns.” 
 
    “Explain that please, Professor.” Stop bloody interrupting, thought David. 
 
    “There are several issues, actually. The scientists have been able to isolate this one strand of mRNA that just codes for this specific spike protein. Therefore, the goal of the RNA is for it to artificially create the spike protein and then express it on the surface of muscle cells at the site of injection to stimulate the immune system. That artificial presentation lasts a couple of days. But here we come to problem number one, that being that the vaccines have been rushed.” 
 
    “How much of a problem is that, Professor?” 
 
    “We don’t know and we could be setting ourselves up for a huge problem. The way these specific vaccines were developed allowed many of the usual safeguards to be bypassed. Normally a vaccine takes ten years to develop, and part of that is studying any long-term complications. While for other vaccines the immunity produced is identical to infection because a killed whole virus that cannot replicate is used, these new vaccines deliberately cause replication in your body of only the spike protein.  This is not identical to the broad immunity provided by natural infection.  Further, unlike a killed virus vaccine that cannot replicate in your body, these vaccines all cause production of the spike protein by your cells exactly as would an infection and that production is systemic. The immediate and long-term effect of this approach is unknown.” There it was, the first reason for the population not to take it. But as apparently incompetent as the US government had been in handling this so-called pandemic, their vaccine rollout was deemed a success. 
 
    Half the American public seemed to love them for the effort taken, the rest either ambivalent or outright hostile, a reflection of how the country had fragmented in the last few years. Still, people queued up for it, close to eighty per cent of the adult population of the country so far having taken the jab in the arm, especially those who were deemed most vulnerable as well as front line workers. 
 
    If he was still in the army, David knew he would have accepted it without question. But he had left the military under a cloud, losing all faith in the country’s leadership and the generals who pandered to them. David had been sent to war by donkeys and fools, and had quickly learned never to trust a word any politician said. 
 
    “Why do you always do this?” he heard the woman next door scream. That was surprising because he’d barely heard a peep out of them since moving here. A single mum and her young kid. He knew them enough to say hi to, the young girl as cute as you could hope for. 
 
    “And we don’t need to get into the long-term complications to show there is an issue with these vaccines,” the professor continued. “Largely ignored by the press, we are getting repeated reports that the vaccines are causing health issues. A simple study of the CDC’s own collected data shows that ninety-five per cent of all deaths linked to vaccination in the last year have been due to these mRNA vaccines.” 
 
    Something thudded hard on the wall next to him. 
 
    “Ninety-five per cent, but that’s incredible,” the host announced. 
 
    “It seems to be a combination of anaphylactic shock and cardiomyopathy. There have been nearly four thousand deaths officially linked to this in the USA alone, but I think there are more. The FDA and the various health departments across the world tell us that the spike protein is non-pathogenic, but if you ask me, that is what is causing these problems. There’s a massive increase of deaths from unexplained causes. Now this is anecdotal as the data isn’t easy to acquire, but from what my friends in the medical field are telling me…well, they call this OSH deaths.” 
 
    “What does that mean, Professor?” David knew. He had seen that before in his extensive research, and had learnt that especially in the UK, it was being covered up. 
 
    “Odd shit happening, and all in those who have received at least one dose of these vaccines. There are around fifty thousand deaths that fall into that category in the USA alone. But there’s a worse problem even than that.” There was a long exhale from the host as he reflected on what he was being told. 
 
    “You are blowing the listeners away with this information, Professor.” That was the other issue with this broadcast host—he tended to be a tad melodramatic. 
 
    “Thank you, but let me tell you what my most pressing concern is. There is a thing with coronaviruses called ADE, which stands for antibody dependent enhancement. The classic example for ADE in coronaviruses was an attempted vaccine for a nasty cat coronavirus.  The vaccine killed every one of the cats it was used on in the test when they were later exposed to that virus. You see the vaccine wildly potentiating the infection, making the reaction worse. We now have millions of people walking about with artificial spike protein created antibodies.” The professor paused, hesitating due to the magnitude of what he was about to say. David had already guessed what was coming next, his own research having uncovered this monumental risk that had been ignored. “A bad actor such as North Korea could relatively easily develop a virus that selectively targets ADE in people with the specific antibodies from this vaccination. Remember, these antibodies are distinct from natural infection. Such a virus could easily kill every single person who was vaccinated and not harm those who weren’t. We could have just inadvertently killed tens of millions of people.” 
 
    David turned the broadcast off, sitting back in his chair to mull over what had just been said. A piece of the puzzle had just slotted into place, but he still couldn’t quite see it. He almost had it, the idea wavering on the edge of his realisation. 
 
    “Shut your mouth, you fucking bitch!” That wasn’t good. The man next door was shouting, enraged. David preferred to keep to himself, but if it carried on like that, he would need to intervene. That might mean getting involved physically, which risked police involvement. He didn’t want to deal with that unless he had to. David wasn’t a wanted man, but he also didn’t want the police prying into his affairs. A search of his apartment risked the discovery of the weapons he had stashed, none of them registered with the DC police. He was on the fringes of society, and as such, David didn’t have time for that unconstitutional bullshit. 
 
    Something smashed hard against the wall, flakes of dust breaking free and meandering down onto his lap. This was followed by a young girl screaming. 
 
    “Dammit.” Wincing, he pulled himself up from his chair and struggled over to his apartment door. It was on the top floor of three stories, but one could hardly call it a penthouse. 
 
    The corridor outside was clean and empty when he yanked his door open. He briefly considered going armed but decided against it. There was more shouting now, mostly male, as well as fragile things being broken. Over that noise he heard the latch catching as he pulled his apartment door closed. 
 
    “Where’s the fucking money, Julie?” Julie, the name of his neighbour. He vaguely remembered her telling him that when they had first bumped into each other in this very corridor. 
 
    “What money? What are you talking about?” Julie sounded panicked, frightened. From the few times David had met her, his intuition had told her she was nice, doing the best she could to bring a child up in this deranged world. If his life hadn’t been filled with grief and pain, he might have considered the possibility of them being a couple. 
 
    Something like that could never happen, not while there was a chance Emmanuelle still lived. 
 
    The door to her apartment was ajar and he nudged it open with his foot. There was no sign of damage. Whoever the man inside was, he hadn’t forced an entry. 
 
    “Julie?” David shouted. If the man was threatening violence, he needed to know he had been overheard. 
 
    “The fuck is this?” the man said in exasperation. The apartment entry way fed into a short passage that opened into an open plan living room and kitchen. A young man had Julie around the throat, the daughter cowering in the corner of the kitchen. 
 
    Julie looked like she’d been hit. Her attacker was bigger than her, but David reckoned he had about twenty pounds on the arsehole. Muscle beat flab any day of the week. 
 
    “Hey, leave her alone,” David demanded.  
 
    “Get out of here man, this doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re beating on a woman. I can’t allow that.” David stood his ground. The man turned on him, letting Julie go to her great relief. The mother rushed to console her daughter while David manoeuvred himself so as to back this man away from them. 
 
    Whoever this individual was, he was out of shape, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. There was a softness to him, a gut threatening to poke out from under the shirt he wore. The clothes were garish, hair slicked back to try and hide its receding nature. 
 
    His whole body was filled with nervous energy. 
 
    Most of what David needed to know, though, was in the eyes. Pupils wide, barely blinking. He was wired, high on some substance which made him an unknown. If it got physical, David understood he would have to inflict significant damage to subdue this man. 
 
    “Police are on the way. I reckon you have about three minutes.” David hadn’t phoned them, but this intruder didn’t know that. 
 
    “I told you to get out of here.” The man advanced, but David wouldn’t be intimidated. 
 
    “Not going to happen. Time for you to leave.” 
 
    “You trying to tell me what to do?” That’s when the knife appeared, pointed right at David’s face. 
 
    “Now that’s just uncalled for.” If the man had expected David to be threatened by the blade, he was going to be disappointed. When you no longer cared about your life, such things held little fear for you. 
 
    “I will cut you.” The knife slashed the air. 
 
    “No, you won’t.” David had moved so one of the chairs at the dining table was in easy reach. He rested a hand on it. “Would you like me to tell you why?” 
 
    “Oh, do enlighten me.” The sarcasm didn’t mask the tremor in the arm holding the blade. 
 
    “I’m making a calculated guess that nobody has ever taught you how to fight. I can tell that by how you are standing, how you are holding the knife.” David’s knuckles began to turn white, his grip on the chair tightening. It would be a useful weapon should he need one. 
 
    “You don’t say.” The man’s eyes darted to Julie and then back to David. She had gathered her daughter and ushered her so they both stood behind their protector. He was their shield now, their unwitting hero. 
 
    “If you come at me with that, you are going to need stitches. There’s a kid in the room, so I’ll not be vulgar about where I’m going to shove it. Needless to say, it will make going to the lavatory a terrifying experience for at least a month. Or you could just go.” With his free hand, David pointed towards the apartment door. His calmness and certainty were having the desired effect. 
 
    Part of him wanted to unleash and just pound the jerk into the floor. That was another thing he had struggled with post Liberia. His anger was at times unpredictable. Fortunately, he had enough self-preservation to keep that turmoil to when he was alone. 
 
    There were several dents in the dry wall of his apartment. 
 
    “Look man, I just want the money. Julie, please.” 
 
    “There isn’t any money, I already told you,” Julie replied. The shock of the assault had left her now, her voiced infused with anger. “Now get out and don’t come back. Please John, we’re through.” From outside a siren could be heard, the volume increasing. Had one of the other neighbours called the police? 
 
    “I think I can hear the cops, John. Think about what that means. You’re sweating, and your hand is shaking. Think about how that’s going to feel if you get locked up for the next few days. Maybe you come at me, and maybe I add a few broken bones to the equation. You ever broken a bone, John? Hurts like hell.” Whatever the man had taken, he was starting to come down from it. If he got locked in a cell, he’d crash hard. 
 
    Outside a car came to a screeching halt. John scurried over to the window, blue flashing lights just visible. That was all it took to break the last of his courage, John running from the apartment with a string of curses. David followed him, watched him bolt into the corridor before closing the door. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked Julie. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks. Thanks for caring.” 
 
    “No problem,” David lied. 
 
    “No, look, sorry about this. He’s never been like that before.” Maybe Julie was still dazed, but she genuinely seemed bewildered about how this had happened. 
 
    “And what about you, little lady?” David said to the daughter. The child looked up at him with wide eyes, pushing a curl of her blonde hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “He was scary,” the girl whispered. “I don’t like him anymore.” David nodded. 
 
    “Good. Well, you don’t need to be scared now.” David opened the door and peered outside. John was nowhere to be seen. He turned back to Julie. “I’d offer you some advice if you are agreeable to taking it.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Any loyalty you had to that man ended the moment he struck you.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.” Julie was in one of those impossible positions life liked to throw at people. 
 
    “If the police need me, I’ll be next door.” With that, David closed the door and retreated from the scene. This was shit he didn’t need in his life right now, but sometimes a man had to act when innocents were in danger. There was something else in the encounter, the way the little girl had looked at him at the end. It had been a long time since anyone had viewed him like that. 
 
    Once more, David was a saviour, at least in the mind of a five-year-old child. 
 
    

  

 
   
    6. 
 
    France. 
 
    To say the farm was isolated was an understatement, an ideal venue for evil to thrive. A vehicle could approach it along a long, exposed, single track road, several cars having arrived within the last hour. From her position on a hill overlooking the farm, Khristina had watched each vehicle expel a passenger before driving off to park in a field at the side of the larger of several outhouses. 
 
    None of the drivers left their cars, four now parked up. Through the scope on her sniper rifle, she had memorised each licence plate, wonderful information for the hunt she was engaged in. Whatever happened today, those licence plates might help find out others she hunted. 
 
    This was not how she had planned her life to turn out, but now that she was engaged in this covert war, she saw no other path for her to take. Khristina had the training and the will to do what was asked, every life she took another step closer to the ultimate goal. 
 
    The eradication of the vampire infestation. 
 
    She had started out in the Russian GRU with the hope of becoming a career officer, progressing up through the ranks as far any woman was allowed to go. While she had still become an officer, her mission had changed due to a fateful encounter in 2014 during military operations in the Crimean Peninsula. 
 
     Khristina realised her true calling that day. Hunting out and killing vampires, something she had become quite accomplished at. By the time she had killed her thirteenth vampire, she had become convinced that humanity was on the winning side of the hidden battle against this ancient and malignant race. Unfortunately, the circumstances around her fourteenth kill, the vampire masquerading as Doctor Mo, changed that opinion. 
 
    The vampires had engaged in bio warfare, and although the pathogen Mo had released wasn’t as deadly as the world had first feared, Khristina was of the opinion there was something else behind the plot, something more sinister. Unfortunately, she didn’t know what that something might be. She had thought herself an expert on understanding the vampire mind, their adherence to their old ways both a benefit and a hindrance to them. 
 
    Nobody had expected vampires to deliberately release a bioweapon. 
 
    Still, the hunt continued, and now she was here, in France, following a thread given to her by an anonymous source. This wasn’t the first time the mystery benefactor had provided information, and to date it had always been reliable. Today appeared to be no exception. 
 
    “I can almost smell them from here,” the voice said in Khristina’s ear. 
 
    “Be thankful you can’t. If you were that close, Orlov, they would be able to smell you in return.” Orlov Petrov, once again her partner in this epic adventure. He was positioned closer to the road. There should be more of them on this mission, but such was the present state of Mother Russia that this deadly duo was all that could be spared. 
 
    “I will have you know I bathe regularly,” Orlov quipped. Khristina put up with his ludicrous ways because he was one of the few men Khristina respected. Orlov had proven himself numerous times and had saved her life twice, a favour she had thankfully returned. She didn’t like the thought of being in someone’s debt, especially to a man. It might not have been forefront in her conscious thoughts, but Khristina had spent most of her life trying to prove she was more than equal to any male she encountered. 
 
    And with rare exceptions, she was. 
 
    “I’m sure the ladies love you all the more for it.” Khristina shifted her scope and changed the setting to infrared. The guards standing outside the main farm entrance glowed orange and red, despite the now setting sun. Inside the building, more figures were congregated. She shifted back to normal setting. Khristina could easily kill both of them despite the challenging distance. 
 
    “The ladies adore me, but you know I only have eyes for you,” Orlov lied. 
 
    “My heart yearns to hear that, but you know I could never submit to you. I would always be afraid I might break you.” Although they had never sparred, she was fairly confident she could beat him one-on-one. 
 
    “I’m willing to take the risk.” Khristina shifted her rifle again so that Orlov was now in the crosshairs of her scope. From his point of concealment, he turned his head and blew her a kiss. He also had a sniper rifle, and from where he was he could cover the rear of the farm house. The underground scanning satellite imagery they had obtained prior to her dispatch had warned Khristina about the large basement structure and subterranean escape tunnel that led away from the property. 
 
    Orlov had already left a lethal present at that exit should anyone wish to collect it.  
 
    “I could shoot your cock off from here.” 
 
    “A meagre achievement considering the size of the target.” Khristina almost allowed a smile at that and re-centred on her primary objective. When she had first been introduced to Orlov’s unusual manner, she had found him exasperating and childish, but he had a tendency to grow on you. Now she found his incessant flirtation a welcome distraction. She had never seen him once become flustered and Orlov seemed to possess an ability to remain placid in any situation. 
 
    There wasn’t humour to be found in hunting vampires, but he brought it when he could. More important than the entertainment Orlov provided, he never followed up his flirtatious words with physical actions. Perhaps he knew that she would slam his balls into his throat if he tried. Khristina had no time for that sort of thing. On the occasions she let men touch her, she was always the instigator and always firmly in charge. 
 
    Khristina had vowed never to relinquish such control to anyone. Safe to say she wasn’t going to be one of those women who settled down to sire an army of offspring, which had a tendency to turn a lot of men off. Her physical size and strength were also off-putting. 
 
    Lying in the dirt watching her enemy was infinitely more preferable to the ludicrous dance of romance. That being said, there were disadvantages to her present situation. She needed a shower, her own odour becoming offensive to her. Khristina had been lying here for twelve hours now, barely moving. Her limbs ached from inactivity, and her clothes stank, mainly from the number of times she had needed to urinate. The diaper helped, but only for so long. 
 
    Men were luckier in that department. 
 
    “When do you want to do this?” Orlov asked. 
 
    “Give it a little longer. I want to make sure we don’t miss any of them. There should be one more.” 
 
    “It’s unusual,” Orlov added, “for their kind to meet like this.” Their kind. Vampires. Parasitic scum that lived hidden among humanity. Khristina had spent the last six years hunting them, Orlov the last five. Orlov said he did it because the pay was good and it gave him an excuse to kill. There was a further truth behind that though that Khristina had recently discovered. 
 
    For Khristina it was personal, and she had been allowed a certain autonomy in the actions she took. Here she was, once an active soldier in the Russian military, lying outside a French farm with a Swiss sniper rifle. With the international restrictions imposed by the pandemic, the French government should be ashamed by how porous their border was. 
 
    With luck, she would be out of the country before any bodies she might leave were discovered. 
 
    Regrettably, there should have been more agents with her on this mission, but the department she worked for had been gutted as of late. They had been too successful, ridding most of Russia of the vampire threat, hunting them down and eliminating what last vestiges lurked in the rural towns and ancient forests. Now her and Orlov were one of two teams remaining, a holding force should the vampire menace resurface. 
 
    Strange then how she had been so busy recently. 
 
    That should have changed when Zhang Mo had revealed his true form in the interrogation cell, but her superiors had seemed stubbornly unconcerned. He was Chinese, so if there were any more like him, that was a problem for the Chinese to deal with, so went the official line. And while not enemies, China wasn’t the sort of country you could call a friend, either. 
 
    Let them deal with their own problems. 
 
    “So, you aren’t in the least concerned that a vampire just created and unleashed a virulent pathogen upon the world?” Khristina had asked that question, only to be dismissed by a man whose face went red at her impertinence. Had that been due to rage or shame? Khristina wasn’t sure, but recent events had told her there was something wrong in the top levels of her government. It felt like the government was actively working against its own interests. 
 
    She could smell it, a corruption that was rotting away at the heart of the Kremlin. Then there had been the Chinese vampire himself. He had seemed…different, stronger to what Khristina had experienced in the past. 
 
    The sound of another vehicle dragged Khristina’s thought back to more pressing matters. A BMW appeared in her scope, driving slowly up the road. One driver with a passenger in the back. 
 
    “One more guest, just as you said.” Orlov sounded impressed with her. “Too many for us to take?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.” 
 
    “You promise?” 
 
    “Once we find out who these individuals are, then we can see if they are who our informants claimed them to be. Then we can have some fun.” The scope on Khristina’s rifle was linked to a video camera which now recorded everything she saw. Not only that, but it instantly uploaded all her images via satellite so that facial recognition software could work on identifying the names. She was expecting the first batch of revelations to be delivered to her smart phone any minute now. 
 
    Following the final car, she watched as it stopped to unload its passenger. Fortuitously, said passenger looked directly in her direction, and Khristina’s heart almost froze. She knew that face, and it took everything she had not to pull the trigger. 
 
    It would be so good to end this creature’s life, but she knew that as satisfying as that would be, she had to pick her moment carefully. Never let emotion rule you for that was the road to ruin. 
 
    Her finger kept on the trigger guard as she worked to control her breathing. Even when dead, that face would always haunt her. Here it was, the first vampire she had ever encountered…the one that had nearly ended her life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    7. 
 
    Crimea, Ukraine, 2014. 
 
    The importance of Crimea to Russia couldn’t be overstated due to the naval port of Sevastopol, home to Russia’s Black Sea fleet. It gave the Russian navy direct access to the Mediterranean which was imperative to maintain Russia’s ability to project power to southern Europe and the Middle East. Russia might have been a shadow of its former Soviet self, but it was still a military force to be feared, and that fear needed to be maintained. 
 
    Thus, seeing no other options, Russia sent troops into Crimea to great international uproar. 
 
    That was why Khristina found herself there, dressed as a fresh lieutenant, hiding in plain sight among the soldiers who had descended on Crimea. The locals called them the little green men due to the colour of their uniforms, and Russian forces easily took control of the peninsula with hardly a shot needing to be fired. 
 
    Khristina was here for information, her credentials as an army doctor good enough to fool anyone that needed fooling. Women were still not considered worthy of front-line roles which made Khristina chuckle on occasion. Millions of women had fought with courage and valour in the most important and bloody war Russia had ever fought… World War Two. Without them, it could be argued that Russia would have fallen beneath the Nazi jackboot. 
 
    How easy it was for a country to forget. 
 
    Khristina wasn’t a doctor, for she was more adept at killing than performing medical miracles. In truth, she was a rising star in another more secretive organisation, her progress being monitored by eyes that didn’t quite trust that a woman was capable of the tasks asked of her. She hadn’t failed yet, and continued to impress the hierarchy of the Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation. Such a fancy title for the organisation that was otherwise known as the GRU, Russian military intelligence. 
 
    Things would have gone so differently had she not blown a tyre on that cold snowy night. So unexpected was it, she had briefly lost control on the icy road, the GAZ Tigr four-by-four nearly ending up in a ditch at the side of the road. 
 
    “Shit.” What was almost as annoying was the fact she was less than ten minutes from her destination for a meeting with a man who had information that was deemed important by those who had sent her on this mission. Apparently, the intelligence related to corruption among some of the senior naval officers stationed at Sevastopol, was reason enough for her to be undercover. Before she had learnt about the vampire menace, her operations had generally been highly classified and often extremely dangerous. What could be more hazardous than hunting out those betraying their own country? 
 
    Khristina would shortly find out. 
 
    The blown tyre was a reminder that no amount of training and preparation could counter a simple incidence of shit happening. Stepping out into the freezing air, she was consumed by the blackness, her headlights the single illumination for as far as she could see. Admittedly, her horizon was limited, forests on both sides and the sheets of snow falling making distance perception difficult. There were better places to be stranded, the freezing temperatures penetrating her clothing, shivers threatening to own her. 
 
    She was no meek woman though, so she set herself to the task of changing the tyre, a chore she was annoyingly familiar with. Her grip was stronger than most men she encountered, palms callused, arms thick from the brutal training regime she undertook. If she was one to partake in needless humour, Khristina might have joked about how she could easily kill a man if he were ever foolish enough to be caught between her powerful thighs. Sometimes, in the black of night, she occasionally wondered what it would be like to squeeze the life out of someone in that fashion, to feel their neck give as she strangled them. Or perhaps she could trap their waist, causing untold internal trauma. It would certainly be an exotic way to kill someone. Needless to say, her strength came in handy with the repairs needed to get this damned vehicle road worthy again. 
 
    Just as she was heaving the first nut closed, the sound of a vehicle broke through the blanket of night. She didn’t stop, and by the time the BMP tracked fighting vehicle reached her, she had been ready to remove the jack, her wheel change completed despite the horrendous weather conditions. Having grown up in Siberia, Khristina was not one to mumble and moan about a mere dip in temperature. 
 
    The flat tyre had revealed no reason for its failure, no nail or metallic impaling evident. Perhaps a malignant god had decided to use her for his own amusement. If that was the case, what other misfortunes might be in store for her this night? 
 
    “Do you need help?” 
 
    “You are too late,” Khristina stated. The man speaking had appeared out of the drivers hatch and was shining a torch at her. “All done.” 
 
    Instead of driving off, the BMP moved to the side of the road, the back opening up, men pouring forth. Khristina knew instantly that she wouldn’t simply be allowed to drive off. Her damp uniform was a hastily fabricated lie and was there to supposedly ease her passage through the Crimean Peninsula where checkpoints were rapidly being erected. It was easier for a doctor to pass through Russian checkpoints than a secret agent who was investigating fellow Russians. Unfortunately, her presence on this road was about to arouse suspicion in prejudiced minds. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” a gruff sounding man insisted to know. Khristina looked at him over her shoulder before pulling the jack from beneath her vehicle. Before answering the man, she placed her equipment back where she had found it, no rush or nervousness in her actions. Then she turned to the person speaking to her. 
 
    “Do you not salute when you speak to an officer?” Khristina, now standing, was several inches taller than the man. Her broad shoulders filled out her overcoat nicely, her rank clearly visible, as was his. 
 
    “Sorry, Lieutenant,” the man said, snapping to attention. That was good, the kind of discipline one could expect from those sent into this area. These were elite troops, dispatched to ensure the operation went smoothly, not some clueless conscripts forced into unwelcome service. Khristina returned his salute and watched as a truck drove up behind the armoured vehicle. Men exited this too, pulling equipment out of the back. 
 
    Squad strength, obviously here to set up a checkpoint. This road ran through the Isthmus of Perekop, the narrow strip of land that joined the Crimean Peninsula to the rest of Ukraine. 
 
    “Please though, I still need to know why you are out here.” Wouldn’t you like to know? Instead of answering, Khristina reached into her inner pocket and pulled out her travel documents. She had been assured that they would see her through any inspection. Assurances often failed to deliver when faced with the reality on the ground. 
 
    Fortunately, her documents were more than acceptable in this instance.  
 
    It was almost unheard of for a woman to be directly on the front line of an operation, especially as an officer. But these were unusual times, and there wasn’t a man in this squad who would say a word against her to her face. Prejudice wasn’t stupid. There were some who considered women to be fragile, dainty little things, but Khristina was built as sturdily as the BMP tracked fighting vehicle she was stood next to. 
 
    “It is dog cold,” she heard one of the men complain. The sergeant handed back her documents, just as that man and another walked past, carrying a roll of razor wire they would soon unfurl across the road. Time for her to leave.  
 
    “It will become worse as the night progresses,” advised another. The first soldier glanced at Khristina as he passed, his expression unreadable. She wasn’t unattractive, but her size was often intimidating to many men. Russian males didn’t like to think there were women who could beat the crap out of them. 
 
    Imagine then, how they would further react if they knew she was trained in three martial arts: Judo, Krav Maga, and Systema, the latter being one that she also taught to other members of the GRU. 
 
    With nothing now to stop her departure, Khristina turned to return to the warmth of her truck. Alas, the gods had other plans that night, for the last thing anyone expected to hear was a scream off in the distance. The road these soldiers were now guarding was bordered by forest on both sides, the road to Ukraine falling away from the high position chosen. The sound of distress came from the direction Khristina was heading. 
 
    “What was that?” a cold soldier asked. He was young, a new recruit to the squad judging by the way he carried himself, nervous, still to find his feet. Khristina wondered if the men around him were protective or belittling towards the man, and quickly ascertained it was the latter. 
 
    “It was just a scream,” the sergeant stated. Some of the other men chuckled at their young comrade’s expense. “Don’t go making an elephant out of a fly.” You could learn so much just by watching how people interacted. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    The scream came again, closer this time. The snow and the forest made it difficult to judge the distance, but the sound was harrowing, the sort of cry uttered by someone made to suffer terror and great pain. There was no denying its human origin. 
 
    It was also the cry of a child. 
 
    Khristina could have left then, but she paused. The noise had snaked its tendrils into her, taking her back to a time when she had been small and afraid. 
 
    What was a child doing out here in this?  
 
    The search light on the BMP scanned the road and what it could of the surrounding forest, the snow highlighting the beam. The soldiers weren’t expecting any kind of resistance here, the Ukrainians not wanting to give Russia an excuse to invade further into the country. 
 
    And then Khristina saw the source, the lone girl staggering out of the forest. Her pyjamas were bloodstained, her face wrought with misery. The kid couldn’t have been more than five, and she came at them like an apparition of doom. 
 
    Faces turned to Khristina. She was a doctor after all, or so they thought. This was her territory, the obvious job for a woman. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Khristina marched through the slush on the road, the men with the razor wire watching her go. She intercepted the young girl who barely reacted to her presence, so engulfed was the child by the demons that chased her. Whatever had happened had temporarily stripped the child of all reason, leaving her in this feral state. 
 
    “Hey,” Khristina said softly, a road flare casting the scene in an unnecessarily eerie glow. Squatting down, she took the small form by the shoulders. The girl’s feet were bare, her small hands beating at her scalp. Khristina tried to stem the self-abuse but she had difficulty getting any kind of hold on the flailing arms. 
 
    The child was surprisingly strong. 
 
    How long had she been out here? Was frost bite already setting in? She shouldn’t have cared about this distressed urchin, for this represented a distraction to the mission, but she did. Those painful memories churning to the surface. 
 
    This was you once. 
 
    Khristina picked her up, almost swaddling the child in a protective hug. The youngster didn’t fight her, whatever energy she had now apparently expended. 
 
    “I need some blankets here.” Khristina’s voice filled with authority, men moving to obey. She was an officer and a doctor, and they were glad Khristina was here. Even if they could see through the illusion she wore, they would have still been pleased by her presence. 
 
    A blanket was draped over the child, Khristina easily carrying her to the back of the truck, men parting as she walked. Stepping up into the rear of the truck, she set the girl down on one of the seats, wrapping the blanket around her more effectively. 
 
    “Get me your medic,” Khristina commanded. Instead of pointing out that surely a doctor was more appropriate, the man she spoke to simply nodded. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Khristina got no response, the child now staring off into her own blackness. A cursory examination, though, showed there were no visible injuries, the blood not hers. With the corner of the blanket, Khristina used the moisture from the child’s hair to wipe the muck and evidence of violence from the young face. The bare feet looked pink, so frostbite might yet be avoided. 
 
    “I’m so cold,” came the whisper. 
 
    “What was that honey?” There was a noise next to Khristina, the squad’s medic climbing into the truck beside her. 
 
    “How did she get out here?” the medic asked. 
 
    “Obviously she walked,” Khristina replied dismissively. “Say that again,” she encouraged the girl. 
 
    “Cold, so cold.” The child was still staring off into space. The medic produced a space blanket, throwing that around the girl, too. 
 
    “We need to get her to a hospital.” Khristina glanced at the medic, amazed by his deductive powers. She also knew what was coming, because these men wouldn’t be able to abandon their post. No doubt they would ask Khristina to perform that task. 
 
    “I will do it, but I have an appointment to keep first.” Khristina spoke with such conviction that nobody would dare question her. “Where do you live?” she asked the girl. Barely able, the child whispered a village. 
 
    The very village she had been heading for. Did that make things easier? 
 
    “Halt!” The shout came from outside. 
 
    “Please, I’m looking for my daughter.” The reply to the challenge sounded old and frail. Khristina looked at the medic, and then climbed past him. “She ran away.” Maybe Khristina’s problem was about to fix itself.       
 
    “I’m so hungry,” muttered the child. Khristina gave her one last glance before storming off to confront this new arrival. Although she could control it, anger threatened to bubble up so as to be unleashed. A child so vulnerable shouldn’t be in this situation. 
 
    The father was stood in the headlights, guns trained on him. He held his hands up submissively, his thin frame no threat to anyone here. He wasn’t as ancient as he sounded, maybe mid-sixties, an unusual age though, to have a daughter so young. The sergeant was quizzing him, but Khristina took over, a firm hand on her subordinates shoulder moving the sergeant aside. 
 
    “You mention a daughter. We have a young child here.” 
 
    “Thank god.” The father appeared genuinely relieved. 
 
    “Describe her.” 
 
    “What?” The father took a step back, the intensity of the demand almost physical. Khristina glowered at him, scrutinising everything. He was dressed warmly, solid boots suitable for the conditions. 
 
    This didn’t make sense, though. 
 
    “If she is your daughter, describe her. Tell me what she is wearing.” The father did, but that didn’t prove anything. 
 
    “Is she alright?” 
 
    “I think so,” Khristina said in reassurance, but then she stepped right into the father’s space, towering several inches over him. “Where did the blood come from?” Instead of stepping back, the father lowered his head, shaking it as he exhaled slowly. 
 
    “My daughter…she is sick. Ill in the mind. The blood, it was from the cat we keep. She…she killed it and…” The father couldn’t continue. As horrible as the news was, it was plausible. 
 
    “Come with me.” Khristina led the way, the soldiers accepting her apparent authority here. Some of them could sense how formidable a woman like her could be. The father almost collided with her as Khristina paused. “If you are lying, know that I will hurt you.” She didn’t turn around as she said this. 
 
    “Please, I need to see her.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    *** 
 
    There were no hospitals, not close by. The father had proposed a compromise—the doctor in the village. Khristina was going there anyway, so it was the best solution for everyone involved. 
 
    The child had brightened when she had seen the stranger, shouting “Papa,” suddenly infused with a burst of energy despite how much she had been shivering. That was enough evidence to show that people were who they claimed to be. 
 
    Still, something wasn’t right. 
 
    The soldiers were relieved to be unburdened of the inconvenience, although Khristina caught several of them watching the girl with concern. Despite their duties in war, the humanity hadn’t been ripped from most of the men in that squad. Was the child to be pitied or feared? 
 
    The story continued to be plausible as the father told the rest of it. The child had killed the family cat and had then tried to eat it before she was discovered. Distressed, the girl had fled out into the night regardless of the arctic conditions. The farm where she lived wasn’t in the village so much but on the outskirts, a good four hundred metres from the road where the child had emerged. She had been fast, driven by whatever demons were tearing into her. 
 
    The father had followed as fast as he could. He now sat in the back of Khristina’s vehicle, the girl wrapped up in his arms. Khristina shouldn’t have agreed to this, but the girl was broken and needed protecting. Khristina had a soft spot for broken things. 
 
    “She’s never been right,” the father said sadly. “She does strange things that we can’t understand.” The father’s voice felt like it was coming from within her head, mingling with her own thoughts. Without realising what was happening, she tried to shake the influence loose. 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that.” The soldiers were out of sight now, Khristina’s once again the only vehicle on the road, the night threatening to swallow them up. 
 
    “She just gets these urges that she can’t control.” The man’s words were intoxicating, reassuring as their authority tried to slip past her defences. Let me in. 
 
    What was happening here? 
 
    “You don’t need to explain,” Khristina insisted, putting more concentration into operating the vehicle. Her peripheral vision had started to shrink and she actively countered that, still not fully aware of what was happening. 
 
    “I’m hungry, Papa,” the child suddenly moaned, breaking into the conversation. The father sighed, Khristina’s thoughts clearing. She would later learn that the father had tried to mesmerise her, only for her own innate sense of self-preservation to fight him off. 
 
    She was about to discover other things about the father and the daughter he professed to care for. 
 
    “We will get you something soon, I promise.” In the rear-view mirror, Khristina saw his sad eyes as he pulled his daughter in. She began to wriggle in his grasp. 
 
    “No, I want to eat.” Considering what the girl had been through, she had a surprising level of energy. There was little that could shock Khristina, but seeing the girl suddenly hit her father’s face was one of those moments. It was a slap, open handed, fury blooming on the father’s brow. His meekness suddenly evaporated. 
 
    Had this been an act all along? 
 
    “You will eat when I say you can eat,” the father roared. The voice boomed through the four-by-four’s interior, Khristina wincing with the sound.  
 
    The Gaz Tigr is a spacious vehicle. Driver and passenger sit up front, with seating for four people in the rear, two facing two. The father threw his daughter onto the opposing seats, before rearing up as far as the cabin would allow. 
 
    The daughter actually hissed at him. 
 
    “Hey!” Khristina slammed the brakes, bringing the vehicle to a screeching halt. The father should have been thrown off his feet by the violent motion, but he miraculously kept his stability. The girl recovered quickly, leaping at her father, only to be backhanded to the floor. Khristina went to unbuckle herself, but the mechanism stuck, her hands fumbling for several seconds. “Don’t hit her,” she commanded. 
 
    Finally, Khristina freed herself, turning in her seat so as to climb into the back and intervene. But then the girl was on her, the father standing back, a sick grin spread across his face. 
 
    “You want to feed, see where it gets you.” His voice was mocking and dismissive. There was no caring father here anymore, probably never had been. With one witness, his true nature had manifested. And so it seemed had that of the girl. 
 
    Khristina was stunned by the child’s strength and she struggled to fight off the thrashing attack. Then she saw the girl’s eyes, blood red and furious, a feral beast rather than a loveable urchin. Teeth snapped in Khristina’s face, sharper and longer than they should have been. And they almost claimed a purchase, the bare neck an inviting target. 
 
    Before the incisors could rip the life from her, Khristina rammed her elbow into the child’s nose, a howl of pain pouring from the creature’s throat. Creature for sure, because the girl had changed. 
 
    “Enough of this.” The words seemed to fill the vehicle, the frail man now a bulked-out goliath who clutched the daughter thing by the back of the neck and ripped it from Khristina. It wriggled in his grasp, cursing him in some unknown language. “This human will not make good food. Have I taught you nothing?” 
 
    Khristina took the respite to bail, ripping open the driver’s door and jumping out into the falling snow, pulling loose an emergency kit as she did so. In the light of the Tigr’s cabin, she saw the father thing turn and look at her. His face had elongated slightly, long, thin teeth bared. 
 
    Then the daughter ripped itself free and charged for the open door. From her hip Khristina pulled her revolver free. 
 
    My daughter…she is sick. 
 
    This wasn’t the fragile thing she had rescued from the snow. This was a nightmare, a ravager of worlds, and it came at Khristina, clamouring over the driver’s seat, ready to launch itself at Khristina afresh, long and dangerous fingers curling around the door frame. 
 
    The Russian didn’t hesitate. With training that was ingrained, she raised her gun and lined up the target, three rounds impacting centre mass. The daughter thing was propelled backwards by the impact stopping her exit, the shots echoing out into the quiet of the night. 
 
    The creature wasn’t dead, and it spasmed on its back, more blood soaking into the torn and ruined pyjamas which were then torn free by taloned fingers. Not the fingers of a child. Whatever it was, it didn’t belong in the natural world. 
 
    Before it could spring again, Khristina slammed the door shut with her foot. The daughter thudded into it, blood smearing the reinforced window as it began to punch and headbutt the glass. 
 
    Three bullets had barely slowed it down. Whatever this monster was though, it didn’t seem to have the intelligence to simply use the handle to open the door. 
 
    “You must understand how difficult it has been.” Khristina turned, firing three more shots, each finding their mark. The father had exited the vehicle by the rear door, and he was slammed back before rearing up again. He was taller than Khristina now, his clothes struggling to contain what was growing within them. “That hurt.” 
 
    “Stay back.” Despite the impossibility of the situation, there was no panic in Khristina. The adrenaline was pumping, and she would suffer for that later, but now she had total clarity. 
 
    “Our youth can be so tiresome these days, don’t you agree?” His voice sounded malignant, as if words themselves could be diseased. He came forward, only for Khristina to fire two more rounds. The second knocked his head back as the hole opened in his forehead. It gave Khristina time to grab the emergency kit which she pulled from the floor. As she fought with the clasps keeping it closed, there was a loud cracking noise as the father twisted his neck, rolling his head as the grievous wound rapidly began to heal itself. 
 
    The emergency kit clicked open, Khristina pulling the pre-loaded flare gun out. 
 
    “You are lucky that your blood is tainted. I can smell how diseased you are.” The father seemed to grow bigger. “If I was sure you were ripe, I would have let my daughter feed on you.” The driver door suddenly opened, the father to slamming it shut before his offspring could escape. He stood there, one hand pushed against the door. “As it is, one bite of you and my sweet daughter risks dying a painful death. That it has come to this.” 
 
    “Looks like you have a dilemma, then.” Khristina re-holstered her gun because it was clearly useless, but she held onto the flare pistol, knuckles white. The father couldn’t fight her and keep his daughter restrained. 
 
    The windscreen suddenly spidered, the glass not able to withstand the assault on it. 
 
    “Lucky for you.” The daughter abandoned the driver door and charged to the back of the four-by-four. Then she was out, screeching at the night. “Shit.” 
 
    The daughter thing tried to leap past her father, a strong hand grabbing the back of her neck. The Father held the squirming mass easily, his true strength no longer needing to be hidden. 
 
    “How durable are you?” Khristina asked. She levelled her new weapon, the father responding with a smirk. 
 
    “I’m already annoyed. Fire that at me and I will make your death slow rather than quick.”  
 
    “It’s not for you.” Khristina fired the flare into the sky, the night lighting up. Flinging the now useless device away, she reached inside her coat and pulled out a wicked looking knife. “Those soldiers will be here in minutes and I promise I will not die easily.” She wouldn’t last long against these two, her salvation the peculiar way the father needed to keep the daughter restrained. 
 
    “Bitch,” the father spat. With seemingly no other choice, he tucked his daughter under his arm and ran off into the night. 
 
    Khristina watched them go, shivering, but not from the cold. She had known fear, but mainly as a child. Now something came to her, a memory from long ago that had been buried and supressed, drawn forth now that the truth could be revealed. 
 
    When she was five, her grandfather had told her a story one day. He had been drunk, and had recalled a tale about vampires and the people who hunted them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    8. 
 
    France. Present day. 
 
    Khristina followed the familiar vampire with her scope. The creature walked tall as if he were ruler of the world. She followed him as he entered through the front door, the two guards stepping aside to let him in. Khristina saw the fear in them, the guards well aware of what they guarded. Were they vampires too? Probably not. From what she had learnt over the last few years, vampires had a way of making certain humans work in their best interests through some form of mesmerism. She had first-hand experience of that being tried on her, of course. There could be no quarter given to the undead or those who served them. 
 
    What neither the guards nor the vampire saw was the small bug that flew in just before the door closed. The bug, operated by Orlov, was about the size of a bumble bee, an electronic marvel fitted with video and audio, linked to a miniature laptop that Orlov now patched into Khristina’s earpiece. The vampire hunters might have no longer had the numbers, but they were still equipped with the best weapons and technology available. 
 
    Khristina would hopefully be able to hear everything the bug could. 
 
    “That’s all of them, then?” Orlov asked. 
 
    “Five was what the informant stated.” 
 
    “And you are sure they are what we think they are?” That had always been the problem. There were techniques to sniff out a vampire, but there was no way to know one by sight alone. Science had yet to come up with an effective way to filter the creatures out from the humans they hid amongst. If the old tales made famous by Bram Stoker were true, it would have made hunting the vermin less arduous. 
 
    “You remember the vampire I told you about, the one from Crimea?” 
 
    “Most certainly. An enthralling tale that I will one day tell my grandchildren.” A simple yes would have sufficed. 
 
    “He just walked into the building. 
 
    “Oh. The plot thickens.” There was a hint of excitement in Orlov’s voice. “I have them all in the dining room. What a happy bunch they look.” Orlov was speaking over the building’s internal audio that was now playing, the bug no doubt parked somewhere discreet. It even looked like a bee if given a cursory glance. 
 
    Through her scope, Khristina could see that room, although the curtains were drawn. Switching again to infrared, she picked up the heat signatures, five figures now sat around a table. 
 
    “…will be the death of us all,” one of the vampires was heard to say. In her mind, Khristina labelled him Vampire One. He sounded French, most likely the owner of the farm. It didn’t matter that English was being spoken, since Khristina was fluent in several languages. If vampires had a language of their own, nobody had ever recorded one speak it. 
 
    “And what has Habsburg said?” Vampire Two enquired, clearly Russian in origin. The voice was hoarse, as if the owner had a lifetime of smoking five lighters a day. It was the existence of this vampire that had allowed this mission to be authorised. If not for his possible Russian origin, the operation on French territory would have been refused. 
 
    “There is no word from him.” That was the fifth vampire, the one Khristina knew. 
 
    “I told him not to go,” Vampire Two said. He sounded distraught. “The fool has no doubt been killed.” 
 
    “What do we do, then?” Another voice, labelled Vampire Three. The lone female of this little gathering. Although the analysts that had instructed Khristina didn’t know for sure, it was believed that male and female vampires were equal in each other’s eyes. It was their one redeeming quality. One thing that was evident, however, was how few female vampires Khristina and those like her had encountered over the years. Most of the Russian archives, that went back to the days of the Tsar, recounted operations against males. 
 
    It was hoped that the vampire menace was dying out, nature removing them from the equation. 
 
    “Mia has shown she cannot be trusted. Her and those vile half-breed sons need to be stopped.” The vampire from Crimea had just given Khristina a name as well as information she hadn’t known. Half-breed? But that meant… 
 
    “She is fanatical and driven. We should have seen that, should have stopped her before it got too far. Now she has the virus she needs.” There was accusation in the female vampire’s voice. 
 
    “We thought Mia and her sisters were too important,” Vampire One said defensively. “So few of us can bear viable offspring now.” 
 
    “Her half-breed brood don’t count. They are abominations,” the female vampire countered. 
 
    “Even so, for her sister to willingly sacrifice a son like that,” Vampire One offered. This was vital information, if only Khristina could decipher what it meant. 
 
    Khristina’s cell phone vibrated next to her. Opening it, she found a data file had been sent, the identities of three of the vampires discovered by researchers back in Russia. They had names, addresses, and threads that could be pulled on to hopefully uncover further nests. Undoubtedly the information would be fake, but now the hunt could begin in earnest, unveiling one fake identity after another until the secrets of these five vampires was lain bare. 
 
    What to do now, though? Carry on listening or take more direct action? 
 
    “Call it,” Orlov encouraged, as if reading her thoughts. Khristina called the shots here, literally. Her sniper rifle was bolt action with an AAC 762-SDN-6 sounds suppressor, loaded with subsonic .308 hollow-point rounds. To say it was quiet was an understatement. She’d make more sound slapping Orlov. The noise would come, but not until the guards were dealt with. 
 
    There were five men that they had determined were guarding the perimeter, as well as the five drivers sat in their vehicles. Ten to deal with in total, far from an impossible task. Lying by her side, Khristina had several magazines ready, colour coded tape wrapped around them to indicate what rounds they held. She hopefully wouldn’t need most of them, but better to be prepared. 
 
    “None of those fuckers are getting out of there alive.” If they weren’t all vampires at this meeting, humans consorting with the undead were just as worthy of death in Khristina’s opinion. 
 
    “I love you. I hope you know that,” Orlov joked. He would already be lining up his shot, waiting for her to fell the first guard. The order they would shoot had already been established, the targets pre-determined. 
 
    Hollow-point rounds are a type of expanding bullet, useful here where stealth was required. The greatest risk of sound would be from the bullet penetrating and hitting another object. Hollow-points limited that risk whilst having sufficient stopping power, especially when matched by the skill of the two people firing today. Khristina was a slightly better shot, but there wasn’t much in it. 
 
    There was a small risk that the people they were shooting might be vampires, which was why they were all loaded with Wolfsbane. Khristina doubted that they were, her intuition usually reliable on such things. Vampires were elitists, they thought themselves superior to humans, and in many ways they were. But that also made them arrogant, feeling themselves unworthy of such menial tasks as guard duty. That’s why they used humans for this work, which today would likely be their undoing. 
 
    Her first shot took the target just over his left eye, the report barely heard over the natural sounds of nature. Pulling back the bolt she ejected the cartridge and loaded a second round, masking the sound of Orlov’s shot. Sighting her second victim, she could see her prey wasn’t aware his life was already over. 
 
    The first body remained intact. As she thought, human guards. 
 
    Her second shot landed in the centre of the targets face, decimating his maxilla and brain stem, as well as propelling him backwards into the door he was guarding. The man next to him turned, perplexed as to what had just happened. By the time realisation struck him, Khristina had already run the action and was squeezing off her third round. 
 
    There were no cries of alarm from his lips. It was hard to shout with your mandible half hanging from your face, and your spinal cord severed. 
 
    “No reaction from inside.” Orlov sounded elated. The vampires could still be heard talking, no sign of alarm in their intense conversation. “Drivers now?” Orlov had dealt with his primary targets and was clearly eager to deal with the drivers who sat patiently in their cars. 
 
    “Let me deliver the package first.” She fired a single shot into the corner of an upper window. 
 
    “What was that?” the female vampire asked. The sound of breaking glass was music to Khristina’s ears, no ballistic protection evident in this building. That was another mistake. You would think creatures that were thousands of years old would be better able to protect themselves. 
 
    For the first time since coming here, Khristina moved from her prone position, her muscles delighting in finally being free. The farmhouse was just over four hundred metres away from her elevated position, a large static target. Stretching her limbs out, she rose into a squat, grabbing the RPG-7 rocket propelled grenade launcher she had brought along for this occasion. 
 
    It was the perfect tool for the job. 
 
    Khristina had thought long and hard about this. The satellite images of the farmhouse showed it was old, of stone construction. As expected, the windows were ordinary glass meaning there would be nothing to stop the TBG-7V thermobaric warhead she was about to fire. If her test bullet had been stopped, she had brought other options to play with. 
 
    She pulled the trigger, and the missile sped towards its target. Anyone looking out of the dining room window might have briefly glimpsed the rocket trail before their world collapse around them. 
 
    The TBG-7V shattered the window before exploding, creating an eruption that, to Khristina, was a thing of beauty. Orlov had commenced firing again, he too swapping to his secondary weapon. The building might not have ballistic protection, but the vehicles the vampires arrived in undoubtedly did. A normal sniper rifle would be inefficient and cumbersome against them. 
 
    That’s why Orlov was now using a Barrett M82 to fire fifty calibre armour piercing rounds to devastating effect. He went down the line of cars, blowing holes through the windshields, blood splattering inside the glass as bodies were torn asunder. 
 
    Khristina didn’t stop, and had already loaded up another rocket propelled grenade. This one was fragmentation, and she fired it towards the gaping hole she had already created. Vampires were durable, able to heal themselves, but the injuries created by the thermobaric round would have ruptured organs, scorched lungs, and severed limbs. No human could have survived it, and the undead would be lucky to regenerate after her first killing blast. 
 
    So why not a second? 
 
    She knew what she was doing. The fragmentation rocket exploded, just as Orlov killed the driver of the fourth car. The fifth driver bundled himself out and tried to make a run for it, but that just gave Orlov the kind of challenge he enjoyed. Moving targets gave more satisfaction, and his next shot stripped the running man of one of his legs. 
 
    Khristina smiled as she heard Orlov curse. He hated to use more than one shot on a target. She would tease him about that later. 
 
    A cloud of dust shrouded the farmhouse now, one corner of it ruined. There was no time to hesitate, and Khristina fired her second thermobaric rocket. Overkill, perhaps? Not in her expert opinion. Blowing a vampire to pieces was an effective way of ending the threat they posed. 
 
    Human ingenuity and technology, one. 
 
    Vampires, zero. 
 
    This was why the undead hid. The vampires didn’t have the numbers to battle the human race. Instead, they lurked, leeching off mankind, trying to stay alive and undiscovered. Over the thousands of years of human growth though, discovery had been inevitable. 
 
    Discarding the RPG, Khristina once again picked up her sniper rifle. The infrared cut through the smoke, five motionless figures there within the growing flames, limbs and body parts strewn through the wreckage. As she watched, three of those shapes began to disintegrate proving that their lives were no longer a concern. Already, fire was wicking its way through the building, furniture and the wooden substructure of the structure acceptable fuel for the greedy flames. With a rumble, a large section of the ceiling collapsed into the room, the structure of the house failing. 
 
    The vampires should have held their meeting in the basement, or even better, not held the meeting at all. 
 
    “Is it done?” Orlov demanded to know. 
 
    “Now we wait.” Fire was one of the effective means of killing vampires. If any survived in there, they would have no chance to flee. 
 
    Khristina loaded a fresh magazine into her sniper rifle. Now they just had to wait and see what fate would deliver to them. If anything tried to walk out of that, Khristina would gladly finish them off. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    9. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland. 
 
    “I can smell him on you.” Mia Schmidt sat on the hotel room balcony looking out at the falling sun. She sucked greedily on a cigarette, the nicotine coming with no penalty for her. On the horizon, the sky was turning bronze, the clouds a majesty as they rolled in off Lake Geneva.  
 
    Vampires didn’t suffer cancer, and for Mia, the beauty of nature barely registered with her now. She had been alive too many years to care. She avoided the noon sun because it irritated her skin and made her itch while out in it. 
 
    “The Count wasn’t to be persuaded,” Claude admitted. “I think we both know there was no other option.” Claude stood stiffly at her side. 
 
    “No matter.” Mia held out her hand and Claude took it. She had barely aged since her time in the camps, her beauty still unsurpassed. Despite all he had achieved, Claude still felt like a child when he was with her. She would look like that when he was old and grey, the genes from his father stripping him of the near immortality that was more likely a curse than a blessing. 
 
    Immortality brought boredom. Claude often wondered if his mother had acted as she had purely to relish excitement and the thrill of danger once again. 
 
    Claude figured he had the best of both worlds. The strength and abilities of the vampires of old, with an acceptable lifespan five times that of the average human. Undoubtedly, he would change his opinion when he finally found himself on his death bed. That was a long way off though, nothing to concern himself with in the present. 
 
    “The Grey Council might come for us though, you realise that?” Seven vampires. Well, technically they were six now until the Count’s replacement was found. Claude had hoped to avoid this, had wanted to bring his vampire cousins into the new world to share in the wonders that would be created. Some had shown signs of support, but the seven council members had not been convinced. If only the Count could have been persuaded, a powerful voice of influence among the True Bloods. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry,” Mia said, her eyes brightening. Claude tried to hide his own feeling of confusion.  
 
    “You’ve been plotting again.” 
 
    “The Count was an old fool, just like those who follow the old ways. We have nothing to fear. The Council will have other things to occupy their minds.” The vampire leaders had never agreed with Claude’s mother’s ideas. She and her sisters had forged on regardless to their growing dismay. 
 
    “What did you do?” Even now, his mother still kept him in the dark about certain things. It made no sense to him, but he had no choice to believe that there was a reason for such secrecy. He wasn’t her only half-breed offspring, after all. She had another son as well as siblings working to the ultimate agenda, but none had achieved as much as Claude. 
 
    “I gave the Russians something to occupy their time.” The Russians, the single country who actively fought against what they perceived to be the vampire threat. The leadership of every other country had either been bought off or were totally oblivious. 
 
    Russia was always going to be the unpredictable factor in most of this, but Claude had finally made inroads there. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Their vampire hunters were unlikely to be a continued threat for long. When he had learned that vampires were being killed by the mysterious Russian death squads, Claude had wanted to send The Enlightened operatives after them, but his mother had quashed the notion. Perhaps now he knew why. 
 
    “The Russian assassins are dangerous,” Claude insisted. And you didn’t wait for me to try and persuade the Count. 
 
    “All the more reason to re-direct them to a juicier target.” His mother winked, Claude pulling his hand away. He didn’t need this unpredictability. The end game was about to start, the final steps towards full global enslavement. “Let’s just say the Grey Council have most likely been dealt with.” 
 
    “But what if Habsburg had agreed?” It had been Claude’s idea to invite the Count here. Why was his mother being so reckless? 
 
    “Help me up.” The request cut through his growing anger, and he steadied his mother as she stood. “Time to take my vitamins.” Claude wanted to say something more, but he knew the conversation was now over. Though he was stronger than her, Mia Schmidt was the matriarch, the one who ruled here. He just had to trust she knew what she was doing. 
 
    He followed her into the hotel suite, watching passively as she stripped off her clothes, leaving a trail behind her. Human fabric irritated her when she fed directly from the source. 
 
    In the corner of the hotel suite’s living room, a six-foot metal case stood. It had taken three of his handpicked men to deliver it to this room, its contents a secret that would never be revealed. His mother could have stayed at her residence, but she enjoyed being among the elite. Claude had a sense that she might be looking for another husband. 
 
    Claude had heard one of the hotel’s porters in the hotel lobby comment on how the rich had more money than sense, pondering what could be inside such a large piece of luggage. 
 
    People should learn to keep their thoughts to themselves, and that porter had already been fired by the hotel on Claude’s insistence. So important were the guests here that the hotel wasn’t willing to put its staff first in such instances. 
 
    Curious minds were dangerous minds. 
 
    Around his mother’s neck, a key hung on a golden chain, and she used that to open the three locks, the vertically placed case opening wide. Inside stood restrained a naked man, body encased in soft foam, limbs tightly shackled and immobile. 
 
    “Hello, pet,” his mother said, drawing a sharp fingernail across the captive’s chest. He was gagged, cries stifled, desperate eyes wide. There were three tubes servicing him. One was connected to an IV bag that was there to keep him hydrated. The second was a catheter that led to a collection bag. 
 
    Both bags were replaced every twelve hours. 
 
    The third tube Mia Schmidt now took hold of. It was a central line into the internal jugular vein. Mother had always insisted the blood tasted fresher from there, but Claude could never tell. Bringing the tube to her mouth, she opened the valve and sucked the fluid into her mouth, shivering as she did so. 
 
    “Can I tempt you?” 
 
    “No, I need to keep a clear head.” Claude could survive off human food and preferred it in many ways. Human blood was exhilarating, and helped slow his ageing, but it also flooded him with raw feelings and emotions he’d never been able to fully control. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” She sucked more out of the man who whimpered at the fate that had befallen him. Mia had been feeding off him for weeks, never enough to kill him. He was pale and would eventually succumb to the treatment, but Claude predicted his mother could squeeze another month out of him yet. 
 
    And then at the end she would drain him dry. He would be alive for this fate, there at the end when his muscles were carefully removed so Mia could squeeze them out like a sponge, blood and myoglobin pouring down her throat as she engaged in the blood frenzy. She would start on the limbs, tight and painful tourniquets there to stop the meal from bleeding out, each muscle peeled off by Mia’s exceptional surgical skill. It was all about the taste for Mia, not the torture. 
 
    “One day, every human will be this delicious.” 
 
    “If you say so, Mama.” 
 
    “You should partake more often,” Mia insisted. “You will live longer. You have looked too stressed these past few days.” 
 
    “Of course I’m stressed. I’m trying to change the world.” 
 
    Mia held the tube towards him, a dribble of crimson escaping it. 
 
    “Go on, just enough to take the edge off.” Claude paused, the temptation too great, the smell triggering his pleasure centres. 
 
    “Well, just a little.” He moaned as his mouth filled, his muscles briefly swelling as the hit washed through him. He could taste the human’s fear. 
 
    “Such a good boy,” Mia said before yanking the tube out of his grasp. “That’s all you get. I wouldn’t want you to lose yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama.” He knew he could never deny her anything. 
 
    

  

 
   
    10. 
 
    Belsen, 1944. 
 
    Ten today. His mother had promised him something special for his birthday. 
 
    Claude loved the smell of the camp, craved it. At the beginning, he had walked the campgrounds, head held high as he inhaled deeply, intoxicated by the meaning of it all. The smell of human misery and despair, the rot of flesh from diseases that Claude was immune to, just displayed how much power he had in this blessed world. He could walk freely through the camp if he wished, having free access to most areas. Such was the power his mother wielded. 
 
    Behind his mother’s back, some of the guards called him the Little Prince. Many of the soldiers feared him as much as the hapless souls who had been forced here on the trains because children could always display the worst of what it meant to be a human being. He could smell that anxiety on their breath, could hear it in the beat of their cold hearts. That was how it should be. 
 
    To Claude, it was good to be feared, for that meant he had power over the world. And what was the point of living if not to wield that power? The men didn’t call his brother anything, because they never saw him. Devlin was still too young to be unleashed upon the world. 
 
    It also meant that those guarding the camp treated Claude like some kind of revered royalty. Better that than come to the attention of his mother or father, the latter now having joined the roster of the camp on Mia Schmidt’s insistence. It was never a good thing to promote the wrath of a Colonel in the feared Gestapo, the notorious German Secret State Police who were fanatically loyal to Hitler and that imbecile Göring. 
 
    The wrath of his mother was infinitely worse. 
 
    All being told, Claude could do as he liked, but he already knew what boundaries he could safely push. At no time could he reveal what he was. One day perhaps, but that day was far in the future.   
 
    There was no need for him to have a chaperone in the camp for no prisoner would harm him, despite the stories of his previous inhumanity that they whispered to themselves. There was no fight left in those held captive here. In the early days though, there had always been a guard with him, a willing servant to enforce the Little Prince’s wishes. 
 
    All the guards knew him by sight, keeping whatever opinions they had of him to themselves. Despite Claude being a boy, they soon realised he had an unusual maturity as well as a ruthless sadism that none of them could match. Such brutality was supposed to come from experience, but Claude seemed to be born with it, his lack of empathy and compassion easily concealed by equally impressive boyish charms. In the first months of Claude’s arrival at the camp, the prisoners came to fear his tiny frame, hiding themselves from his childish wrath whenever he was on the prowl. 
 
    Just a glance and a smile showing those still developing teeth was usually a death sentence. When Claude had first appeared to them, he had been like a tiny angel of death, ordering the extermination of dozens of unfortunates, lice not worthy to breathe the same air as him. The simple point of his finger was all the excuse the guards needed to unleash their fury against a camp inhabitant. No German soldier would defy him, in case word of their impertinence reached the ear of Mia Schmidt. 
 
    A trip to the Russian front was preferable than facing her unforgiving judgement. 
 
    Claude had grown tired of that game quickly, especially when he witnessed what his mother would do to those dragged to her laboratory. Killing them with a bullet or a knife was far too easy a fate. The vermin, as Claude liked to call all of humankind, deserved a death more painful and prolonged than that which the guards offered. 
 
    Claude felt the same way about the German’s who thought themselves so superior, but he kept that opinion from everyone except his mother. The guards were useful, a necessary evil he had learnt to tolerate. There was also a sick pleasure in knowing there would always be men willing to work towards their own ultimate destruction. 
 
    Some men would enjoy it. 
 
    He rarely went to the main part of the camp now, instead choosing to frequent a special hospital enclosure close to the crematorium. Here, the sick and the lost were sent to recover, and he spent at least an hour a day here, learning what he needed to learn. The memory of his previous actions to fellow prisoners had all but been stripped from the camp inhabitants, a constant stream of fresh arrivals here to replace the dead who took their witness of his ruthlessness to the ovens. 
 
    Sometimes when he returned to his mother, he found a thin coating of ash on his clothes. Although no Auschwitz, the ovens of Belsen burned hot and frequently. 
 
    Among these prisoners he saw many things. The most intriguing was the collaboration some would partake in, becoming Kapos in the hope of lenient behaviour from their German oppressors. It was a risky game, turning on your own kind, because if you upset your German masters, it was nothing to them to have you sent back into the prison ranks, to allow you to be murdered in the night by those you had beaten. The prisoners may have been starving and docile, but they would never let betrayal go unpunished when given a chance. 
 
    There were other intrigues to witness. Despite the conditions, Claude would often notice a vain hope, some believing they could survive what was being done to them. Why else would the camp have a hospital for the sick to recover? Most knew the lie that this special enclosure represented, realising that the only recovery here was found in the hope of reincarnation. Once you entered this place, you left as powder on the wind or in a box car to an even worse fate. 
 
    And yet, the human spirit persisted. This above all was what his mother was trying to teach him about the flocks of humanity. They were hardy, and had a tenacity that meant they clung to life in the most impossible situations. That not only made mankind good livestock, but it also made them a dangerous adversary. What the camps didn’t show were those who would rise up and fight on to the bitter end, doggedly defying the impossibility of the situation they found themselves in. 
 
    If everyone who had been herded towards the trains had fought like that, the German Reich might have collapsed from the weight of such a rebellion. 
 
    The thing that fascinated Claude the most though, were the young. This hospital compound was also where the children were sent, those that didn’t die by being smothered in the box cars delivering the constant stream of human cargo. Stripped from their parents, they were the best subjects for his mother’s experiments, and their screams would often lull Claude to sleep at night. His mother searched for something, a reason for humanity’s dominance, a cause for why so much of their blood had become tainted. This was why she had become a scientist, abandoning many of the old ways to seek her answers. 
 
    With the technology of her kind lost, she had to utilise the science of mankind, which was still in its infancy. This was why Mia Schmidt had come to the camps, to use the population there as her guinea pigs. Here, there would be no restraints on what she needed to discover. 
 
    Sometimes at bedtime, she would read to him, but this was not the fairy tales told by so many parents. His mother would tell him stories of a time long ago before she was born, when humans could be dined on easily, when they were raised in vast herds. Then the great poisoning had occurred, the blood of the majority of mankind becoming toxic. Within a generation, with their food supply dwindling, millions of Claude’s ancestors had died, turning on each other in brutal acts of cannibalism that had seen their iron grip on the planet disappear. 
 
    The civilisation that had spanned the globe was reduced to ashes. From those ashes, the vampires learned to live in the shadows, feeding when viable candidates could be found. Now there were less than a few thousand of them left, Claude and Devlin rare births that had surprised and shocked everyone in the secretive vampire network. The brothers weren’t celebrated though, for they were considered half-breeds, accepted by their mother but despised by others who saw the pair as an abomination. That his mother had mated with a human saw her also shunned, but she had done what was needed, taking a powerful and willing man who couldn’t resist her intoxicating charms. 
 
    Claude didn’t mind, because he knew his mother would prove them all wrong. She would find the answer and save them all from themselves. 
 
    As always happened when he made his daily visit, the children came to him. He was a child, like them, able to speak a host of the languages they babbled, his pockets full of candies and other treats. They didn’t see him as an enemy, more as a curiosity. Claude came here not to be kind, but on his mother’s instruction. He needed to learn about this food that could also be his ultimate downfall. When he returned to her, she would, however, always insist he bathe, to remove the stink of their filth. Ironically, the soap he used was made from the rendered fat from the dead before they were sent to the ovens. 
 
    Human children were always so trusting. How humanity had lasted so long was beyond Claude’s understanding. He was a predator walking among them, and most of the children didn’t see it. That nearly every day one or more of the children vanished from their ranks after his visit didn’t seem to register. 
 
    It was always Claude who would pick a subject for his mother’s evil experimentation. 
 
    Now that he was no longer ordering their death on sight, he had learnt to fool humans with his winning smile and meek appearance, his heightened senses detecting any who saw him as any kind of threat. Whatever the guards thought of him, they didn’t share. Wise men knew how to keep themselves alive, and to hold their tongues no matter what quantities of alcohol they drank to get them through the day. 
 
    That was the other thing he learnt. Many of those wearing the uniform of the oppressor were victims too, drawn into a nightmare they saw no way to escape. They would brutalise the poor, retched vermin because it was expected of them, but every time they did, a part of their souls died a little more. Such a weakness to be so vulnerable. 
 
    What would they say if he exposed his superior self to them? Claude would never be a victim of this world, his true form frightful to behold, something he could never show the men with guns. The temptation to let the mask slip haunted him though, like that strange feeling one might get to jump when standing at a great height. 
 
    “They must never see who you truly are.” His mother’s wise counsel. His stepfather knew, of course he did, but he was too mesmerised by his mother’s will to reject Claude. 
 
    That risk of exposure was why his mother also ensured he was well fed before he was allowed to mingle among the cattle. Hunger had a way of unleashing the beast inside one such as him. 
 
    Some of the adult prisoners in the hospital were wary of him though, watching him with suspicious eyes. They would never act on that suspicion, the camp guards and the collaborative Kapos always present on the fringes, their clubs and their guns ready to rain down punishment on any prisoner no matter how slight the infraction. 
 
    To many here, death was a mercy that the Germans were more than willing to administer. Those with any fight left in them had long since been rooted out and were merely a mark that would be made in future history books, a statistic for the Allied forces to rally around. 
 
    There was one guard in particular Claude liked to talk to. A barrel-chested man of good cheer, not like most of the dour faced automatons who brutalised the prisoners. Hans was his name, a sergeant in the Waffen-SS, someone who was always equipped with a joke or an amusing tale, even when he was clubbing some poor prisoner to the floor. His breath never stank of the cheap schnapps like so many guarding this place of lost dreams. 
 
    “Look how you have dirtied my boots,” Hans was often heard to jest after he had administered one of his renowned beatings. Many a time Hans would turn to the nearest surviving prisoner and insist those boots be cleaned by the generous use of the man or woman’s tongue. Failure to do so would promote Hans into further violence. Not when the Little Prince was around though, so as not to scare away the children. 
 
    Hans did not discriminate between men or women. He treated both sexes with equal contempt. And although he didn’t follow on Claude’s heel, he would always be there ready to come to aide should a prisoner decide to enact some foolish rebellion. This, of course, never happened. The sergeant must never know that no such aide would be needed, that Claude was already strong enough to gut anyone foolish enough to threaten him. 
 
    Today the sergeant was waiting for Claude at the gate to the infirmary enclosure. 
 
    “Here again, my brave soldier?” Hans boomed. He always called Claude that which the child never objected to. Perhaps Hans was hoping to ingratiate himself with his mother. Fools did foolish things. 
 
    “How many have you killed today, Hans?” Claude asked. It might seem strange for a ten-year-old to ask such a question, but to Claude, it was as natural as commenting on the weather. 
 
    “Young man, it is not even lunch time yet.” This caused the big German to laugh boisterously. 
 
    “Then you must try harder. The vermin shouldn’t be given a moment’s respite.” 
 
    “I will try my best. I have a new joke if you want to hear it.” The two were walking together now, the sergeant taking Claude through the gate that led to the children. This was a daily occurrence, Claude needing no prompting in his study of the almost skeletal children. When he chose one, it was often random. On occasion though, he found a child who seemed to have spark still alive in their eyes. Better to extinguish that so none of the children were given an example to model. Other than that, he had no favourites among the young children, for they all smelt diseased to him. 
 
    Without telling him, this was the other reason his mother wanted him to mingle, so as to hone his sense of smell. The surviving vampires had managed to adapt over time, discovering that they could sometimes sniff out those humans whose blood was favourable to them, or taste the prime meat in the sweat they produced. Claude would need to develop such a sense of self-preservation. 
 
    “Is it funnier than your last?” Claude tried to sound serious, but the smile sneaked onto his lips. He usually liked Hans’s jokes, although he never repeated them to his mother. He knew better than that. As caring and as amiable as she was, Mia Schmidt was not renowned for having a sense of humour when it came to such things. 
 
    You didn’t hear farmers laughing about the cattle they slaughtered, or the chickens whose necks they snapped. Finding the right people to drain was a serious business in her eyes. 
 
    Hans told his joke and Claude laughed so as not to embarrass the guard. The joke was crude, gallows humour, spread among the ranks to help try and dehumanise the people the Germans were slaughtering. 
 
    Then they were in the centre of Claude’s domain, the sergeant hanging back. At no point had Hans ever voiced any objection to a young child being exposed to such human hardships, to such pitiful conditions. Probably because Hans was the most sadistic guard Claude had encountered, and he had some stiff competition in that regard. 
 
    Claude walked slowly, searching as the children began to gather. Who would he pick today? 
 
    *** 
 
    Claude was disappointed. He had selected three children, but none of them were present in his mother’s vast laboratory. Neither was his brother. Instead, five adult prisoners were restrained on metal tables in the centre of the room, mouths gagged, naked skin shivering. 
 
    His mother preferred the cold. 
 
    He did not voice his displeasure, but Mia smelt it on him. 
 
    “Do not be upset. You are to learn something today.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I am going to teach you some more about your other self.” At last. His mother had raised him as human, so that he would learn how to mingle among the sheep and the cattle. Being a half-breed, he had that luxury, but he still yearned to learn about the predator within him. 
 
    He had not yet drunk his fill of human blood. Was that about to change? 
 
    “I am scared, Mama.” 
 
    “There is no need to be.” With a gentle hand on his back, Mia walked her son over to the first human. There was a tube sticking out of his arm, blood draining into a bottle. With her sharp fingernail, Mia scored a line across the bound man’s chest, blood oozing from the wound. “Open your mouth.” 
 
    Using her thumb, Mia transported a smudge of blood onto Claude’s tongue. His face couldn’t hide the revulsion, and he spat it out. 
 
    “It is too bitter, Mama.” 
 
    “Now you know why the vampires almost died out. Our ancestors once ruled this world. Now most of us hide, afraid of the cattle we should be feeding on. If you were a full vampire, just that taste would have made you violently sick. You can learn to sniff out those with the good blood, but it will take time.” 
 
    The pair moved onto the next bound figure, Mia repeating the ritual. The result was the same, Claude’s mouth burning this time as if he had consumed hot peppers. Why was she doing this to him? 
 
    “I see you liked that even less. Be thankful of your human side, for it protects you.” 
 
    By the time they reached the final prisoner, Claude was close to tears. 
 
    “Do you trust me, Claude?” 
 
    “Of course, Mama.” 
 
    “Then open your mouth and prepare yourself.” Scrunching his eyes closed, he marshalled himself for the hot bitterness. But it never came. Instead, his mouth exploded with delight, all discomfort evaporating. His small hands gripped his mother’s so he could suck what he could from that offered finger. Finally, she pulled her hand free. 
 
    “More,” he demanded. 
 
    “Not yet.” Claude made to lunge at the prisoner, losing himself to a feral desire he had never before experienced. How could something taste so nice? And why had this been denied him so long? 
 
    “But Mama. I need it.” That got a swat across the head, the first time his mother had ever hit him. A normal child would have been sent to the floor by the force of her blow. Claude was more able to withstand it, and it shocked him out of the animalistic trance he was falling into. 
 
    “The other thing you need is to learn to control yourself. You can survive on human food alone, but you will always be well below your potential until you make blood part of your diet. Only blood can build the strength in you to make you truly my son.” 
 
    “Then let me feed,” Claude pleaded. 
 
    “No. You have to understand restraint first. You have to learn to control your urges. With that control comes power. Without it you will run amok and reveal yourself to the world and that would never do.” Claude shivered, his neck straining as he twitched his head. He felt different inside, more powerful, filled with a nervous energy. All that from a single mouthful. “Show yourself to me.” 
 
    “Here?” 
 
    “Yes, I insist.” 
 
    It was difficult at first. He had learnt at a younger age to supress the transformation. Now it required conscious thought, concentration, and a willingness to accept the pain. Slowly, he let his left hand morph, the nails transforming into deadly talons, the fingers growing thicker. 
 
    “Is this enough, Mama?” He had never fully changed; his half-human side kept that part of him at bay. In truth, he was afraid he would lose himself to the beast. 
 
    “For now.” She seemed satisfied. 
 
    “When will I get another taste?” He was eager to keep this newfound sensation. She let him suck on the tube once more before finally taking it away for good. 
 
    “You will need to prove yourself over the coming months. Under my instruction you will learn to control your inner turmoil. And until that time, I cannot allow you to be among the prisoners. You will spend your days with me and your brother.” 
 
    “But Mama…” He knew his protests were wasted, and she swatted him again, although not as hard this time. 
 
    “I cannot let you among the herd for the hunger might take you. This is why I waited so long, to ensure you had the force of will to combat the urges that will now surge through you. This will not be easy, but I have faith.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama.” He could understand why she was being so strict. If she was not here, the burning need now inside him would have seen him rip this bound human to shreds. That was what he now had to tame. 
 
    “You are the key to the future of our race. Do not dare to disappoint me.” The future of the vampire race. A hefty burden to place on a ten-year-old’s shoulders, and one that his brother would soon share. 
 
    He wasn’t alone in that because Mia did not act on this plan in isolation. Mia had two sisters, both as determined and ruthless as she was. Each one lived on a separate continent, raising children like Claude, children who would one day rule the world. 
 
    But Claude had been the first. 
 
    “I won’t, Mama.” He would do anything he asked of her. 
 
    “Do you remember why this is so important, Claude?” Claude searched the invisible space in front of him. 
 
    “Remind me please,” he said. 
 
    “Always so eager to be told of the past of your ancestors, aren’t you?” She sat down and tapped her lap, Claude jumping on board, the restrained humans now just part of the furniture. He liked to hear the stories, especially when she read to him, which was infrequent now. He had become his own tutor, no longer needing the human teachers. He absorbed everything about the species he would one day rule over. Mama had introduced him to the literature of the time, and he read voraciously. Then there were the movies, especially the ones with the ludicrous depictions of vampires. 
 
    “See how the humans distort our history?” she would say to him. “How we benefit from these lies.” 
 
    “We do this because the vampire race is close to extinction. I sacrificed everything to prove that humans and vampires could mate, but only a vampire could give birth. A human woman would be torn to pieces long before the child was ready. Imagine a vampire growing inside a human female, especially one without the toxic blood. You and Devlin are the future.” Claude beamed up at her. 
 
    “Will I be powerful?” 
 
    “You already are. How ironic that the maniac Hitler seeks to create his master race, and here you are right under his nose. My sisters and I will spawn more like you, but you were the first. The Alpha that will lead them into the new world.” 
 
    That was everything Claude wanted to hear. 
 
    

  

 
   
    11. 
 
    New Jersey, USA. Present Day. 
 
    If there was one thing Devlin had learnt, it was never to live in a city, especially one as large and sprawling as New York. When civilisation eventually collapsed, the cities would be the worst place to be, death traps that would choke the life out of millions of people. If they didn’t rip each other to pieces, the people would starve as the just in time delivery system that fed the nations broke down. Those who survived would revel in brutality, feeding off the scraps of the old world. 
 
    That period of chaos would make it difficult for Devlin to feed his addiction unseen. As strong as he was, a world gone mad would become a threat to him. He needed order to engage his stealthy crimes without revealing who he was to his family. There was no shame there, he just didn’t want to have to explain himself. 
 
    What a glory such destruction would be to witness, though. This was the future he knew would befall most of mankind. Until that time, Devlin would have his fun at the expense of those unfortunate to cross his murderous path. 
 
    The thin country road was in dire need of resurfacing, but Devlin didn’t mind. The van he drove might have looked old and rusty, but that was just the illusion of the outer shell. Anyone of any skill would see past that façade, just by looking at the run-flat tyres which were new and expensive. The engine was well maintained, the suspension fine-tuned, more than up to the task of handling the many potholes Devlin encountered. 
 
    There were further modifications, including ballistic glass and bulletproof panels inside the outer shell. The van could withstand numerous rounds from standard police issue ammunition, giving the driver the chance to flee any unwanted altercation. Highly unlikely to occur, but only a fool didn’t take the necessary precautions. 
 
    Such specifications were important because this was his abduction van, the vehicle he used to bring his personal victims to this special place. Tonight, the back of the van was empty, the heavy restraints lying unused on the padded van floor, the rear windows replaced with welded metal sheeting. 
 
    It was basically a prison on wheels that had carried far too many people to their fate. Once restrained inside, Devlin had the sole power to free them. 
 
    Stopping outside thick reinforced iron gates, Devlin pressed the remote and waited for them to open. The walls surrounding his home were high, topped by nasty metal spikes, mostly hidden by an overgrowth of English ivy. Anyone attempting to scale those walls would be in for an unpleasant surprise. If they breached that barrier unscathed, an array of surveillance cameras would be watching their every move. Inside the wall lay a trench with an assortment of long rusty nails ready to impale the first foot that landed on them. 
 
    Those intent on criminality deserved no pity here. 
 
    Two sets of canine eyes reflected in his van’s headlights, the two Dobermans awaiting their master’s return. They stood there stoically, trained not to bark so as not to reveal their presence, knowing instantly that the man in the truck was not their enemy. 
 
    Driving through, the gates closed automatically behind him. Any opportunity to flee from this compound was ignored by the dogs for they were well fed through an automated system and loyal to their owner. Devlin cared little for them however, seeing them more as tools than loyal companions. They would ensure that he was who he was supposed to be before disappearing back into their heated kennels. The dogs also feared him, recognising his true nature. On the rare occasions he fed them personally, they would shiver in his presence, their flattened ears and lowered heads proving their submissiveness. 
 
    Devlin had no interest in showing them any kind of affection or appreciation, but for such dogs, it was not such a bad life. Well-fed and free to roam the expansive estate. 
 
    The garage doors opened automatically, allowing Devlin entry to the parking structure that was connected onto his property. There were two other cars parked here, all functional rather than expensive, just like the van. He had no interest in material displays of wealth, realising this was a trap that could get one’s ego into trouble. That was a curse of his human side that he was able to ignore, a road fools travelled. He would never be enticed by sparkly things. 
 
    A killer as prolific as Devlin was wise to keep as low a profile as possible. This was despite the fact he was rich beyond most people’s imagination, vaults across several countries filled with the wealth his family owned. This was all relative, for when his mother’s plan finally succeeded, there would be no need for money. At the moment though, financial freedom had its uses in the world of men. 
 
    Devlin had learned early not to display his wealth, hiding it from those he hunted just as he hid his murderous nature. This property wasn’t in his name, its ownership hidden through a collection of offshore companies and trusts that no forensic accountant would ever be able to decipher. Devlin was a ghost, hiding in the shadows of mankind. He had bolt holes across the globe and the means to reach them when the end of society finally came. That would be a tumultuous time, for no doubt the humans would turn on their own as the chaos enveloped them. As the countries of the world fed on themselves, those clinging to power would engage in ever more desperate acts. 
 
    At some point those world leaders might discover how they had been fooled by the promises and the lies of Claude Schmidt. That was the danger, which was why when it happened, the downfall of man would have to be swift. 
 
    Not yet though, please not yet. I have too much to do. 
 
    Until then, he would hunt. The cattle were his to kill, but one did not want to be around them when the cleansing began. He was among them by choice, the scalpel that excised all possible resistance. There were others engaged in this epic struggle, but he was trusted more than others. While Devlin could have lived with his family, he chose to partake in this loner life, for he had other desires that required solitude and a remote location. 
 
    Devlin liked to play with his food. 
 
    Not out of any act of sustenance, but from the sheer sadistic thrill. Truth be told, the human part of him held some dominance, and that had brought with it a twisted cruelty that required constant satiation. 
 
    To that end, he had ensured that nobody, including his mother, knew about this special hideout. His phone was untraceable, equipped with military level encryption allowing it to be un-hackable and invisible to those who might pry. When he had expressed his desire to be the soldier rather than the general like his older brother, Mia had ruffled his hair and had expressed her pleasure at his sacrifice. 
 
    “You are exactly who I thought you would become,” she had said. He had trained himself to be a shadow, to hide in plain sight and be the grey man which made him more effective in his life’s chosen passion. Let his brother be the king maker. Devlin would do his part while engaging in his hedonistic desires. Perhaps it was the genetics of his father, that vile Nazi DNA that coursed through his blood. Whatever the reason, he lived for the kill and to drink his fill of human blood whenever the occasion allowed. 
 
    “Just don’t reveal yourself to the world, that’s all I demand. Now go my son, enjoy yourself.” 
 
    The garage doors were already closing as Devlin exited the van. If not for those two thugs tonight, he would now be carrying a young lady over his shoulder, her whimpering tears dripping to the garage floor. Three deaths in one night were enough for him though, so it was better to savour the anticipation of the fate that lay in store for her. There was always another night. 
 
    She was a special one, and he wanted to spend his time with her. Her crime? It might seem petty, but while working as a barista, she had put too much milk in the tea he ordered. Instead of remonstrating with her, he had meekly retreated to plot, her sweet scent all over his cup. 
 
    Her blood would be ripe for him. 
 
    Tonight, he would go to sleep thinking about how exactly he would kill her. Even that was planned out, already summarised on the whiteboard of his killing room. Whereas vampires like his mother and his brother killed out of survival, the acts functional in nature, it was different with Devlin. Ironic considering how brutal Claude had been in his younger years. But maturation had left his sibling serious and mission focused, something Devlin could never be. 
 
    It would not be right to live under the wing of his brother. Devlin had needed to forge his own adventurous identity. On every official record, he didn’t exist. 
 
    When it came to these special kills, Devlin always outlined to his chosen victims what he would do to them in intricate detail before commencing his cruel acts. It helped with the terror he liked to build in them, allowing the moment to ferment so as to savour their distress, an appetiser for the main desert that would eventually follow. Adrenaline added spice to the blood when it was safe to drink. 
 
    Unexpectedly, his phone rang, an irritation his thoughts could do without. 
 
    “Yes?” There was one person who would ring him, so any frustration remained buried rather than being revealed in his voice. 
 
    “How is our financial friend?” Claude asked. His older brother insisted on being his contact with The Enlightened network. 
 
    “A bit under the weather. Looks like he might have retired.” From life. It was rare for his brother to phone like this. Normally all contact was electronic. They had grown up together under their mother’s wing, but had grown apart due to different outlooks. Claude had followed his mother’s path, wanting to change the world. Devlin had been allowed to drift his own way, to murder the cattle as he saw fit, so long as he did his part. Devlin had known his brother was disappointed, had wanted Devlin there by his side as they reshaped the world together. 
 
    That’s okay, Brother, you can have all the glory. 
 
    “Good. As it happens, I have another job for you,” his brother said. Any other agents of The Enlightened would have been given their assignments via an intermediary. 
 
    “So soon?” This was not a complaint. Devlin liked to be busy.  
 
    “We have an urgent annoyance we need dealt with. It means a trip to Boston.” Devlin scrunched his face. That would mean getting up early. In fact, better not to sleep at all. It was eleven PM now. 
 
    Devlin reflected on how fortunate meeting those two would-be muggers had been. If he had brought someone home with him, such a fresh start would not have given him time to fully enjoy the experience of defiling another person’s flesh. Once he started, he did not like to ruin the moment by stopping before another life was forfeit. Devlin had long ago realised that life often acted in his favour this way. 
 
    “Boston is good. I can be there first thing.” 
 
    “Outstanding. I will send you the files. There’s one other thing you need to know though, Brother.” 
 
    “Oh?” And here it was, the true reason for the phone call. 
 
    “This will be your last job for us. It’s time for you to come back home.” Devlin felt like he had been punched in the gut. “Mother misses you.” And what about you, Claude, do you miss your brother? 
 
    “But I’m not ready.” The words escaped his lips before he could stop them, a brash statement caused by panic. 
 
    “Excuse me? I don’t believe I heard you correctly.” 
 
    “Brother, I still have things to do.” One thing in particular, that he had been planning for a long time. 
 
    “Then you had better do them. But act quickly for soon the world will fall apart.” The irritation in Claude’s voice filled the space. “You have three days by my calculations. Then I expect you here.” 
 
    “I thought we would have more time.” Devlin realised how foolish he had been to wait so long. Why didn’t you warn me sooner? he wanted to scream. But Devlin knew why, had chosen this life free from the plight that plagued those who made the decisions. 
 
    “All plans risk falling apart. Things are happening quicker than I expected and we had to bring forward the timetable. It would be unwise for you to disappoint me on this, Brother.” There was a warning in those words. 
 
    “Yes, Brother. Give my regards to Mama.” With that, Devlin ended the call. 
 
    Too soon. He wasn’t ready. There was still so much that needed to be done. Damn Claude and damn his mother. 
 
    The phone he left on a shelf to recharge before moving to the end of the garage. Here he placed his palm against a biometric reader which unlocked and opened a large, hidden, innocuous metal locker built into the wall, the interior lighting up to greet him. This he’d needed to hire professionals to install when he had first purchased this property, although the two-man team that had spent a day tirelessly toiling on this task had both died mysteriously the day after. Two house fires in one night, the lives of two families so tragically taken. There was thus no record that this hidden compartment existed. 
 
    These deaths hadn’t been included in the vials of blood he collected. Such were the hazards of modern society.  
 
    The locker held an array of weapons, guns, knives, as well as other melee weapons that he had purchased and acquired over the years. Better to be prepared for all eventualities than to be left wanting. 
 
    Piece by piece, he unburdened himself, depositing the night’s implements on the hooks available. Some of this equipment had been supplied to him by The Enlightened, but most he had obtained through the various contacts he had created over the years, or through illegal purchases over the dark web. 
 
    Should the zombie apocalypse ever unfold, he was confident he would have a fighting chance to survive such an event. 
 
    Closing up, he stepped onto the clear plastic sheet that he had left for just this occasion. Every item of clothing he removed and dropped there so that it could be burnt later, a ritual of safety he had long ago established. He would have done that conflagration now, but Devlin had an itch that needed scratching. 
 
    Naked, he left the garage, three vials of blood gripped in one hand. 
 
    Inside the body of the house now, the formidable interconnecting garage door closed and locked. Steel in a steel frame, just like the other doors into his sanctuary. The windows on both floors were guarded by thick metal bars, the glass ballistic and bulletproof. Most of this he had installed himself, gradually converting this suburban retreat into a formidable bastion to defend his insanity. Not impregnable, but you would need explosives to penetrate the interior, and there was little chance of that. 
 
    He was not one to take chances. Although he was an established killer, he knew there were humans who hunted the world for the predators among them. These hunters demanded respect having proven themselves in chasing down his distant cousins. His mother had repeatedly warned him not to underestimate the danger his food represented. 
 
    No casual burglar would ever make it in here, which was for the best considering what they might find. There were not just rich rewards to be had within these fortified walls, but horrors that would melt a sane man’s will to live. 
 
    Internally, the doors were just as sturdy, the one to his study again opening thanks to his hand on a palm reader. Inside, a computer with six monitors sat waiting. Sitting in the fine leather office chair, Devlin turned the computer on, irritation threatening as he was forced to wait for it to load up. That those who proclaimed to be clever hadn’t solved this particular annoyance was all the evidence Devlin needed that, if left to their own devices, humanity would die out on this useless lump of rock. 
 
    That would be disastrous for his mother and when you thought about it in those terms, it could be argued that the fate his mother and brother had concocted was ultimately for the benefit of the human species. So long as Devlin could continue to kill them, he would play along. 
 
    Now that had all been ruined by his fucking brother. 
 
    With the computer loaded up, one of the monitors was owned by split images from the two secretive surveillance cameras Devlin had installed roughly twelve months ago. Rooms in an apartment far away, one presently occupied, the thermal image of a hunched figure sat over a computer keyboard. The hatred and confusion Devlin had for this man would have put the biblical Kane to shame. 
 
    This man, this creature, had defiled and soiled the body of the mate Devlin had been promised. The pain and suffering deserving for that crime was epic in nature. But there was more than that. Devlin had killed him, had felt the rush as the life left him, and yet here that man was still alive. 
 
    How could that be? 
 
    “Still kicking, I see,” Devlin said softly. “Not for long.” This was unusual for Devlin. Never had he stalked a foe for so long, but this man was worthy of study, an aberration that threatened what Devlin believed. He also deserved to die for other reasons, horribly by whatever means Devlin’s fevered mind could concoct. 
 
    Now he would need to act, sooner than he had hoped. 
 
    What made this revenge all the sweeter was that David Collins wasn’t aware that he was the victim of such heightened scrutiny. Devlin knew his enemy hunted for him, which was a beautiful irony that often made Devlin aroused for the blood that coursed through the veins of Collins was succulent and thoroughly satisfying. 
 
    Devlin had a vial of it in his collection, taken in Liberia. And yet he stilled lived, a conundrum that often gave Devlin pause. I killed you, I felt you die. 
 
    When he finally killed David, Devlin planned to devour every drop, the torture done over days, just as his mother had taught him. A quick death would never do, for the adrenaline could sweeten the blood. And now all that was in jeopardy due to Claude’s demented schemes. 
 
    He felt an anxiety rise within him, something he had rarely experienced. There was one thing that could soothe him now—to be among the dead. The basement awaited. 
 
    The first real clue that something in this house was terribly wrong was the smell upon opening the basement door. Devlin didn’t mind it, the stench reassuring and pleasing to him. He never went down there clothed—cloth and fabric unwelcome distractions—tainting the purity of the acts he committed in the depths of his dwelling. 
 
    It was never cold in this house, the underfloor heating keeping every room at a comfortable temperature. Thus, the soles of his feet had no complaints when he descended the stone steps, the air getting thick with the stench of rot. Some that he brought down here would retch into their gags, but not Devlin. To him this was the most glorious and tantalising smell known, a gift created by bacteria and the blessing of decay. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs was a circular room, immaculate marble floor meeting seamlessly with the smooth stone walls. He had laboured on this sanctuary himself, transforming the original basement structure into this killing space. 
 
    The only furniture was a reclining, leather clad chair in the centre of the room, the lights on the walls rather than the ceiling. There was a reason for that; the ceiling space was needed for eye bolts and the cables that hung from them. Six cables in all, three presently each holding a body in different stages of decomposition. 
 
    The fate of those he brought here. Not all he could consume, but on those he could he took the choicest cuts. The rest he made art of. 
 
    This was his fortress of solitude, the place where he could be lost in his own thoughts while admiring the beauty of his work. Devlin considered himself an artist, a master fabricator of complex sculptures that promised to reveal the mysterious secrets of the universe. Most vampires would not trouble themselves with such tainted practices, but he was more than a mere vampire. 
 
    Much more, one of the new and improved species who would claim the throne of the world. 
 
    The oldest body here was three weeks post death. Before hanging, each corpse had been prepared in an adjoining room, the blood drained, the internal organs precisely removed. Over the years he had developed the skill of a mortician, his knife precise and well-practiced. There was a separate room for the meat that was edible, a freezer fully stocked.  
 
    Unlike his brother, he found human food bland. He would eat it, but only when he had to. For the blood he could drink, special refrigerated jars stored it. The showers he craved were limited in number, special events that he would allow for the unleashing of his secret self, the vampire form he rarely let loose. 
 
    Food or sculpture, all of this preparation was done with his victims still alive. Devlin liked to hear their screams, the way they begged for an end to their suffering. This ritual finale would be after days of mutilation and abuse, his prisoners kept in inescapable restraints, their limbs kept in stress positions to heighten their torment. 
 
    In this place the guilty and the innocent learnt the error of their existence. In his own warped thoughts, he considered himself a teacher, showing the naïve and the asleep the true meaning of why they were alive. They were here to suffer, and to feed his addiction and his hunger. Devlin felt no sorrow or pity for them because, after all, they had been created specifically to please his morbid curiosity. 
 
    Why would one care about the fate of cattle?  
 
    He was halfway through this present masterpiece, three more bodies needed for its completion. When six cadavers were hung above him, he could sit in this room for hours taking in the nuances of every fold of flesh, the lifeless eyes deliberately posed so as to stare back at him, the bodies stretched out on metal frames so that their limbs made crosses and poses that entranced him. There was always a message for him in such gore, if only he could read it. So far it had always escaped him after teasing his senses so mercilessly. 
 
    When he was finally satisfied that he had once again been outwitted, he would dispose of the bodies and begin again, for sooner or later he hoped to learn the secret that death was trying to teach him. One day he hoped to find the dwelling place of the souls he mistakenly believed he devoured with each death. 
 
    He had felt David die, and yet he was still alive. The implications of that troubled him. 
 
    With Claude’s ultimatum, this would be the last sculpture he would create down here. As much as he wanted to defy his brother, the country and the world would soon descend into chaos. For a moment he dwelled on the idea of staying in America, of using the chaos to his own ends. But that might see him trapped, surrounded by enemies. His art could only exist when the sheep were asleep. 
 
    This land would not be safe for him once the chaos began. 
 
    He needed to finish this sculpture though, the last piece being an obvious choice. David had suffered more than a man could bear, and that would continue when Devlin took him. David would thus be brought here so that he would find himself hanging from one of those crosses. 
 
    Only then would the fun truly begin. David might have been in a different city, but that held no disadvantage for an agent of The Enlightened. Three days? 
 
    Let’s make it three days to truly remember. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    12. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland. 
 
    The banquet room was full for the evening extravaganza. Never since the annual conference had been founded in 1954 had so many world leaders and dignitaries attended, over two hundred of the most important present. The rulers of the world under one roof, this year’s conference no longer limited to Europe and North America. For the first time a Russian was here, one of the most powerful men in that country. 
 
    The notable absences were representatives from China which was being made a pariah on the world stage. No matter, there were enough countries represented here to do the job. China had already been dealt with. 
 
    Claude sat at the back, soaking in the atmosphere, those on his table trying to engage him in futile small talk. Although he was the force of will behind this meeting, he allowed those with the inflatable egos to claim the limelight and had learnt that a simple smile and a nod were enough of a response for most of the self-possessed. 
 
    It didn’t matter how rich or powerful any of these humans were. They were still all vermin in his eyes, although they would serve their purpose well. 
 
    The people in this room cared little for the freedoms of their fellow man and had helped put in systems of control and oppression that were now being felt due to the lockdowns caused by the pandemic. Some were here because of money and power. Others were zealots, believing they could shape a better tomorrow by sacrificing the prosperity of the coming generations.  
 
    There were so many who would rather sell their souls than be exposed to the world at large. 
 
    And then there were those who had no choice but to be here, or face ruin and disgrace at Claude’s hands. Claude had the dirt on so many of them, scandalous information that the bought and paid for press would release in an instant. Decades of work had gone into that, politicians, celebrities, and business leaders all falling into well-orchestrated honey pots. Occasionally, he met a man or woman who couldn’t be tricked or bought. He had ways to get to them too. That was when Devlin came into play, the network of The Enlightened assassinating those who, by their own noble actions, made themselves a threat to the new order. 
 
    Claude and his network had been busy. There was a lot you could achieve when you had more money than you could count, and you lived up to five times the years of the average human. 
 
    “The vaccination program is ahead of schedule,” the speaker up front said proudly. On the screen behind him, a list of countries with the percentages of adults vaccinated was visible. The vaccine, the saviour of the world from CRS, made by the four pharmaceutical companies that had all jumped on the research released by Doctor Mo before his disappearance. Claude was well aware of what had happened to his cousin, but the world was none the wiser of Mo’s true identity. A loss to the cause, but not catastrophic. He had wanted to do something about the damned Russians to repay them, but Claude’s mother had other ideas. 
 
    “Using revolutionary and cutting-edge mRNA technology, the vaccination program will rid the world of this deadly disease.” A few people clapped, others chuckled. Many of the people here had been publicly vaccinated, except their syringes had been filled with bland saline. 
 
    Claude was one of two people in the room who knew what the vaccine actually did. 
 
    “We’ve had particular success in the Anglo-Saxon countries, The United States vaccinating over eighty per cent of adults. Britain is at seventy eight percent, a fantastic achievement. And then there is India which has passed sixty per cent.” There was muted applause throughout the room which Claude joined in with. China and Russia had also engaged in a vaccination program, but those figures hadn’t been released. 
 
    If only the people here knew the trap they had stepped into. 
 
    The speech was ongoing while people dined, waiters now handing out the main course, their passage through the room almost silent, as it should be. The men and women serving weren’t worthy to be acknowledged, and they delivered their meals before scurrying off back to the kitchens to refill their arms. 
 
    This was Michelin star cuisine, the best Switzerland could offer. As was the wine, fresh bottles now being handed out. The wine was special, Claude’s gift to the attendees. Expensive, rare, and thoroughly deadly. 
 
    Sat opposite Claude, the Russian Minister of Defence raised a glass to him in a salute. Claude nodded in return. 
 
    “We hope to have the pandemic under control in the west within the next two months.” More applause for the speaker. The pandemic was real, it had to be. The initial death rates were exaggerated by the press, dropping to about one per cent as the months wore on. Enough to lock the world down, spurred on by the fear porn that the media and governments pounded into the hearts and minds of the populations of the world. Get the vaccine into as many people as possible, that was the plan while the politicians passed emergency laws to give themselves sweeping powers. And the billionaires, well they just soaked up more of the Earth’s economy as their smaller competitors failed. The rich bought into Claude’s plan because all they could see was the huge profits they would make. 
 
    Monopolies and tyranny were what those present desired. 
 
    In rooms behind closed doors, muted voices talked about how the vaccine had a necessary side benefit, to separate out the troublemakers and those who did not conform to the new order. Claude would often laugh at that, to think that such people, labelled conspiracy theorists, were right. That had been a surprise though, the number of people in the west who had rejected the vaccines. 
 
    “The EU has already agreed to implement vaccine passports for travel within the twenty-six Schengen countries. This will severely curtail the rights of the unvaccinated.” Such information would never be released to the masses, but if it was, it was already too late. 
 
    Most of those in attendance had not taken the vaccine, because there were other ways to combat the CRS plague, just how Claude wanted it. Regardless of an individual’s vaccination status, the elite in attendance would be in for a rude surprise. 
 
    There were quicker ways to shrink a global population than the ideas expressed in the breakout meetings and briefing papers. Some thought the vaccine was a mass sterilisation mechanism, which would often make Claude chuckle. 
 
    Claude held his glass out as the waiter passed, accepting a generous portion of wine. He had no fear of its contents. Half-breed the vampires called him in sneered tones, not realising that those like Claude were the future. And like the true bloods, Claude was immune to all human diseases, including the one contaminating every bottle of wine and sparkling water in the room. Before the night was over, the two hundred VIPs celebrating their own brilliance would be host to the real future of the world. The Marburg-V strain, the one Emmanuelle had perfected, would build in them, taking several days to manifest. By then everyone here would have spread the virus to nearly every country in the world, triggering the surprise in the biochemistry of the vaccinated. 
 
    Emmanuelle’s masterpiece was based on his mother’s vision. This was how Claude would fix the toxicity of the human race. He would have liked to have more time, but recent events required him to bring forward the viral release date, and he had to be able to adapt to the situation. 
 
    There were limitations on how a killer virus could be released, for such pathogens were potentially apocalyptic. A worldwide unrestricted release would have attacked the population indiscriminately, threatening the whole planet. That was no good, for there needed to be a food supply left for Claude and his kin. 
 
    That was where the vaccine came in. Anyone with A or B blood groups who received the vaccine would express a spike protein in their cells. Without that spike protein, the Marburg virus now being administered via two hundred glasses had a moderate death rate, ten per cent at most. For anyone with a spike protein, death was assured. Imagine, a devastated world stripped of the accursed toxic blood. When the true bloods saw what his mother and her sisters had created, they would have no choice but to accept her wisdom and leadership. From the ashes they would move from country to country, utilising the infrastructure of control the kind souls in this room had put in place. 
 
    Would the vampires accept Mia as their leader, though? Another good reason to have had the Grey Council eliminated, Claude could see the merit behind that act now. With luck the vampires would once again rule the world, and Claude would rule it with them once they saw how instrumental he was to their coming ascension. 
 
    Claude took another sip. He had to admit, this wine was the best he had ever tasted. Not as good as blood though. 
 
    Nothing was ever as good as blood. 
 
    

  

 
   
    13. 
 
    Dusseldorf, 1946. 
 
    Claude skulked through the rubble of a fallen city. The Allies had conquered and captured it, although it was a tainted prize, hardly any building undamaged. The streets that weren’t obliterated were scarred by a war now over, the German people engaged in another fight, that to survive the horrors of their own madness. 
 
    The slow rebuilding work was still uncovering the bodies of the dead and the victors who patrolled the streets seemed to care little about the beleaguered inhabitants. All Germans were tainted by the unbelievable crimes of the Nazis. This amused Claude, for to him, the masters of the Third Reich had brought humanity close to its true potential. 
 
    Many would leave the city if they could, but Claude and his mother had come here on purpose, rich pickings to be found among the desperate. They had left Belsen weeks before its fall to the allies, Claude’s stepfather staying behind on Mia Schmidt’s insistence. Claude knew he would never see the man again. 
 
    No great loss. 
 
    The fool had outlived his usefulness and was dead by his own hand. Mia would have preferred to take her time enjoying her last moments with him, but the rapidly deteriorating situation hadn’t allowed that. Flight had been the more prudent response to Germany’s imminent loss in a war they had started. 
 
    Claude didn’t miss him, for there had never been a closeness between stepfather and son. In his earliest memories, Claude had always known that the seemingly striking and elegant Nazi officer was nothing but meat at the end of the day. And his biological father had been devoured while Claude was still a baby. It was always his mother who told him what to do, and today he followed her orders once again. 
 
    “You have seen how meek and how ruthless mankind can be. Now I want you to learn how low the cattle can be made to go.” 
 
    Now was the time of the hunt. 
 
    The other children bustled behind him. There were seven of them, a large enough number for what was needed. The naïve would look at them and see frightened and starving orphans, their dishevelled and lice-filled clothes perhaps drawing pity. That would be a mistake, for these urchins were one of the most dangerous forces in the city, reason enough for Claude to command them. 
 
    “Wait,” Claude said in a hushed voice. The children did what he said, despite their eagerness, despite their hunger. Their bellies were desperate to be filled with the food they were about to acquire. His hold over them was more than mere influence. They did what Claude said without question or hesitation. 
 
    If only his brother was grown enough to join them. The younger Schmidt had much to learn. 
 
    An army truck stopped in the street near them, two women climbing out. From inside the truck came the sound of jeers and shouts of drunken men, before the truck drove off leaving the two women alone in the street. They both had small sacks of food, payment for the sexual services they provided to the valiant and conquering soldiers. To the victors go the spoils, and there was little else young men wanted now that the killing was over. 
 
    There were hundreds of women like this across the city, doing what they needed just to survive. Maybe thousands. The soup kitchens were overflowing, the German population given the scraps handed down from the well-fed Americans who still bristled with hatred towards the complicit German population. What was a woman to do when the single asset she thought she had left rested between her legs? Hunger was a more powerful force than the risk of disease and violence. Then there was the greatest threat of all, pregnancy. No sane woman would bring a child into this world, but they risked it all the same. 
 
    As his mother described it, bitches have got to eat. 
 
    Claude made a hand gesture and four of the children ran off to take position. They had all done this before, veterans and owners of this city’s shadows. The soldiers, who had come to fear them, called the gangs of feral children wolf packs, for the way they moved and attacked in such ferocious unison. 
 
    The two prostitutes lingered, hoping for more business. That told Claude that they had no children themselves. If there were offspring to feed, these two would have been off, young mouths needing the food they carried. The meagre portions they possessed would soon be in the hands of Claude’s warriors. 
 
    Another truck trundled past, but it didn’t stop to, the women’s great disappointment. The thing they had to sell was themselves, and their sense of self-preservation cancelled out any shame at what they did. Selling their bodies seemed better than the alternatives. 
 
    So was murder, something Claude’s followers were well acquainted with. 
 
    When Claude had first arrived in the city, he had been confused as to why his mother had brought him here. They were not destitute, a fortune stashed away in Switzerland long before the war, and yet they came here to this derelict ruin. The elegant car that had transported them to Belsen had been forgotten, along with the finery his mother had worn. When they had left in the night it had been wearing the confiscated clothes of the camp prisoners. 
 
    It was easy for a woman and two children to blend into the great throng of fleeing humanity. Better to be behind the allied lines, because that wasn’t being shelled or bombed from the skies. Better also to avoid the Russians, because vampires didn’t fare well under that regime. 
 
    Now he understood why he was here. This was where he learnt to fend for himself. Every evening he would return to his mother’s side, but during the day he roamed the street with the gang he had gathered. The children followed him, their fascination of him matched by their fear. He was more than their leader, he was their owner. 
 
    The women saw them too late. From abandoned doorways and shelled gutters, small forms rose up, running at the two unfortunates from all directions. The children had skulked close enough that there was no chance for escape, tiny hands holding sharpened knives. Claude was the oldest of them and he held back to let his followers do their work, marvelling at how he had stripped them of their compassion. Even the soldiers were wary of such children, despite their guns and their years of combat. The allies had morals, indoctrinated into the belief that they had been fighting a great evil. It was thus difficult for such noble men to use lethal force against the angelic faces that threatened them. Some would, of course, which was why Claude always ensured his little warriors stayed clear. 
 
    One of the women managed to scream, but nobody would care. Anyone still living in this part of the city would keep to themselves lest the wolf pack turn on them. 
 
    Of those he commanded, Claude had his favourite, a seven-year-old girl called Hannah. She had an innocent face and a ruthlessness that had kept her alive where so many had died. Hannah was Claude’s second in command, a loyal lieutenant who cared not for the sanctity of human life. 
 
    She was also the first to taste the tender meat that Claude had offered to the children. He had shown them a way to fend off their starvation without having to beg the soldiers which risked them being forced into the orphanages. Some of the children had escaped from such places, telling tales of how they were beaten and mistreated. Claude encouraged the telling of such tales, for he knew that sooner or later, order would be restored to this city. Then his merry band would be disbanded, but until that time, Claude would have his fun and use these malleable minds to further his own development. 
 
    Claude had shown them how to use their knives. How to keep them sharp and where on the body to cut and stab. When they were ready, and with Hannah eagerly urging them on, he had then shown them which parts of the body to slice off. As lawless as the city was, there were mere minutes to make the most of the kill. Claude’s wasn’t the only gang lurking in the dirt and the grime, and there were adults and older children out there who could represent a very real danger. Still, the children Claude commanded had a reputation among those in the criminal underworld, their cannibalism and uncompromising ferocity something to be avoided if possible. 
 
    This was one of the lessens he drummed into his merry band. Never engage a stronger force if you can avoid it. And when such action was needed, always attack when they least expected. Those who would threaten Claude knew that there was always the promise of revenge, that small hands with sharp objects could come for them in the dead of night. With dozens of children to call on, Claude had a terrible force to unite, merciless creatures that would visit you in the darkest hours if you foolishly threatened them. 
 
    “Quickly,” Hannah demanded, her hands already coated with blood. The dresses the two women had been wearing lay in ruins, ripped open to access the emaciated flesh. The children weren’t strong enough to hack off the limbs, which was a shame for that would have made the meat easier to carry. Instead, the wet slices were hastily cut and placed in a sack to be carried away and cooked later. 
 
    Claude already knew from their smell that neither of the women were right for him. 
 
    Tonight, the children would feast, Claude joining them briefly handing out the choicest cuts of human flesh to those who had impressed him. Then he would return to his mother and tell her the tales of his day’s activities. Whenever he presented these recountings to his mother, she would stroke his hair and proclaim that he was a good boy. What better praise could a son demand? 
 
    “You are growing so fast,” she would often say. 
 
    “Time,” Claude insisted. He had trained them well, the children instantly retreating, leaving the desecrated dead where they lay. No doubt the soldiers would return to clean up the corpses, but that might not be for several days. This was a city of death, and there would be little importance given to two more dead left in the doorway of a bombed-out bakers. Just more fuel to add to the stories of the cannibal children that lived in the gutters. 
 
    Within a minute, the children were nowhere to be seen, leaving Claude stood over the bodies. He felt nothing for the two women, not even contempt. Kneeling by them, he inhaled deeply, testing the blood to be sure, knowing instantly that it would be bitter to him. He dipped a finger in one of the pools that had formed, rubbing it between finger and thumb, licking it tentatively. To think his distant ancestors had lived off this, corralling and farming the humans so they could be drained. 
 
    For Claude, feeding in that manner was a choice rather than a necessity. This was why he had been born half human, half vampire, his mother knowing that was the only way their race could survive. Those who preferred the old ways were fools, hiding out in the dark and damp places where they were safe from humanity. Claude took another route, taught to him by his mother. Live among the humans, become one of them and mould their world to your needs. 
 
    The age of Homo Vampirous would come, and they would bring back the old ways. And if the true blood vampires couldn’t accept that, then better they die out as nature so clearly intended. 
 
    To humanity, the camps of the Nazis were an abomination. One wondered what they would have made of the huge human breeding and processing farms that had existed tens of thousands of years ago. But this was not the time to reminisce about the stories his mother had told him. With the sound of another truck approaching, Claude ran off into the desolation. 
 
    No further screams followed him, no shouts of murderer. The city didn’t care, because it was still devouring most of the people trapped within its borders. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   FUTURE GENERATION BIOWEAPONS: THE TECHNOLOGY OF GENETIC ENGINEERING AS APPLIED TO BIO WARFARE. 
 
    by Martin P. Adams, Colonel, US Army Future Warfare Series No.13 (2012) United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases, Fort Detrick, Maryland. 
 
      
 
    Summary: 
 
    Deliberately genetically engineered pathogens would definitely prove to be an almost impossible challenge to counter going forward. Most certainly they would be novel in characteristics with higher     transmissivity, communicability, or antibiotic resistance than naturally found pathogens. Such altering of classical lethal pathogens will make them harder to diagnose, detect, and treat. 
 
    Most worrying of all is the ability to tailor them to specific genetics. It is now within the realms of possibility for humanity to create race-specific bioweapons that will attack specific genetic characteristics. This, in my mind, is a greater threat than the risk of nuclear engagement.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    14. 
 
    Boston, USA. Present Day. 
 
    Most people were oblivious to how truly unsecure their homes were and just how brutal some home invaders could be. One family was about to find out. 
 
    Devlin easily picked the lock, and slipped into the detached house, Connor right behind him. They had come in through the back, the property owners still to be roused from their slumber. So early was it that the central heating had yet to kick in and warm the house, ready for its occupants to rise and face the new day. 
 
    Early to bed, early to die. 
 
    The intelligence Devlin had been given stated that the target lived with his wife and two teenage daughters, prime material for the murderous canvas the two Enlightened individuals were about to paint. It was always Devlin who came up with the fantasies their victims suffered in, today another of Devlin’s favourites. Connor never complained, the silent agreement the two had come to. Still, Devlin could tell his partner in this epic escapade wasn’t too happy with the method of death chosen, for the Irishman had a thing about young girls. A home invasion turned violent with rape and butchery would have been his favourite so as to unbridle himself of the sexual burden that constantly seemed to weigh Connor down. The Irishman knew better than to contradict Devlin, though. 
 
    There would always be other opportunities. 
 
    This morning, Professor Lucas Cornwall would learn that he had gone insane and killed those he loved. Devlin was excited to learn how the man would react to this news, and was hoping to break the man before killing him. It was always personal with Devlin, each human he encountered deserving the worst fate his depraved mind could concoct. 
 
    The file on the man to be assassinated was extensive. Devlin knew that Cornwall had no pets or firearms and that, to the world, he seemed to be a happily married man. His children did well in school, as one would hope from the offspring of such a brilliant mind, all helping to portray the professor as an individual who could be trusted. The photos provided of the two teenagers painted them as innocents who were well-liked by their peers. 
 
    The perfect equation. Such a nice man, to think he could do such a thing. 
 
    The mass media would enjoy pasting the angelic faces of the girls across TVs and newspapers for days to come. The renowned professor, driven insane by the conspiracy theories he touted, a great mind corrupted by the stupidity of those who were against the wise and sage advice touted by the government’s medical experts. How the world would revel in the tragedy and denounce anyone who defied the validity and the safety of the vaccines being plunged into people’s arms by the millions. The voracious social champions of the internet were going to rub themselves raw over this one. 
 
    There were other things in the information about the Cornwall family which helped. 
 
    Devlin knew, for example, that the alarm box hanging on the front of the property was fake. It wouldn’t have mattered, for if the house had been heavily alarmed, Devlin would have just chosen another fate for this morally superior fool. Cornwall should have chosen to keep his own quiet counsel about his vaccine concerns instead of shouting his voice from any rooftop that would let him. 
 
    This was no longer the realm for heroes. 
 
    Cornwall’s was a powerful voice that needed to be silenced, the sealing of his untimely end perhaps the sudden call for him to testify before the US Senate. It was amusing that there were still some outside Claude’s sphere of control but on a planet of nearly eight billion, there would always be those who thought they had a right to express their voice. 
 
    The two men paused in the kitchen, listening to the house. If anyone was an early riser, they heard or saw no evidence of it. In Devlin’s pocket, the three syringes of propofol would soon come into effect. When the police investigated the terrible crimes of Cornwall, they would find several vials of the stuff in the professor’s car and would ponder how he got his hands on the dastardly chemical. It would just add to the illusion that Cornwall’s murders were planned and calculated. 
 
    In one of the drawers, Devlin plucked out a suitable kitchen knife. The ideal weapon for a man driven to insanity. 
 
    Devlin knew the layout of the house from the blueprints, and made his way with Connor up the stairs, mindful of any stair tread that might give away their position. Their ascent was slow, calculated, ears pinned to the slightest infringement on the present silence. The two killers had done this sort of thing so many times, but they both refused to accept any sort of complacency. 
 
    At the top, Devlin rested the acquired blade on a cabinet. He would need that later once the scene was prepared. 
 
    The house itself was large enough that each teenager had their own room, Connor standing vigil as Devlin slipped into each bedroom. It took Devlin less than a minute to incapacitate the two girls, the injections having the desired effect. The first had woken to a hand over her mouth and a needle in her neck, her eyes rolling up as the drug took her. The second girl had faced a similar fate, both now giving Endymion a run for his money. 
 
    If Connor had his way, both would be awake for what he would want to do to them. Such a scenario wouldn’t work here as the professor needed to be painted as the villain of this scene, not a victim of mindless violence. 
 
    Just a distraction to consume the cattle while Devlin’s brother moved the last of his chess pieces. 
 
    In the master bedroom, husband and wife were oblivious to the intruders, Devlin taking the wife’s side while Connor watched the male of the house. They couldn’t use the drug on the professor because that wouldn’t fit the narrative the autopsy would need to conclude. This would not be difficult, though. The professor had no real physical strength, and Connor easily restrained him, a heavy knee on his chest and a gloved hand over his mouth, the other holding a gun lightly between the eyes. This brought their target violently into the reality of how close he was to death. His wife managed a stunned scream before the drug took her, and Devlin held her down as she slipped away. 
 
    All too easy. 
 
    “Fight us and I will rape your daughters in front of you,” Connor warned. This was something the Irishman wanted to do, so his words were convincing. It was no great battle to force the professor from his bed, Connor shoving the frailer man into a corner where he settled on his backside. 
 
    “I need to restrain your family so they won’t be in the way, then we can talk,” Devlin said, the unsaid promise of safety hanging there if the professor cooperated. Cornwall, still in stunned shock, nodded his supplication. Few Devlin encountered ever fought back. 
 
    “Just don’t hurt them,” Cornwall implored. 
 
    “They aren’t who we are here for,” Devlin lied. Connor kept guard while Devlin carried the daughters into the room, laying them on the bed either side of their mother. Cable ties were then used to restrain wrist and ankles should someone miraculously become roused from their drug-induced slumber. 
 
    The police would later find an opened pack of cable ties with the professor’s fingerprints all over it. 
 
    “What do you want?” Cornwall protested weekly. 
 
    “You have been a very bad boy,” Devlin announced. He squatted down in front of the professor, leering from behind the balaclava he wore. “There are people who want you to stop making so much noise about the CRS vaccine.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Cornwall implored. 
 
    “How can we trust you?” Connor asked sceptically. He was stood now, using his bulk to tower above the professor. 
 
    “I can give you all my research.” 
 
    “You have research? What about?” 
 
    “I have proof the vaccine is a danger to the public. Take it. Just spare my family.” Devlin and Connor shared a glance. 
 
    “Proof, you say?” That wasn’t surprising. That was also in the dossier. “You get us that, and we might just let you live. Fuck with us, and Connor here will go to town on these three ladies.” Devlin turned to his partner. “How badly do you want to fuck them, my friend?” 
 
    “To be sure I can hardly contain myself.” To empathise this, Connor began to unbuckle his trousers. 
 
    “No, please, take me to my study. I’ll give you everything.” 
 
    Devlin dragged the professor out of the master bedroom. 
 
    As it turned out, the everything in question was on a laptop with online backup. Connor had stayed with the female Cornwalls, an added incentive for Cornwall to become eagerly compliant. No doubt Connor would use this time to engage his fantasy, but Devlin was confident any defilement would remain locked away in the Irishman’s thoughts rather than manifesting on young flesh. 
 
    “Where did you acquire this information?” Devlin was sat at the professor’s desk, laptop open. The evidence mentioned was pretty damning, results of two clinical trials that hadn’t been released to the public. Someone within the various pharmaceutical companies was flapping their lips. 
 
    “They wouldn’t give me a name,” Cornwall said sheepishly. He stood to one side, no doubt wondering if there was some way he could fight off these home invaders. Unfortunately for Cornwall, his strength existed in the neurons of his mind, not the muscles of his body. Besides, even had he been a hundred pounds heavier and a trained fighter, he would have stood no chance against Devlin. 
 
    Devlin slipped a USB stick into the computer, downloading everything on it, especially the email history. He then installed a piece of software freely available on the internet which would be used to destroy all traces of the evidence collected. 
 
    “He isn’t hurting them, is he?” Cornwall begged. 
 
    “Relax. You are doing everything we asked. You are going to come through this.” Such a sweet lie to build the juices up. With the computer finished with, the half-breed told Cornwall to shut it down. “Let’s take you back to your family.” Cornwall brightened at the prospect, naivety thinking he might actually make it out of this. 
 
    As a child, Devlin had witnessed first-hand how hope had led so many to their own painful destruction. 
 
    Back in the bedroom and Devlin was pleased to see that Connor had behaved himself. The Irishman stood calmly to one side, his trousers fastened and around his waist rather than his ankles. The three females still lay sleeping, spared the horror that was about to be done to them. It would be better for them to be awake and screaming, but Devlin was happy to make that sacrifice for the cause. 
 
    Unseen by the professor, Devlin had picked up the knife on the way back to the bedroom. 
 
    “Did you get everything?” Connor enquired. 
 
    “Yes, the professor has been very forthcoming and helpful.”  Devlin waved the USB stick before placing it safely in an inner pocket. 
 
    “Where did you get that knife?” Cornwall suddenly asked. 
 
    “From your kitchen, of course. I’m told these knives are expensive and that they keep their edge. You chose your weapon well.” 
 
    “To think you could kill your own,” Connor chastised. “What is wrong with you, Professor?” 
 
    “What? No.” This wasn’t mere taunting. 
 
    “I want you to kneel down by the side of the bed,” Devlin commanded. “Apologise to your girls for putting them in danger.” Devlin pointed the knife at him. Its edge was sharp, regularly maintained. Its handle would hold the professor’s fingerprints well. 
 
    “Please don’t do this, I gave you what you wanted.” He knelt down though, leaning into the mattress, Cornwall’s strength abandoning him. 
 
    “Apologise or I will do such horrific things,” Devlin warned. The adrenaline was pumping through the professor’s veins now. His blood would make a suitable addition to Devlin’s collection. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Cornwall blubbed. 
 
    Connor knelt behind Cornwall, grabbing his wrist in a firm grip. That was when Devlin passed the knife over, Connor forcing it between reluctant fingers, closing his fist around the professor’s. Cornwall was close to hysterics now, realising he should have resisted from the start. The professor tried to fight, but it was futile. 
 
    “Several plunges into each abdomen, and then we will really show you something,” Connor declared, giddy with the barbarism he was inflicting. Cornwall tried to resist, and Devlin bowed his head to whisper in a terrified ear. 
 
    “Just let it happen or I will tie you up, tape open your eyes and cut off their faces in front of you.” Devlin lifted up the hem of the wife’s nightgown. “I will do such things to their tender parts and then rub your face in the bloody remains.” Then it happened, the glazed stare that descended upon the professor as his brilliant mind shut down into a defensive madness. 
 
    Excellent. Just another day on the job for Devlin. And he was there to watch the life stripped from four people, four vials easily filled from the pouring wounds that were inflicted. 
 
    *** 
 
    Devlin closed the back door silently, the latch clicking into place. The back garden wasn’t overlooked, so they had no fear of being observed. 
 
    “I enjoyed that,” Connor whispered. 
 
    “You always enjoy it,” Devlin reminded him. 
 
    “Not very profitable though,” the Irishman joked. Both stripped off their waterproof gloves which had been cleaned in the kitchen sink prior to their departure. Devlin held out a small plastic bag for those gloves. He would discard of them later. 
 
    Behind the house they passed into a back alley, careful not to leave any residue of their existence on the gate. Both had come here alone and would depart the same way, so Connor thought. 
 
    As soon as Connor turned his back, Devlin wrapped a choke hold around his partner’s neck and plunged a fourth syringe of propofol into the Irishman’s neck, a larger dose for a larger man. 
 
    Connor tried to fight him off, cursing as he fought valiantly against Devlin’s superior strength. 
 
    “Just let it happen.” Despite the Irishman’s size, to Devlin it was as easy as holding a wriggling child.  
 
    Devlin watched his compatriot succumb to the drug before pulling his smart phone free. A few swipes of a finger showed the text message he had received this morning. 
 
    All loose ends must be accounted for. 
 
    Devlin didn’t hate Connor like the others, but he was still just meat. And Connor would be useful, the perfect addition to the sculpture still unfinished in his basement. Squatting down, Devlin scooped his unconscious partner up and tossed the body over his immense shoulder. 
 
    Three days. He had time. On the drive over, he had realised that he had been postponing the inevitable, enjoying the miserable life Collins suffered. Devlin would restrain Connor in the back of his van and take the barista before returning home. 
 
    That would give him time to plan the abduction and demise of David Collins. 
 
    This was what Devlin wanted. No, needed. Collins had taken what was his, soiled it by putting his hands on what he owned, something that had been promised to Devlin, and he had been denied.  
 
    “Soon,” Devlin promised, before stalking off to deposit his burden in the back of his van.

  

 
   
    15. 
 
    Washington DC, USA. 
 
    Sleep had once again been a battle with his own inner terrors. Waking had brought him the familiar pain and aches that he struggled to live with. 
 
    David had kind of been expecting the knock on the door, the intrusion into this new day unwelcome. He rose from his chair wearily, the edge of a migraine just starting to dominate. At the door, the spy hole revealed his neighbour and the top of a young head, neither of whom David had any desire to interact with. He contemplated just ignoring them and returning to his building pain, but he concluded it was better to have this over with. They would just likely persist. 
 
    He reluctantly opened the door. 
 
    “Hi,” Julie said. The bruise that was forming around her eye had now been masked by skilfully applied makeup, but there was more effort in it than just concealment. 
 
    “Hello,” the child said. She looked up at the giant expectantly. 
 
    “Ladies.” David gave the kid a wink which dragged a giggle from her. It was surprising how good it was to hear laughter. There had been none of that in his life the last two years. 
 
    “We wanted to say thank you, didn’t we, Emily?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you for stopping the bad man.” Emily held out her hands, a homemade card clutched in her little fingers. 
 
    “Is this for me?” David asked as he accepted the offering. 
 
    “Yes. I made it.” Emily seemed happier now, the weight of the world lifted. Kids shouldn’t be exposed to violence like that. Their childhoods should be a happy time of love and growth. The world wasn’t like that though, and despite it being human nature to protect the vulnerable, humanity had a brutal history of abusing and neglecting its offspring. 
 
    Men like John were a blight on the planet. Would that bastard return to continue what he started? Probably better if he didn’t, because David knew his own response wouldn’t be so restrained the next time. 
 
    “This is awesome.” He opened the card which had the words Thank You David in untidy letters. 
 
    “Did the police speak to you?” Julie asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I told them what I saw.” He hadn’t invited them into his apartment, just as he would keep these two visitors beyond the threshold. There was no reason for his private space to be invaded. 
 
    “Hopefully they’ve already picked him up.” With luck, John had been dragged out of some gutter somewhere. Addicts were as predictable in their habits as they were unreliable in their character. 
 
    “Him…?” Why did he suddenly want to know? 
 
    “My brother.” Brother? David hadn’t expected that. Maybe that was his own prejudice sneaking through, and it explained how John had managed to get past the intercom entry. “He’s not a bad guy, seriously, he’s just had some tough breaks.” 
 
    “Nothing excuses that,” David said, pointing at Julie’s face. She shifted her hair slightly before drawing Emily closer to her. “Will you be pressing charges?” In David’s opinion, as imperfect a solution that it was, it was the play that made sense. 
 
    “Yes. Even though he’s family, I can’t risk Emily. He’s an addict but he’s never been violent like that before. If the cops arrest him, it’s a parole violation, so he’ll be back inside.” Julie looked mournfully down at her daughter. “Prison did that to him.” 
 
    “I don’t like him,” Emily announced. The child had good sense. 
 
    “Neither do I,” David agreed. “But he’ll be in the best place for all of you.” David didn’t believe that for a second. The prison system was a meat grinder designed to self-perpetuate itself. It was almost as if it was made to create people like John. 
 
    An awkwardness filled the space between them. 
 
    “Well, we’ll leave you to it,” Julie finally said. David nodded. He could tell she wanted to say something more, but the words wouldn’t come out. 
 
    “Will you be my mummy’s boyfriend?” Emily suddenly barked. 
 
    “Emily!” Kids had a way of saying things. “I’m so sorry, David.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” He smiled again. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Julie sounded hopeful, and David closed the door on them without saying anything more. Such complications were the last thing he needed to infect his life with. 
 
    

  

 
   
    16. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland. 
 
    Carl Brody, the UK Secretary of State for Health, sat in the comfort of the private airport lounge, resisting the temptation that the free alcohol presented. Iced water was the far more prudent choice. 
 
    His head buzzed from the hangover he had almost inflicted on himself, last night’s banquet as satisfying as expected. That wine had been exquisite. 
 
    It was just a shame the event was ending, the helicopter ride from the Global Business Assembly briefly displaying to him the few protestors doggedly camped outside the luxury hotel. Idiots, what on Earth did they hope to gain? 
 
    Brody enjoyed luxury, it was why he had become a politician. With no ability to make a success in business or one of the professions, he had chosen politics as a means to enrich himself. Through his own guile and sociopathic nature, he had the ability to charm the gullible electorate by saying exactly what the majority of them wanted to hear. He did all this whilst quickly learning to play the game of Whitehall. 
 
    The biggest thing he learnt early on was to never give your opposition, or those on your own party, any evidence to use against you. Thus, he kept his sexual proclivities safely under check, playing the devoted family man with a mild religious streak. He caused little in the way of waves with the civil servants who serviced him and avoided taking a position on the more controversial topics of the time, doing what the whips told him to do, and voting in the House of Commons in a manner that made him appear a loyal and safe pair of hands. 
 
    He also developed an infuriating outward persona that lacked any semblance of a personality at times. In the hustings and in conversation with those who voted, he had a charismatic and self-deprecating manner. That all transformed when the camera or the microphone was in his face, the newspapers called him the Grey Man of Whitehall. It was a unique technique, Brody never caring if his interviews were dull and plodding. He became a man whose deliberately monotone voice made him a difficult interview for radio. 
 
    The plan had worked, allowing him to rise through the ministerial seats of power and to accumulate his desired riches, even an invite to the illustrious Global Business Assembly meeting, of which this was his third year in attendance. Health minister was exactly where he wanted and needed to be now that he was helping to bring forward the agenda. If the world was to be stripped of its democracy, better for him to be a yes man at the top of the pyramid than a feckless fool trying to survive what was coming. 
 
    Claude Schmidt had quickly determined that this man’s overriding motivating factor was greed, the promise of vast wealth making Brody eager to sign on to the plan.  
 
    Unfortunate, for Brody was to be the first person contaminated with the new Marburg variant to step foot on UK soil. Already he had infected seven people, the virus now multiplying quietly inside him. Normally Marburg was spread through bodily fluids, but this variant had a little something special up its pathogenic sleeve. It had been genetically spliced with measles DNA, making it airborne and highly contagious. It could be spread by water droplets on the breath, touch, and by swapping spit or other less pleasant bodily fluids. 
 
    Due to its hardy design, it lingered on touched surfaces and merely shrugged its shoulders at most common disinfectants. UV light was deadly to it with prolonged exposure. This perfected strain was designed to survive and spread. 
 
    “Will you be requiring anything else?” the waitress said, stepping up to Brody. 
 
    “No thank you,” came his response. Brody lifted up his empty glass and handed it over, the waitress smiling at the gesture. This was something else Brody had learnt early on, to appear considerate to all those you interacted with. In a world with cameras on every phone, it was wise to be seen as a kind and thoughtful individual, even if it was all just an act. The waitress should have been wearing gloves, the oil from Brody’s fingertips enough to infect her. By tomorrow she would be shedding the most infectious pathogen ever encountered by humankind and would infect a hundred a seventy-six people in a single day. 
 
    An airport was perhaps the greatest invention if you wanted to spread a virus worldwide. There was the woman who had handled his passport at the first-class check in counter, and the baggage handler who had manoeuvred his cases onto the plane. Each one of them was now infected and would shortly become vectors of viral spread. 
 
    It could have been worse if Brody was flying commercial, but Brody was taking a private jet courtesy of the event organisers. It would be unthinkable for a minister of the Crown to travel anything but first class, especially with the pandemic in full swing necessitating Brody’s early return. The flight would of course be declared in the Registers of Interests so as to deflect any future accusations of corruption. 
 
    In four hours he would be back in his offices in Whitehall where he would infect his permanent secretary, two interns, and a dozen other ministerial staff. From there the virus would spread out through the various key players of the British government, growing and multiplying as it surged towards its eventual climax. There were other people returning, all bringing the disease to their various countries. By the time there was an indication that there was a problem, the virus would already be on every continent with the exception of Antarctica. 
 
    When the infection hit Britain, it would begin in the heart of political power, exactly where Claude Schmidt wanted it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    17. 
 
    Moscow, Russian Federation. 
 
    Her trip to France had been a success, but there would be no celebration and no accolades. Khristina would be awarded no medals and she knew she would never be proclaimed a hero of the motherland. The Russian public must never learn of the vampires that threatened them and her heroism would be quickly forgotten upon her death. 
 
    No matter. She didn’t do this to be praised. 
 
    Such secrecy was essential. Partly that was to stop the panic and the violence that would explode across the country, mistrust and old vengeances finding fresh fuel. When your next-door neighbour looked just like the beasts that could rip you to pieces for your blood, such distrust could pull the country apart. Also, it was due to a secret embarrassment within the power structures of the Russian state. A secret war against the vampire menace had been waged ever since one of the creatures had tried to take the throne from the then Tsar Nicholas II. 
 
    There was a reason Rasputin had been so hard to kill. 
 
    That was the past though, and Russia was now all but free of the scourge. Khristina should have been heartened by this knowledge, but it left her feeling dejected, demoralised. She had committed her life to killing vampires, and they were now thin on the ground, her skills close to being obsolete. The appearance of Doctor Mo in their country had filled her with fresh purpose, but also shown her a new and before unseen threat that should have shocked the higher dominions of power to their core. 
 
    Mo had been far from a normal vampire. He had been something else, something stronger, more dangerous. Strangely the elite who protected the country seemed unconcerned. Was that an example of apathy and bureaucracy, or something more nefarious? 
 
    There were rumours that the vampire hunters would be disbanded. Did that mean she would have to create some semblance of a life? Her career in the military would no doubt continue, but how could reality compete with the thrill of hunting the most dangerous predator on the planet? Khristina risked the fate of so many warriors before her. 
 
    Obsolescence. 
 
    Sat outside her director’s office, she sensed today would not see good news delivered. The surroundings were a sorry state of affairs exacerbated by the drab and peeling wallpaper. The waiting room she was in was small, the furniture and carpet threadbare. There were no trappings of luxury to be found here, the whole purpose of her department to hide away in plain sight. The organisation she worked for was known as Directive 7, funded through the military budget with liaisons embedded in the FSB. Few people knew Directive 7’s true nature, just an accounting reference that nobody chose to question. 
 
    The director didn’t have a receptionist which was almost unheard of for someone of his power and political clout. So secretive was it that Directive 7 could be assigned to the memories of the few who knew without the world being any the wiser. 
 
    To Khristina that would be a tragic mistake worthy of Russian literature. 
 
    She could hear her director now, raging on the phone, shouting his ire at someone who was probably pissing themselves in fear. There was a time when idiots were just taken out and shot which simplified matters, but also meant that failure could never be learnt from. The dead should have been given the chance to correct their mistakes, except in those rare instances where the damage done was difficult to comprehend. 
 
    The door Khristina sat opposite from opened and a furious hand beckoned her in. 
 
    “And I will ask you again, what did you expect?” Khristina could not hear what was said on the other end, but it flushed the director’s face. “What did you want her to use, bad language?” 
 
    Khristina stood at attention on the threshold, aware now that the conversation was about her. 
 
    “So what? We do nothing now? We sit on our hands while these things plot and scheme? She killed five of them. Five. Do you realise the implications of that?” Khristina had already filed her report, had written it on the diplomatic flight from France. There was no way the ruined farmhouse could be traced to Russia, she had ensured that. 
 
    “Just try that and see where it gets you.” The director, a strong necked man who looked decidedly dangerous broke the connection and barely managed to resist hurling the phone at the wall. 
 
    “Trouble?” 
 
    “Politicians, they are a curse on my life. They are upset that you attacked the vampires so openly. What if she had been discovered they cry.” 
 
    “But that’s what I do. There were no witnesses and it was the most efficient way,” Khristina reminded him. “And we both know they don’t like your top agent being a woman.” Nobody would say as much of course, but the old prejudices would not go away in a hurry. 
 
    “You don’t have to remind me, but idiots always rise to the position of power where they can do the most damage.” With exaggerated calmness, he placed the phone on his desk which was free of other clutter. The director’s office was almost barren, devoid of soul or mementos, a single laptop open and ready. A folder lay closed at the edge of the desk. 
 
    “Present company excepted.” Khristina had no concerns about her boss’s competence. He had been hunting vampires when she was still sucking at her mother’s tit. 
 
    “Funny.” The director slumped into his office chair which clearly wasn’t built for his muscular bulk. “Remind me how you achieved confirmation?” 
 
    “You read my report.” 
 
    “Come now Khristina, indulge me.” 
 
    “One of the vampires I killed I had met before, as I stated.” 
 
    “Ah, but the identity of the vampire you omitted. Was it the one from Crimea?” After her run in with the undead in the Crimean Peninsula, Khristina had made an honest report of her encounter. Some might think this foolish, considering how such a report would have read, and it had indeed raised ridicule among her peers and superiors who finally had their evidence to prove she was just another hysterical woman. Surprisingly, the Russian state sometimes knew how to find the best people for the tasks so many were too weak to perform. Especially when secretive and powerful people had been monitoring Khristina’s career from afar. 
 
    To the amazement of so many in the GRU, Khristina had been promoted and moved to another department. That was how she became acquainted with the men and women of Directive 7. It was also then that she had learned the secret history of her grandfather who had been a part of Directive 7 during the years it was established. Her grandfather, who died of old age in his bed, had been an unknown hero of the Soviet Union. 
 
    His granddaughter was an ideal candidate to join the ranks of the vampire hunters. 
 
    “Yes, although his daughter wasn’t with him.” That feral beast had probably been put down years ago. 
 
    “So, then you blew up the farmhouse?” There was mischief in those words. The director found it amusing, even if those he spoke to on the phone didn’t. 
 
    “With two of us it was the only way.” It would have been more satisfying to go in all guns blazing, but she nor Orlov would have survived such a heroic assault. That wasn’t a criticism of the director either, because he was now limited in the assets he could put in the field. 
 
    “Agreed. Now I will tell you the bad news.” 
 
    “Is there any other kind?” 
 
    “Khristina, how much love do you have for the Americans?” 
 
    “They are arrogant and fat and their country is close to collapse. Other than that, I have no real opinion on them.” She’d had very little to do with them, but had been a child when the Soviet Union had gone through its collapse and rebirth. It was easy for Americans to think they had won the cold war, but Russians played the long game and had long memories. In her opinion, the Americans hadn’t won anything. 
 
    “Good, you won’t mind paying them a visit then?” 
 
    “Komandir?” Surely, he wasn’t serious. 
 
    “One of the dead scum was American. The photos you took matched a file in our database.” Khristina wasn’t aware of that, for that creature had never spoken. 
 
    “I’m not surprised. That meeting was important to them.” It was so rare for vampires to meet like that. It had been the ideal operation in her eyes, especially as dead vampires left no remains behind.  
 
    “Unfortunately, the American vampire was a prominent, if secretive, businessman. A banker, at the top of the Wall Street hierarchy. That has upset those who oversee us.” 
 
    “Politicians are spineless cowards.” She would love to take care of that problem for her director, but she knew such sanity wouldn’t be allowed. 
 
    “Your killing five vampires should have been a cause for celebration, but instead I get my ass reamed for breaking protocol.” Khristina understood what he was implying. 
 
    “The protocol you wrote.” 
 
    “Such are my trials.” 
 
    “You think we’ve been compromised?” 
 
    “That is a certainty. I fear someone high up is now sympathetic to the vampire cause. We’ve been trying to break their network apart but there is another game being played, undermining us.” 
 
    “I sensed the same.” The mystery informant was giving them too much information. Recently it had become too easy to kill the Undead. Did vampires also play power games? 
 
    “The American isn’t why I am sending you, though. Some interesting revelations about Doctor Mo have come to light. It seems the level four bioweapons lab he was working in was partially funded by the American taxpayer.” 
 
    “What? Where is the sense in that?” Why would the Americans fund Chinese research? 
 
    “I’ve tracked down who authorised the payment, and who also insisted Mo be made head of research.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ever since the Americans put a moratorium on certain aspects of virology research, they have been bypassing that by farming it out to the Chinese. The US chief medical advisor to their president is the man in question, an individual with a dubious track record.” 
 
    “You want me to kill him? Just say the word.” Anyone who consorted with vampires deserved no mercy. 
 
    “Let’s not rush into things. Instead, I am going to tell you a secret. Something is wrong, Khristina, and has been for some time. Do you trust me?” The director sounded grave. 
 
    “Of course, with my life.” 
 
    “I am taking a significant risk here telling you this.” The director paused, contemplating his next words. “Several years ago, I made contact with someone on the American side.” Khristina didn’t chastise him, instead she sat and let him finish, her face placid. “It seems they are not so unaware of the vampire threat as we believed.” 
 
    “Do they have their own hunters?” 
 
    “No, at least not that I am aware of. There’s more.” The director pushed the folder towards her. Opening it, Khristina saw the photograph of a woman, head and shoulders, along with others taken covertly. There was also the picture of a man, face only, hand drawn. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Pictures of a woman who should be dead and the man responsible. I had a message from my American contact yesterday containing those details. They might have discovered something that will change the world forever. I’m sending you to liaise with them.” 
 
    “You’re not joking are you?” 
 
    “This is the most serious I have ever been. Have you ever known my instinct to be wrong?” 
 
    “No.” That was one of the reasons the director had survived for so long. “So now we are friends with the Americans? I never thought I would see the day.” 
 
    “You know better than that,” the director said sternly. “Go there and tell them what we know of Mo. Share that with them and let us see what happens when you shake the hornets’ nest.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun. Do I take Orlov?” She would need backup she trusted. 
 
    “Of course. He will only get into trouble if you leave him here.”  

  

 
   
      
 
    18. 
 
    New Jersey, USA 
 
    The barista had been easy to snatch. Devlin knew her routine, the schedule that made most humans so predictable. Today had been her day off, which made her abduction simple for him. He had moved silently, the rear of her property not overlooked by any neighbours, such privacy ideal for him. A quick reconnaissance had shown that, as expected, she was alone, the door he entered through easily yielding to his lock picking skills. 
 
    People were so lax in their security these days. 
 
    No drugs for her, just an arm squeezed across her throat sending her into unconsciousness. Then Devlin had prepared the scene, stuffing a bag he found in her bedroom with the clothes someone in a rush would take, as well as a folder of photographs. Her passport he found in her knickers drawer. The case would be discarded on a random highway, the photo and passport burnt. 
 
    On the living room table, he laid out a line of cocaine and stashed a small bag of the stuff down the side of the sofa. Give the police unnecessary leads to follow. 
 
    Here she was, a woman on the run, her purse and phone also gone. So desperately had she needed to flee that she didn’t finish her drugs. 
 
    With nobody there to interfere he had transferred her limp body to his van. It was amazing what you could get away with in broad daylight if you had the experience and the will. 
 
    Imagine that. Imagine being sat at home enjoying a peaceful day off when a six-foot six nightmare suddenly appeared in your living room. You hadn’t heard his footsteps, hadn’t heard him creeping which should have been impossible given the size of him. And then he was on you, before you had time to scream, the thick calloused hand clamping over your mouth to stifle your cry. Then blackness as your thin neck was expertly squeezed in a rear naked choke, your strength no match for the power unleashed against you.  
 
    He had taped her on top of Connor, face down so that both his victims were nose to nose. To add to their own torment, he had cut her clothes off, a fate already perpetrated on Connor. He hoped they would wake up on the ride and that Connor would become aroused despite his impossible situation. The barista was attractive by human standards, just Connor’s type. 
 
    One last thrill for the Irishman. Devlin could give him that much. Alas, when Devlin had opened up the back of the van at their final destination, both his guests had still been unconscious and unresponsive. Perhaps he had overestimated the dose administered to Connor, and for the briefest moment, Devlin worried that he had failed by killing them too soon. 
 
    Nope, they weren’t to be given that blessing. 
 
    Transferring them both to his basement had been easy, a body carried under each arm. He had stripped off his own clothes first, as was his way. Now he had them both restrained to the metal mortuary tables he used, their heads propped up so they could see the whiteboard placed by their feet. He was improvising here, never before preparing two bodies at the same time. The thought gave him a new thrill, especially when it came to the woman. 
 
    One of his secret concerns was that he would eventually become bored with slaughtering cattle. It hadn’t happened yet, because they all reacted differently to his torturous ways. That was the beauty of selecting such a diverse swathe of victims. 
 
    It was going to be interesting to see just how Connor did when the knife was put to his flesh. Would he be strong, stoic, and formidable, or would he break easy? Devlin predicted the latter because Connor, at his heart, was a bully and a sadist, and those traits rarely gave any kind of defence when the tables were turned. 
 
    Normally he told those he slaughtered their fates to build up the terror. But he would do more than that here, for now the woman would get to see first-hand every stage of her demise before it was done to her. He was sure Connor wouldn’t object to giving her that honour. Not that he could because Connor would remain gagged so as to remove any tedious histrionics. Without the gag, no doubt Connor would attempt all manner of manipulation to try and coax some degree of mercy, ultimately resorting to begging. 
 
    Devlin would save him the embarrassment. 
 
    Of the two morgue tables in his basement, one was normally in his play room, a second in his preparation room, the ritual having established itself over decades of trial and error. Both had now been positioned so that they made a V, the feet of each of his captives at the point. 
 
    Both humans had IV drips in their arms, the valves closed. 
 
    From where they lay, they might just be able to see the majesty of the sculpture they were about to be added to. Once David was finished, hung with the rest of them, he would leave this place, locking all the doors in the hope that someday he might return and see the perfection that nature would add to his creation. He used wire to ensure the bones didn’t separate, threaded through holes drilled at each joint. Metal rods he would add to put the limbs in the correct position, the muse taking him at that point, rigor long past most of the hanging corpses. 
 
    The holes he always drilled before death was inflicted. 
 
    There could be some satisfaction to leave David alive down here, locked away with the dead as he slowly died of dehydration. But that would never do, for Devlin would not be there for the all-important moment. Devlin wanted to see the life flicker out to know his enemy was no longer of this world. Besides, there would be no chance of life with the blood that would be sucked from David’s veins. 
 
    One last bath for Devlin to enjoy before he left this dying continent. The blood of two of the three already hanging victims was presently refrigerated, waiting its use. Only non-toxic blood would do for the ritual. He had been lucky with this batch. 
 
    This whole thing was out of synch, though. He was breaking from convention, trying something knew which excited and worried Devlin in equal measure. Consideration had not been given to adding David to this fine medley, his enemy’s death intended to be a special affair. Devlin had planned it all in his mind, tormenting the bastard for weeks, bound down here, hours of agony inflicted every day. 
 
    Devlin didn’t have that luxury now because he had waited too long. By Devlin’s reckoning, if all went to plan, he would have two full days at best to enact his long-awaited vengeance, more if luck held, but that would mean taking shortcuts with these two. 
 
    He was loathe to do that, but necessity was sometime the master that couldn’t be ignored. Damn his brother. Damn his mother. 
 
    Now it was time to wake those he was about to immortalise. 
 
    Smelling salts brought the woman round first. She squealed and retched, just as he liked it. She looked at him with terrified eyes, her arms and legs firmly bound. There was no escape for her here. 
 
    “Good afternoon.” 
 
    “Please, don’t do this.” Devlin liked to hear them beg. To be honest, he didn’t know why, the noises the cattle made when they were in anguish just sent rivers of delight through him. 
 
    “But I have to.” Towering over her, he let his teeth elongate, the human mask slipping, giving her a glimpse of his true self. “It’s in my nature.” 
 
    “Oh god. What are you?” 
 
    “Merely a predator. You are my entertainment for the evening…and the morning.” He wouldn’t let himself get carried away, because he should sleep to ready himself. A few hours, he wouldn’t need more. This was where willpower came into its own, if he could muster it. 
 
    “Please…” Devlin’s talon-tipped index finger pressed against her lips. 
 
    “Hush now. I need to tell you what is going to happen.” Standing in between the two tables, Devlin moved round so he was on the other side of Connor. The Irishman stirred, but the eyes didn’t open. “I am going to be doing things to you, terrible things. Normally I only get to describe the blessings I can bestow, but you are unique in that you will see what I will do to you.” 
 
    “Why? Why me?” She was in hysterics now, eyes red, muscles trying to break free. No chance of that. These restraints could hold a vampire. 
 
    “Why not you? In truth you are paying the price for your incompetence.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Good. Confusion just adds to your torment.” From the side of the room, Devlin pulled a metal cart over, covered in a variety of surgical instruments. The woman looked away, close to breaking. No, that would never do. 
 
    Moving quickly, he stormed round to the head of her table. She scrunched her eyes closed, not wanting to see any more of this, and she felt him grab her head and yank it roughly to the side. Then the straps were applied, keeping her neck turned so that she was facing Connor. Right now, Devlin’s engorged cock pointed at her face, the one threat that would never be fulfilled down here. The sexual thrill was not to be found in the curves of her body. 
 
    “Nooo,” was all she had left as he used two fingers to pull her eyelid open on one eye, thick tape suddenly there to keep that eye open. The same was done to the other eye. 
 
    “You have to watch this, it’s an absolute hoot.” Satisfied, Devlin returned to Connor. “I work up from the peripheries, you see, removing toes and fingers. The IV in your arm will drip a little something I concocted into your veins. It will stop you from passing out, as well as relaxing your muscles just a tad. I like my models to be still while I work on them.” 
 
    “Let me go, please, I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Of course you will. If I let you go, you would tell the world. This will have to be our little secret.” Connor was starting to come round now. Excellent. The gag would stay in until he turned his attention to the Irishman’s teeth, something Devlin always liked to leave to last. “Now, which toe shall I take first?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    19. 
 
    Belsen, 1945.  
 
    The evil that men did fascinated Devlin. Of course, it wasn’t just men, some of the female guards here just as wicked, just as evil. The use of that word amused Devlin, though, evil. It had no real meaning to someone with vampire genetics. 
 
    Humans liked their ethics and their judgement because they felt superior to the rest of nature. They might have consciousness, but they were still just cattle in Devlin’s eyes. At their best they could be viewed as pets, some like his father, loyal till the end. 
 
    The belief in good and evil was a falsehood, a foolish fantasy spun by those with delusions of morality. No doubt humanity would call his mother evil, his brother a monster, but that just reflected man’s confusion about his place in the world. You couldn’t judge what you didn’t understand. 
 
    Take the death camps. The world would judge Germany with horror for what it did to the millions who died. Ask Devlin’s mother though, and she would tell tales of how things used to be, of the great farms where hundreds of millions of human cattle were raised to be drained. Was that evil? 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to see that one day?” his mother had asked him. 
 
    “Will I be able to play with them?” had been his response. 
 
    Belsen wasn’t designed to be a death camp, more an intermediate holding facility for the unfortunates shipped off to the likes of Auschwitz. That wasn’t to say that death wasn’t rife here, starvation, brutality, the elements and disease killing tens of thousands every year. 
 
    Belsen was a sprawling affair, separated into different sections, the whole place now falling apart. The dead often lay for days before they were gathered, the crematorium not able to keep up with the bodies near the end. The Germans had resorted to digging mass graves, a last ditched attempt to cover up their crimes here. 
 
    Devlin didn’t need to be told the Germans were close to losing the war. He could see it in the desperate faces of the guards, smell it on their alcohol infused breath. Many of those who proclaimed to be the master race were descending into a desperation that would see some of them desert their posts. Others had killed themselves, their own minds passing judgement on their part in this great tragedy. 
 
    The last time Devlin had seen his father, the proud and sharply dressed Nazi had looked gaunt, haunted. There was a panic lurking in his father’s eyes, and part of that was due to his mother no longer wanting anything to do with him. 
 
    Devlin’s mother had become an addiction now denied to his weak human father. 
 
    It was February, the air bitter, a thick layer of snow having fallen the night before. From his window he watched the prisoners battle with the cold, most of them limping from the frostbite that was ridding them of useless toes and fingers. He had asked his mother if more of the cattle died in the winter, and she had said yes. 
 
    The cold took them, but so did disease. The guards, though, were generally more murderous in the warmer months so there was a semblance of balance to be found. Now they huddled by the fires, trying to keep warm, hands held over the burning embers or stuffed in pockets. 
 
    To Devlin, the cold meant nothing. The fact humans were so frail just proved their unworthiness. 
 
    “Devlin, come sit by me.” He was in his mother’s laboratory, one whole wall lined with boxes of records and research papers that would be burnt this day. Devlin was allowed down here now, for he was old enough to learn the precious things about the food he would one day learn to eat. As had been with his brother, Mia had not yet exposed him to blood or human flesh. She was cautious with her sons, for they were the first of the new breed. 
 
    She kept a tight leash on him now, the human tutor that looked after him during the day having died of typhus a month ago. Devlin had no fear of such diseases, the ailments of humanity combatted by the vampire in him. 
 
    “Yes, Mama?” 
 
    “I want to talk about your future.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama.” Scraping the floor, he dragged the wooden chair over to where she sat and hopped up on it. 
 
    “Such a good boy.” He liked to be praised. What son wouldn’t? “Soon we will be leaving this place. Does that worry you, son?” 
 
    “No, Mama.” Why would it worry him? 
 
    “Things will change. Soon we will leave all this death behind but that will not be the end of the human misery you will see.” 
 
    “Good,” Devlin beamed. 
 
    “You are different from your brother, do you know that?” 
 
    “No, Mama.” Different, how? A sudden terror gripped him. Did that mean his mother no longer wanted him? 
 
    “Your brother is cold, calculating. He always has been. I sometimes worry that he is a little too human.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Why was she telling him this? He was four, but vastly more intelligent than most human children of that age. He could to date write six of their languages, and had spent his days devouring the classic literature he had been allowed to read so as to understand the cattle better. Humans were stupid, contradictory, and driven by superstition and petty jealousy. 
 
    “One day you will. One day you will understand everything.” She leaned him in close, pulling him into a hug. Kissing the top of his head, his mother told him how proud she was of both brothers. 
 
    “Why do you have to burn everything?” They could have used humans from the camp to gather all the papers, but Mia didn’t trust that one of them wouldn’t squirrel some piece of damning evidence away. There had to be no record of Mia Schmidt and her sons, not when the camp was finally liberated. 
 
    “We have to become ghosts now, until you and Claude are ready. The world is about to change, and we have to live on the edge of it for a time.” 
 
    “I will miss this place,” Devlin announced. It was the smell more than anything, the odour of death that clung to the air. There were so many ways that death presented here. He didn’t have the freedoms of his brother, wasn’t allowed to walk freely in the campgrounds. In fairness, Claude rarely did now, spending most of his time in the laboratory, learning what his mother could teach. 
 
    “I know, my sweet. And I am mindful that your brother has received more benefit from being here. That is why I intend to give you a gift.” Devlin’s eyes brightened at the news. 
 
    “I like gifts.” This wouldn’t be some trinket or useless toy. From a side bench, his mother grabbed a velvet parcel and handed it to him. “What is it?” 
 
    “Open it and see.” Devlin did, unravelling the silk chord before revealing the mystery. A knife glinted at him. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “It was my father’s, one of a pair. I think I can trust you with it now.” 
 
    “Does my brother have one?” Part of him wanted her to say no, the sibling rivalry already starting to take shape. 
 
    “Of course. Can you read the inscription?” Devlin examined the handle, words among the intricate carving there. They were no human language that he knew. 
 
    “No, Mama.” 
 
    “It is an ancient language, used long before humans dominated the world. Those symbols are the vocabulary of your ancestors. Leaving here will give me the time to teach you that language.” Devlin craved knowledge, and now he was to learn how the world began. “The books you will one day read. It will be a revelation to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mama.” Devlin stuck the point of the blade against his small thumb, blood welling. It was sharp, sharper than any knife he had previously used. Sucking on his thumb, he looked at the thin slit. Devlin had already learnt that he had the power to quickly heal such wounds. He chose not to in this instance, still fascinated by his own healing abilities. 
 
    “What would you like to use your new knife for? Every knife has to have a purpose.” 
 
    “Can I kill?” It was something he had been dreaming of recently. He would often go to bed with thoughts of what it would be like to end a human life, how it would feel. 
 
    “Well, you are a little young still.” His mother’s smile showed him she was teasing. 
 
    “Please, Mama.” 
 
    “How about we spend some time learning how to use your knife tomorrow?” Devlin could barely contain himself, his legs jiggling with anticipation. He turned his head and looked at the far end of the laboratory. There, four women were bound upright, spread eagled, mouths gagged. Mia had ceased the experiments now, although she still received a regular supply of throats to slit so she could bathe. No victim of Mia Schmidt would ever be left to rot in a pit. All the bodies taken from the laboratory were sent straight to the ovens. 
 
    Devlin could taste their terror. They knew what was in store for them. 
 
    “Yes, please Mama.” It was so good to be a vampire. 
 
    “I sense you will grow up to be a murderous wonder,” Mia Schmidt proclaimed. “When we once again rule this world, and we will, you will have free reign to do as you please.”  
 
    Devlin liked the idea of that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    20. 
 
    Mid-Atlantic. Present Day. 
 
    Promises had been made by Claude Schmidt as well as demands. 
 
    The majority leader of the United States Senate sat back in his seat and projected his mind forward to where he would be several years from now if those promises were fulfilled. The demands he would acquiesce to because he didn’t think he had any choice in the matter. 
 
    William Montgomery had been in politics most of his adult life. From the debating club at Yale, through local office in his state of Texas before running for the US Senate, he breezed through the political morass that threatened to swallow as many souls as it could claim. The swamp of Washington wasn’t something to fight, not if you wanted power and influence, and Montgomery had whole heartedly thrown his support behind those who controlled the reins of power, receiving large donations from lobbyists and the innumerable players in the military industrial complex as reward. 
 
    Behind the scenes he had been accepted by the movers and shakers. He had been inducted into the secretive Skull and Bones Society at university, becoming a regular attender at Bohemian Grove and later received invitations to half a dozen Bilderberg meetings. Elected to the Council of Foreign Relations, as well as the more important Senate Committees, at the age of forty-three he claimed the prize of being elected as Republican Whip. 
 
    As players of the political game went, he was right up there with the best of them. 
 
    It became his job to keep the other senators in his party in line, and you didn’t do that without gathering a hell of a lot of dirt on those politicians who had a tendency to be…indiscrete. Power sometimes made people foolish, arrogant and lustful which made people easy to control and manipulate. 
 
    Everyone knew he was going places, and there was little surprise in Washington when he took his next leap on the ladder of power to become senate majority leader. That brought him an unsurpassed level of control, plus the ability to amass significant wealth. 
 
    Then he had met Claude Schmidt, and everything changed. Of the three categories of influence he fell under, Montgomery wasn’t being bribed and he wasn’t a zealot persuaded to the cause. Instead, he was being blackmailed by a ruthless man who came to you with a smile and a friendly handshake. 
 
    The blackmail wasn’t for money, for Claude Schmidt had no interest in that. Montgomery had been compromised for his voice and authority, all for a moment of weakness that had clearly been a set up. 
 
    Schmidt was a cunning individual who played the long game. 
 
    The indiscretion had been while Montgomery had been a junior senator, a fresh face on the Hill, still naïve about how the world worked. It involved drugs as these things usually did, and sex with women that had at first thrown themselves at him, only to later reveal their true nature when he was already drawn into their web. Beautiful women, the sort that seemed to exist on the cover of Vogue or the catwalks of Paris. 
 
    Such a shame that the three women had been Russian and that the whole thing had been videoed. The things they had done together, the way Montgomery had allowed lust to own him that evening, should never be repeated in polite company. It was the humiliation that he had willingly allowed himself to be subjected to that would be the multiple nails in the coffin of his political career. Consorting with what turned out to be a trio of Russian dominatrixes at a retreat for the rich and powerful would not go down well with his electoral base. Plus, the liberal press would rip him a new one. 
 
    No doubt others had fallen foul of the blackmailer that night. 
 
    If the events of that evening were revealed, he would be a laughing stock, and such a powerful man could never recover from that. Ironically, he had been invited to that party by a man who had donated heavily to his various campaigns. Those donations had continued with the promise that Montgomery would rise in power so long as he behaved himself. 
 
    At first, the prospect of being under someone’s thumb seemed like a catastrophe, but as the years progressed, the favours asked of Montgomery were small, seemingly inconsequential. They stacked up though, and now Montgomery had a sense as to what had been done to his country. He wasn’t particularly proud of himself, but he was too far deep to pull himself out now. 
 
    Naturally, all the dirt he accumulated as party whip was passed on. 
 
    Montgomery was to do further damage though, and he wasn’t to know that there was a virulent virus replicating in his system. He wasn’t aware that the recent persistent moistness on his hands was one of the mechanisms to help spread the virus. That, and the air expelled by his lungs had already infected thirty-eight other people. By tomorrow he would be back on Capitol Hill, spreading the virus further. 
 
    He had been promised a seat at the table in a new authoritarian world ruled by selected elites. Unfortunately, with all his political experience, he had failed to see that this promise was a glaring lie, just another manipulation. To Claude, his primary use now was to help spread the virus, the numbers now carrying Emmanuelle’s gift already into the tens of thousands. 
 
    Very shortly, the tapes of him being tied up and abused by three formidable women would be the least of his concerns. Scary times were about to descend on Washington DC, and William Montgomery was about to learn just how fragile human civilisation was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    21. 
 
    Washington DC, USA. 
 
    In his hunt for the man he hated more than anything, David had burnt through every official contact he had established through his military career. People had listened respectfully, and had promised to get back to him, but nobody ever did. Eventually they had tired of his relentless pursuit for truth, something the army and intelligence services clearly weren’t interested in. It was not surprising, for he had left his career under a cloud, driven out by the bureaucracy that seemed to hate competence and efficiency, as well as the country he served. 
 
    He had quickly discovered that the various agencies authorised to protect American interests were bloated and inefficient, often competing against each other for the excessive windfalls that could be handed out by the Pentagon and the man behind the desk of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. The more he thought about it, the more infuriating it became. 
 
    It would have thus been easy for him to believe his former controllers had forgotten about him, but only a fool would allow himself to fall into that fantasy. He was retired and now lived a frugal life by choice, but men like him were never truly left alone to go to pasture. Despite his limp and shattered mind, there was always the risk that some government three-letter agency might require something of him in the future. 
 
    Today was to be that day. 
 
    Maybe it would have been better if the migraine had set in rather than drifting off to obscurity. He preferred to keep himself to his own company, but he also knew it was vital to continue to interact with the outside world. David wasn’t any good to anyone festering away in his apartment, so whenever he could, he would venture out to mingle with the people he had little time for. Morning was his preferred time for this exercise in self-control, and today was no different. 
 
    Fortunately, he did not encounter Julie and her precious daughter in the corridor outside his dwelling. He could tell his neighbour was a nice person, attractive and with a good heart. In another life, she might have been someone who he would have been interested in. But there was no place for any kind of relationship in his life, not with his relentless hunt for the abductor and possible killer of Emmanuelle. 
 
    The pandemic lockdown restrictions had been eased recently in Washington, and it was refreshing to be around people, even if the tables in the coffee shop were pushed further apart than in the past. Unlike the majority, he stubbornly refused to use a mask. His stern gaze and thick arms usually deflected anyone intent on criticising him, people easily seeing the potential for violence in him. 
 
    The hordes of self-important Karens who policed the streets and malls tended to give him a wide berth due to the piercing glare he could direct their way. David had quickly reached the conclusion that masks were about control and social conditioning, rather than being an effective means to contain the spread of the virus. Right or wrong, he had chosen his side in that debate and would persist with it. 
 
    If the virus everyone was so terrified of wanted him, then let it claim him, although David felt the chances of that were slim at best. If he could survive Marburg, what fear could he realistically have for this latest viral scare? Regardless of the fear porn pumped out by the complicit media, he had taken the time to read the actual medical journals, all of which stated he wasn’t in the at-risk category. CRS killed the old, the sick, and those with a host of co-morbidities. David was far from fixed, but he was not a target for the pathogen that had materialised in China months before. 
 
    The coffee shop was warm and smelt welcoming which was a refreshing change from the staleness of his apartment. It wasn’t full, many people still choosing to work from home rather than engage in the arduous rush hour commute, but the owner and her staff never bothered him for his lack of mask and to David, that was reason enough to give them his business. 
 
    David was sat so as to survey all those who came into this establishment, the fire exit directly to his left. Old habits persisted, especially in a mind filled with paranoia and distrust. Sitting in the most comfortable seat that fulfilled his criteria, he was not overly surprised when someone from his old life walked in. He knew such an encounter would happen eventually. Today would be more than a random meeting, though. 
 
    His most objectionable time in the special forces was when his squad had been sequestered by the CIA. The first of such occasions was for a mission of great importance in a country most of the people presently around him hadn’t heard of. His team had salvaged the mission, despite the poor intel they had been cursed with and despite the duplicitous agendas they were never informed about. 
 
    The woman who had just walked in had been his CIA liaison on one of the more satisfying later missions. She had also been a refreshingly sexually aggressive woman who he’d had a brief liaison with. They had a history, and it was no coincidence she was here. 
 
    You shouldn’t mix business with sex, but it happened all the time due to the pressures of the job. While David would never share the tales of his sexual exploits, it was enough to say she had made a heartening attempt to try and wear him out beneath the sheets. 
 
    He was sure there would be a record in a file somewhere that they had slept together. The pen pushers and the bean counters liked to record such things. An epic attempt to manipulate and coerce him was about to unfold.  
 
    Sandra Moorfoot came from old money, although her face had never appeared in the society pages. She was intelligent, striking in appearance, and good at what she did which in David’s opinion now made her a rarity in the ranks of the CIA. She had been born into the job she now did, and was unmistakable, even with the mask covering half her face.  
 
    Without buying anything, Sandra walked directly over to David’s table. Here we go. 
 
    “You’re a long way from Langley.” He lay his hands on the table to show he wasn’t a threat. She wouldn’t be alone, no doubt two or three of his fellow patrons here to provide backup. They hadn’t revealed themselves, which was encouraging. Maybe the CIA had learnt something in the days since his departure. 
 
    “You look like shit, David,” Sandra said, sitting down opposite him, relieving the mask from her face. She still looked good, although David had no interest in her now, not in that way. 
 
    “Kind of you to notice.” Lifting his cup up to his lips, David scanned the room once again. There, over by the window, that was one of her guards. He had changed the way he sat, angling himself more towards her. “What do you want, Sandra?” 
 
    “I hear you’ve finally stopped making a nuisance of yourself.” She was of course referring to the endless phone calls and emails he had initially made upon returning to the country after his recovery. Any sympathy for his loss had quickly evaporated in the minds of those he had once worked with. 
 
    “Nobody seemed to care about what I had to tell them.” 
 
    “Well maybe that has changed.” She sounded grave. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “I think we should have listened to you more.” She leaned into him so that those around couldn’t overhear. “I’d like you to come with me if you’ve no objection.” The fact they knew David was here meant that the CIA, as well as others, had undoubtedly been keeping tabs on him. And by sending a familiar face they were obviously after his willing cooperation. 
 
    But to what end? 
 
    “What, now?” 
 
    “No point delaying things.” There was an urgency about her manner that he didn’t remember witnessing in previous encounters. 
 
    “You could have just sent your boys to bring me in,” David said, pointing at the agent he had spotted. Sandra smiled at that. 
 
    “I would rather you come in voluntarily. The powers that be prefer it that way. Better to not cause a scene.” That was bullshit. They could have taken him in the street or his apartment and nobody would have lost any sleep over it. A screech of tyres, a quick struggle, and a dozen people would have a mildly entertaining story that would soon be forgotten. No, this was about building trust. 
 
    Sandra needed his cooperation. 
 
    “And what if I’m busy?” 
 
    “Both of us know that isn’t the case. After all, you have no life, David.” He nodded at that, there was no point denying it. Being obsessed with conspiracy theories and revenge hardly made him a productive member of society. 
 
    “This from a workaholic.” Sandra wasn’t married and had abandoned the prospect of having children, all to further her rise up the career ladder in the agency. She had told David as much one long and sleep deprived night. 
 
    “Serious relationships are a liability in our line of work. You more than anyone should understand that.” The words cut deep, but David kept his face placid. 
 
    “Why do you need me? Surely dragging you into this is a tad extreme.” A familiar face, someone they would know he still respected. 
 
    “People have questions. In fairness, I’m more than just the errand girl. Please don’t make this difficult David, it’s in your interests, trust me.” This was clearly not a request, although he had to wonder if Sandra would have been so polite if she wasn’t dealing with a trained killer who knew how to massage the back of her neck in just the right way. 
 
    “Trust you? Fine words coming from a CIA field agent.” 
 
    “I’ve moved on from that. I’m with Clandestine Services now, Deputy Director.” 
 
    “Seriously?” That was a powerful position within the CIA which meant she would be based here in Washington.  
 
    “Seriously. This relates to your time in Liberia, just so you know.” His eyes flashed wide. He knew she wouldn’t tell him anymore, but she didn’t need to. 
 
    “Then it looks like I’m taking a drive. Can I at least finish my coffee?” Sandra was already standing up. 
 
    “No.” Three men stood up at the same time, all but one looking at him. The other monitored the door. A protection detail and heavy muscle had it been required. In his present state, he could still make it difficult for them, but they would take him by force if needed. No matter what he did now, he knew he would be feeling the soft leather in the backseat of the car that would be waiting outside. The singular decision he had to make was whether that was with bruises or without. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    “Good. Just be warned, you might not like what I have to tell you.” David didn’t like the sound of that, but what else could you expect from an agency with such a sordid history? 
 
    

  

 
   
    22. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland. 
 
    Most of the dignitaries had departed, the hotel returning back to normal duties. Claude and his mother had also left, now in the family residence across Lake Geneva. Their job was done, all they could do now was sit back and witness the chaos unfold. 
 
    The estate they owned was remote and fortified. Hand-picked men manned the high perimeter wall, the loyalty of the guardians without question. Mia and her sisters had seen to that. They would be safe here from the madness, the stores beneath the villa well stocked. Only Devlin had failed to show up, which Mia wasn’t overly surprised about. 
 
    “You were too easy on him,” Claude insisted. He and his mother were in one of the sub basements, viewing the cattle they had accumulated. There were cells down here, built decades ago, each holding several restrained humans. Here they would be slowly milked of their blood, force fed through tubes and cannulas, waste drained away through the grates in the floor. 
 
    The mouths of every human were stitched up. Although Claude found the pleading of his meat pleasurable, conversation gave humans the ability to plot and scheme, which was unacceptable. Better they should silently accept their fate. 
 
    Inside one of the cells now, Mia was doing her daily inspection. The livestock had to be kept healthy for the benefit of those who fed off them. 
 
    “This one has an infection,” Mia said, examining one of the bound men whose face was slightly swollen on one side. 
 
    “Don’t change the subject mother.” Mia sighed. 
 
    “Devlin needs to be able to express himself. He isn’t like you.” As she spoke, she used one of her nails to pop the stitches from her victim’s mouth, a pained groan escaping as she forced the mouth wide. 
 
    “He’s reckless. We should have kept tighter controls on him.” 
 
    “He always did what you asked,” Mia countered. 
 
    “Reluctantly.” 
 
    “He will come home when he is ready. He’s more than capable of looking after himself. And if anything should happen to him, then that is just fate.” With finger and thumb, Mia reached into the bound man’s mouth, testing the teeth, a scream indicating the problem one. Despite her food’s objection, she squeezed, working the molar, loosening it until it came free. The room filled with the smell of pus as the abscess drained. 
 
    To Claude, the odour was invigorating. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you allow him such freedom.” 
 
    “He is doing the only thing he knows. I knew early on he would never be the charming diplomat. He could never fill your role.” Mia wiped her fingers on the human’s chest, ignoring her foods whimpering. 
 
    “Will he thrive in the new world?” Claude had tried to be a guiding influence for his younger brother, but had learnt early on that his sibling was…well, broken inside. 
 
    “Of course. He likes to torture and play with these pitiful vermin. And once our plan is completed, he will be able to hunt with impunity.” 
 
    Mother and son left the cell. Outside they were met by Mia’s servant, a man clad in a white butler’s outfit. He stood expectantly, bald head glinting in the bright light of the corridor. 
 
    “Stitch that back up for me,” Mia ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The butler bowed his head slightly as he replied. 
 
    “And add some antibiotics to the IV. I don’t want it dying on us.” 
 
    “As you wish, ma’am.” The butler kept his eyes averted until his owners left. 
 
    He felt weary. The butler’s name was Eric, although nobody ever called him that now. This life took its toll on him, but he didn’t seem to care, which sometimes left him feeling confused. Eric had no thought to his own wellbeing, all that mattered was complying with Mia’s wishes. 
 
    He wasn’t the only servant of the Schmidts’, although servant was maybe too gentle a word. Vampires had no interest in employing humans, they either fed off them or used them for their own benefits. There were some who might claim he was lucky in this regard, because at least the Schmidts’ weren’t feeding off his blood. In the dead of night, when Mia’s influence was sometimes at its weakest, a semblance of who he had been would resurface. Such rebellion never lasted long, for just being in Mia’s presence would crush it back down, re-establishing the mesmer she held him with. 
 
    There was no memory of how he came to be in this position and Eric rarely had the ability to use his conscious will. He was useful, which was enough for him. Being controlled by Mia left him feeling satisfied and content. His limbs were gripped by a pleasantness that was intoxicating. While he would take care to clothe, clean, and feed himself when he wasn’t attending to Mia’s wishes, he could sit for hours engrossed by the rightness of his body. 
 
    He had been in this house most of his adult life, his fortieth birthday having passed unnoticed. He did as Mia wished, performing a range of tasks, which included overseeing the other human automatons that cleaned and cooked and kept the estate looking trim and well maintained. Eric rarely left the house, but when he did it was merely to check that the landscaping of the pristine gardens was to the required standards. 
 
    Mistress Mia did love her garden. 
 
    “Please, let me go.” The words were an intrusion into his blankness, and Eric frowned at the man who had spoken. 
 
    “Quiet now,” Eric commanded. The man that Mia had ripped a tooth out of was lying at a slant, his head easily accessible. There would be no struggle, for a thick band was pressed across the unwilling forehead. 
 
    From a side cabinet, Eric pulled a thick suture out along with the required implements. Slowly he used the forceps to pull free the thread. 
 
    “No, please,” the meat begged. Was it right for Eric to call this man meat? He didn’t care. Meat was as good a word as any. It was annoying though, the way they always protested. Eric was past being able to understand it, and he used the thick tweezers to grab hold of the lower lip. 
 
    “Struggling will only make it worse.” Yes, that was sound advice. Eric suddenly felt elated that he had come up with such wisdom. With a well-practiced hand, he plunged the needle through the lip, quickly swapping to the opposing one. 
 
    Tape would be easier, his thoughts told him, but by the time he had plunged the needle through a second time, that idea had evaporated into the ether. 
 
    “You don’t have to do this.” Why was this man persisting, the words slightly garbled? Normally Eric would do a running X suture for ease of release, but he tied that corner of the lips together to restrict any further words. 
 
    “Of course I do.” He had to do what Mia told him, without question or delay. That way he could carry on feeling good. “Now stop talking or I will hurt you more than is necessary.” Their mewlings could be so tiresome. 
 
    Suture done, Eric examined his handiwork. It was neat and symmetrical, just as it should be. Mia was a perfectionist, which meant he was too. It had been his owner who had shown him how to work the needle, and it made him feel useful and whole to do as she asked. 
 
    “All finished,” he announced, tapping the crying man on the cheek. No more of that irritation. “Now, let’s take care of that nasty infection.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    23. 
 
    Washington DC, USA. 
 
    Surprisingly, they didn’t take David to the Washington office. Instead, he found himself sat in the back of an SUV with blacked-out windows, the drive longer than he’d expected. Ironic, perhaps because his apartment had been deliberately chosen to put him close to the seat of American power, expensive, but easily affordable with what he had managed to squirrel away over the years. Mercenary work could be lucrative. 
 
    “I heard about what happened in Liberia,” Sandra announced. She was sat next to him in the back, two men up front, a partition hiding them. At least he was trusted to be alone in the back with Sandra, although naturally they had frisked him first. His phone had been taken off him and secured in a bag that would block its signals. There was also a tail and lead car which highlighted Sandra’s newfound status within the CIA. 
 
    “I should hope so with the amount of noise I’ve made.” David had tried his best to find information on who the German could have been. There wasn’t much for him to go on, just subtle clues to help unravel the Gordian knot of this mystery. And that face, the one he would never forget. 
 
    The Liberian massacre had been done by well trained and well-equipped men, except they were using AK47s and other weapons common with terrorists. They had cleaned house and done only God knew what to Emmanuelle. To top that off, David had been left alive through a sadistic game of chance, surviving a head shot as well as one of the deadliest diseases ever to plague mankind. 
 
    “You’ve certainly been persistent.” 
 
    “I suspect you want to use the word annoying,” David corrected. The SUV he was in took a sharp turn, the partition and the blacked-out windows hiding the world outside. Where the hell were they going? “How long have you been watching me?” 
 
    “About a week,” Sandra admitted. “Your name came up in an investigation. Just so you know, there are men now searching your apartment. Standard procedure.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have shackled me and put a bag over my head, save all this pretence.” He was only half joking. 
 
    “You aren’t a suspect, David, not with what you went through. But we have to be sure.” Surprisingly, she placed a tender hand over his and gave it a reassuring squeeze. 
 
    “You mean you haven’t bugged my home?” 
 
    “We aren’t the Stasi, David. Besides, you would have spotted such an intrusion, I’m sure.” Yeah, he most likely would have. He had ways of knowing if someone, even professionals, had been in his apartment. The best thing he had was an app on his phone that allowed him to detect if things had been moved around. By taking before and after photos, the app could detect if the position of objects had been altered by mere millimetres. Then there was the alarm he had fitted himself, totally silent, but it sent an alert to his phone any time the perimeter was breached. 
 
    “You will forgive me if I hold onto my scepticism. I’m not particularly trusting these days.” 
 
    His phone hadn’t vibrated in his pocket in the cafe, so the invasion of his private space occurred after he had been asked to join Sandra on this mystery tour. Her honesty helped with the trust he found so difficult to give these days. 
 
    “Understandable. I won’t lie,” Sandra continued, “you might learn some unpleasant truths today.” 
 
    “So, what’s new?” 
 
    The small convoy eventually stopped, Sandra opening her own door, David doing likewise. They were by a concrete structure that David had never seen before, a secret facility on the edge of the nation’s capital. The three cars were parked in a courtyard surrounded by a high, circular, stone wall, razor wire not being used for its aesthetic appeal. The only way they could be overlooked would be from the sky, and no doubt the CIA had that covered.  
 
    “Follow me,” Sandra ordered, the guards flanking her. 
 
    “Why all the secrecy?” He didn’t bother asking what this place was. If he was allowed to know that information, someone would tell him eventually. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    They entered the concrete structure through a thick door, where two armed men sat behind thick glass scrutinising them and anyone in the courtyard. Further guards met them, metal detectors and full body scanners demanding the removal of all metallic items. His belt was examined and handed back to him. 
 
    Further in, steps led down, the agents from the convoy peeling off, leaving one to accompany Sandra and David. There was that trust again. 
 
    “This place is some hardcore shit.” He knew there were facilities like this all across the country. Billions farmed off the military budget to dig and construct bunkers deep into the earth. He’d been in one or two in his time, but nothing like this. 
 
    “Wait till you see the rest of it.” 
 
    They came to an elevator manned by another pair of guards, hard faced men who viewed David with suspicion. One of them handed Sandra a clipboard. 
 
    “Sign this,” Sandra insisted.  David didn’t have to ask what it was, he knew the drill. It had always amused him that the bureaucrats thought a piece of paper would stop lips flapping. 
 
    In front of him a lift opened, and they stepped in, the interior bright and clean. Two cameras looked down on him, a security measure that was no doubt rife throughout this facility. Every step he took would be watched by digital eyes. 
 
    What did the men guarding this place think they were protecting? 
 
    “There may be some difficult questions asked of you down there,” Sandra warned as the lift began to descend. There were ten subterranean floors, and David hoped they weren’t going to the one above the basement. That would be the floor for all the bad and legally dubious shit that went on. Only a boy scout would think otherwise. 
 
    This bunker wasn’t built for protection. 
 
    “Will those questions be asked by idiots?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then there won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” she pressed. “I can’t have you losing your shit.” 
 
    “You really have been checking up on me.” That wasn’t an accusation. 
 
    “David, we never stopped.” 
 
    The elevator came to rest three floors down, opening onto a bright corridor. The agent that had descended with them led the way, Sandra walking at David’s side. The guard was formidable, likely a match for David in his prime. Sandra had no doubt formed her own detail, picking men and women she could trust. 
 
    In the corridor, they met people who gave David a curious look, flashes of recognition in their faces. David had never met any of them, he was sure. 
 
    “I feel like a celebrity,” he whispered. 
 
    “Maybe you are.”  
 
    “You know you could have just skyped me,” he teased, “instead of going to all this effort.” 
 
    “Where would the fun in that be? Here we are.” 
 
    Through a door, David was guided into a conference room. Two people sat waiting for him, several folders laid out on the oval conference table. At the end of the room, a large monitor hung suspended from the wall. Emmanuelle’s face took up half the screen. 
 
    “What the hell?” He hadn’t expected that. 
 
    “Mr. Collin’s, thank you for coming,” one of the men said. 
 
    “Call me David,” he said absently. The agent pulled a seat out for him, before retiring to the corner of the room. “Can we cut all the formalities so I know what the hell this meeting is about?” David sat, Sandra pulling a chair up next to him. 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
    “David, this is Owen Smith, Deputy Director of Operations.” She didn’t introduce the other man. 
 
    “I’m assuming someone is going to tell me why you have a picture of Emmanuelle up on the wall.” 
 
    “Tell me about her,” Owen replied. “Tell me how you know her.” David looked at Sandra before continuing. 
 
    “I met her two years ago in Liberia. I was working protection for the Cal Oil company. She was a doctor stationed in the nearby hospital, part of Médecins Sans Frontières.” David paused, suddenly finding it hard to swallow. He missed the gesture Sandra made, but a glass of water was suddenly placed on the table in front of him, the agent once again stepping back into position. 
 
    His knee had started to pulse, the familiar pain in tune to his heartbeat. Soon his head would join in. 
 
    “Go on,” Owen urged. 
 
    “We were in a relationship for six months, before she was accosted by unknown men. I don’t know what happened to her, and I’ve been searching for her ever since. Hell, she could be dead for all I know.” Just saying the words made his guts feel like rot was setting in. “But then you know all this.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “You’re damned right. I created enough noise about it on Capitol Hill and the Pentagon.” He looked at Sandra again. I thought you said these people weren’t idiots he wanted to scream. 
 
    “And what condition was the doctor in when you last saw her?” 
 
    “She has a name,” David growled. 
 
    “My apologies,” Owen said passively. “I need to show more appreciation for the loss you suffered.” 
 
    “She had a gunshot wound to the face,” David added, placated by the admission. 
 
    “Please be assured there is a reason for this next question. How bad was that injury? I know this might be painful.” 
 
    “Half her jaw was hanging off.” He could see her deformed face in the centre of his imagination. “Now, what is all this?” In response, the man with Owen pushed a button on a remote, changing the image on the TV screen. Another image of Emmanuelle, this time on a street, two men bundling her into a black car, the image capturing Emmanuelle’s full face. The licence plate and the surroundings told David it was somewhere in Africa. 
 
    “That picture was taken three months ago.” Owen let the words hang there. David looked around the room, couldn’t find any deceit in any of the faces. “We were actually fortunate to acquire that picture. I’ll not go into how we got it, stuff you aren’t cleared for. Let’s just say, though, that if you hadn’t been such a pain in the arse, you wouldn’t be here looking at it.” So, I managed to do something after all, thought David. He still had huge guilt about how he had failed her that day, though in reality there was nothing more he could have done. 
 
    In the picture, Emmanuelle looked flawless. 
 
    “But that’s impossible. Her injuries…” And who were those men with her?  
 
    “Yes, I had a feeling you would say that.” What the hell did that mean? 
 
    “What if I told you Emmanuelle wasn’t part of Médecins Sans Frontières?” Sandra added. 
 
    “But I checked that,” David objected. He had done a deep dive into their records, paid someone a lot of money to hack their database. 
 
    “She’s on their list of doctors, but that information is false. We barely spotted it, due to how professional the fraud was.” Owen didn’t seem to be getting any satisfaction telling him this. 
 
    “That means that she was…” Could he say the words? 
 
    “Lying to you?” Owen was still blank in his expression. 
 
    “Yes, but you don’t understand. I knew her.” More than he knew himself. There it was though, that nagging doubt that had been living with him all this time, finally being fleshed out and fed. And right in front of him was a picture of her with no evidence of the catastrophic facial wound he had seen her suffer. Not even a hint of a scar. 
 
    “I’m afraid that might not be totally accurate.” Owen nodded to the man next to him. The monitor changed again, this time showing a passport of Emmanuelle, only with a different name and different nationality. The image was grainy, previously a photocopy or fax. The expiry date on the passport was also glaring. 
 
    1986. 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “We checked the image. Its biometrics match the woman you knew.” The monitor changed again, now showing the interior of a warehouse. Two soldiers were stood next to a line of bodies that were covered in white sheets. There must have been a dozen in total. 
 
    “What the hell’s this?” 
 
    “Nigeria, three weeks ago,” Owen replied. “We were again lucky, in a way, to have learnt about this. It’s the one time I’m actually thankful for terrorists.” 
 
    “The Nigerian military responded to an insurgency by Ansaru terrorists who attacked at multiple locations in force. This was one of those locations, a fortified warehouse north of Zuru.” Sandra sounded tense. A map of Nigeria materialised on the screen. “The soldiers arrived to a scene of utter devastation, bodies of the attackers strewn everywhere.” That was unusual, thought David. From what he knew, the Ansaru took their dead with them where they could. “The inside of the warehouse had been partly gutted by fire.”  
 
    “I don’t see the connection. I’m familiar with how widespread terrorism is in Africa,” David protested, though he knew his words were foolish. There were more revelations to come. 
 
    “The bodies under the sheets were found in the basement locked in cages. Our sources state they were all infected with Marburg. They were likely suffocated by smoke before the fire got to them, a fire that was deliberately set. Whoever was running that place left in a hurry before the Nigerian military arrived after having fought off the terrorists. We believe the intention was for the structure to collapse in on itself to conceal the evidence.” Owen was staring at David now. 
 
    “I’m guessing we are getting to the punch line?” What did this have to do with Emmanuelle…if that was even her name? 
 
    “I have your medical records from the Liberian hospital, David,” Owen said, tapping one of the files next to him. “Our analysts say this Marburg strain is a modified version of the one that infected you. From the infection and mortality rates we’ve witnessed, it’s truly some nasty shit.”  
 
    The man next to Owen changed the screen again, bringing up another picture of Emmanuelle. Another passport, German this time. 
 
    “Wait a minute, Owen, you can’t be suggesting that Emmanuelle has something to do with this?” David couldn’t believe this. “She spent her best years trying to fight Marburg.” In protest he looked at Sandra for support, but didn’t receive any. 
 
    “How do you know?” Sandra quizzed.  
 
    “What?” No, David shook his head defiantly. 
 
    “How do you know that was what she was doing?” 
 
    “Because…” Because that was what she told you. “Wait a minute, I need to think.” The foundation for the last two years of his life was being dug up beneath his feet. 
 
    “There is no Emmanuelle Macron,” Owen suddenly announced. “The identity is a fake. There is no evidence of her ever training to be a doctor, and the birth certificate on file is from a child who died in infancy.” 
 
    “How can that be?” None of this made any sense. David looked around. “Who the hell are you guys?” 
 
    “That’s the question of the ages, isn’t it?” Owen said sagely. “Let me tell you a disturbing truth about the world.” 
 
    “Is he cleared for that?” Sandra warned. 
 
    “Call it a judgement call.” Owen stood, pushing his chair back with a scrape. “David, I want to introduce you to a friend of mine.” 
 
    “A friend?” 
 
    “She’s downstairs. We call her Amy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    24. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland. 
 
    Her surname wasn’t Macron; it was Schmidt, the French accent abandoned as it no longer served a purpose.  
 
    Emmanuelle would never forget that day in the village. The injury she received had taken several days to heal, so grievous was it, and even with her regenerative powers, she still suffered recurrent discomfort in her mandible, a gnawing ache that afflicted her randomly, a reminder of her failure and her loss. Her mother had insisted the bullet that struck her was her own fault, a cosmic karma for the way she had betrayed the will of the family. 
 
    What about the way the family had betrayed her? 
 
    To date, she had never discovered for sure who shot her, but she had her suspicions. Either way, she would never forgive Devlin for that abduction, though he was ultimately just following orders. One day she hoped to gut him for what he did, but the chances of her achieving that were slim. Devlin was in another country, and she was stuck here, her purpose in the great plan now completed. Besides, his vampire genetics were stronger than hers, so the bastard would probably recover quickly from such an injury. Hell, knowing how twisted he was, he might misconstrue such an act as some kind of foreplay. 
 
    Sitting at the dining table of her mother’s substantial residence, she sipped the Irish coffee she had prepared for herself. She preferred human beverages, for she had that luxury, unlike her mother who drank only blood. Emmanuelle was part of the new race, the new order that was supposed to rule the world. Strange how she was always guarded and treated like a prisoner then. As opulent and ornate as her present surroundings were, that didn’t detract from the fact that this residence was her prison for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Emmanuelle still had a future for what it was worth, her genius mind still of possible use. 
 
    If she was allowed out onto the balcony, Emmanuelle would be able to see the city her cousin Claude had wined and dined the gullible elite of humanity in. 
 
    “You brood too much” her mother said, sat opposite her. 
 
    “I have every right to brood.” Looking down, Emmanuelle smiled at her son sprawled at her feet. His first birthday had already passed and he was growing up quickly. He was long past the nursing stage, and she hoped to raise him as human as possible in honour of his father. No doubt her mother would have something to say about that. 
 
    “It’s your own fault, you know. You allowed yourself to be distracted from your true purpose.” Her mother, Simone Schmidt, drank blood from an antique crystal glass. Of the three Schmidt sisters, Simone was the only one who liked to surround herself with such ridiculous human trinkets. “There is no time for such distractions.” 
 
    “David wasn’t a distraction. I can’t help who I love,” Emmanuelle insisted. Emmanuelle wasn’t foolish enough to mention how free of toxicity David’s blood had been. It had been a revelation when her emotional desire had overridden her vampire hunger. 
 
    “Love! How human of you.” Meant as an insult, Emmanuelle refused to take it that way. Her humanity was the best part of her. 
 
    “You should try it sometime, mother.” The boy giggled for some unknown reason, reaching up for affection. Emmanuelle picked him up, hugging the child in tight. He had David’s eyes. 
 
    “You spoil that boy.” There was clear distaste there. 
 
    “He’s all I have left.” 
 
    “Oh, seriously? You need to stop being so selfish. You have your family and your destiny. Don’t make me regret letting you live.” 
 
    “Selfish? We are about to kill the majority of the human race, and you call me selfish. I did my part.” She’d done more than that. Without Emmanuelle, the next stage might never have been possible. 
 
    “And yet you risked it all by falling in love with a mere man. You could have had so much more.” 
 
    “You seriously thought I would accept that psychopath Devlin as a mate? You would really inflict that fate on me?” 
 
    “You were promised to him,” Simone reminded her. “Now you are soiled goods.” She was allowed to help slaughter a planet but not rule her own desires, her own feelings. 
 
    “Promised? By you and my aunts, not me. I am not some brood mare for you to farm out. Why do you have the luxury of choosing who you sleep with and not me?” She clenched her teeth which caused electricity to fire off through her jaw. Emmanuelle ignored it as best she could, an unwelcome diversion. 
 
    “Have you forgotten who you are talking to?” Simone scolded. 
 
    “Have you? Without me, you wouldn’t have your grand plan.” It hadn’t been her idea, but it had been Emmanuelle’s brilliance that had perfected the last stage. Her knowledge and skill with genetics was equalled by one other of her cousins, the one who had masqueraded as Doctor Mo. His unexpected capture and death would have been a serious blow had the mastermind behind all this not taken the necessary precautions by spreading the viral development between two of the hybrids. 
 
    That seemed to be another advantage of the hybrids. Every one of them born with a brilliant mind, the vampire genes improving the human. It was mainly in their near immortal longevity that they were lacking. There was a difference between the two sexes, though. The male hybrids were closer to pure breeds in their mentality and personalities. That had been one of the surprises of the breeding programme. 
 
    The female half-breeds had a tendency to be rebellious, surprisingly human in their outlook and disappointingly not as durable making them easier to kill. 
 
    “And yet you nearly ruined everything by fucking that man. The impertinence of it. I know why you did it, but it still perplexes me that you could be so brazen.” Simone drained her glass, a singly drop leaking from between her lips. It fell from her chin before she could catch it. 
 
    That was why she always wore black. 
 
    “I wanted to feel what my heart yearned for.” Was that so bad? But David was dead now, Devlin had seen to that, the anguish of her loss still biting. Now she was watched all the time, her son kept away from her except in special moments like this. That was the leverage her mother had over her, control to ensure her devotion. 
 
    When it was all over, when humanity was dying in their billions, then she would have her son back. 
 
    “You care too much for the cattle. You are my daughter and should mind me. It might not be too late. Devlin would probably still have you, you realise that.” Her mother and aunts had all born children from human fathers, only to insist their offspring return to the old, tired traditions, fearing further dilution of the vampire genetics would be a step too far. 
 
    Emmanuelle knew that was foolish and had let her heart win her over. She hadn’t planned it but she hadn’t fought against that love either. 
 
    There was a reason cousins shouldn’t copulate. The true bloods, with their numbers so dwindled, had been forced into that by necessity, corrupting their own genetics, making her mother’s generation the last viable true blood vampires. So few females left, with most of the male vampires sterile. Human cross breeding was the experiment Mia Schmidt had been willing to risk. And it had worked. 
 
    Why shouldn’t Emmanuelle have been permitted the same luxury? She had been careful with her selection, David the ideal candidate. He was strong, noble, and of good character. He’d also fallen in love with her easily. She’d barely needed to mesmerise him. 
 
    “You know I could never be with Devlin. He’s sick, even by our standards.” When she had been dragged away from David, she had known that Devlin would kill the man she loved. There was no way for her to know that David still lived. 
 
    Her son would never see his father. 
 
    Perhaps she had been selfish, for, knowing what was coming for humanity, Emmanuelle had still let the relationship blossom. What did she think would happen? If she was given her time again though, she knew she would make the same choice. Sometimes selfishness was the one move that made any sense. 
 
    Kissing her child, she wished that David was still out there somewhere in the world. Her mother kept her isolated, a prisoner, which gave Simone control over her grandson and Emmanuelle too much time to think. Hopefully, that would all change soon when people began to die in their billions. 
 
    The plan for humanity was brilliant. Firstly, you create a strain of virus that was lethal enough to send the world into a mass panic, fuelled by governments, scientists, and the media that Claude had in his back pocket. Next, you create a vaccine and implement a mass vaccination program. That vaccine, when injected into people with rhesus positive blood antigens, resulted in the creation of a spike protein which would be expressed, particularly in the brain. The final stage was to release a second virus, Marburg-V, which was one hundred percent lethal to those with that spike protein. That gave you total control over how the virus killed. 
 
    Rid the world of most of the humans with toxic blood, and then create a world government where the vampires once again reigned supreme. 
 
    “You spent too long there. What if someone had detected your work in the blood of those you experimented on?” Her mother was of course referring to the villagers. Under the guise of her fake medical credentials, she had originally gone to Liberia to use an isolated village as a test site for her virus protocol, knowing that Marburg was always a risk in that region. Injecting people in a laboratory was one thing, but there was nothing better than watching how it spread in an isolated and remote community. 
 
    Soon after arriving, she had met David and her world had flipped. She’d never planned for it, and she found herself making excuses as to why her experiments needed to be delayed, spending months there rather than weeks. As her relationship flourished, Emmanuelle realised what her life had been missing and she began to have second thoughts about her part in the great plan. 
 
    She had become distracted, and had made a crucial mistake. 
 
    If David’s medical records had shown anything other than a rhesus negative blood group, maybe she would have abandoned her part in Claude’s apocalypse altogether. 
 
    Love. Her parents and cousins wouldn’t be able to understand, so she hid the relationship, her family becoming more exasperated with the slow progress. The liaison with David became her focus, the virus almost an afterthought. For the first time, she understood why tenderness and devotion was so important to humanity. 
 
    The required Liberian trial run involved her injecting half the villagers with a much-weakened strain of her Marburg. She had to be certain that the virus, when released, would be as contagious as possible. 
 
    The manipulation for the spike protein came later. Her recent time in Nigeria the final of several tests. 
 
    The worldwide deaths needed to be controlled for there had to be some humans left to feed off. Unfortunately, the Liberian Marburg turned out to be more lethal than expected, an error on her part. Worse than that, the experiment had spread to neighbouring villages, a failure of her scientific method, a disaster that she had allowed to progress due to her eyes being focused on other things. Devlin had swooped in to salvage things, sent with a team of Claude’s security forces. 
 
    Her constant delay and excuses had aroused suspicion among her family, an operative sent to monitor her. Her relationship with David was obvious, even to an outsider, and thus Devlin and his gang of cut throats were sent to clean house. On that fateful day, Emmanuelle had gone to the village to check who had become contaminated, only to find the whole village slaughtered, most of the bodies burnt beyond recognition. All the clinical data in her laboratory was seized, her office ransacked, the people in two other villages gunned down and burnt. 
 
    Marburg infected villages killed by terrorists. It barely made the international news. 
 
    It had been her insistence that the experiments should be done in isolated villages, so the natural spread of her virus could be assessed. She’d never thought it could be so lethal, highlighting the limitations of her own brilliance. Her genius had been corrupted by arrogance, an infection that was rife in the Schmidt clan. 
 
    Nobody trusted her now, so the later experiments had been done in a secure facility with her under armed guard while her son had been kept here with her mother. That hadn’t ended well either but at least she wasn’t to blame for that mess. 
 
    Emmanuelle felt she had no choice and had done what was asked of her, but still she was made to pay this penance. 
 
    “You should have let me live my life,” Emmanuelle insisted. 
 
    “Why?” Simone clearly found the idea preposterous. “We didn’t send you there for that. You saw what being distracted caused. Devlin shouldn’t have had to clean up your mess. You made an unforgivable mistake,” Simone said with certainty. She held the child at arm’s length, his little legs wriggling. The child clearly displeased her, and yet Emmanuelle knew her mother would protect him.  
 
    “David wasn’t a mistake.” He had shown her the true face of humanity’s potential. His loss had driven her to despair and she had almost refused to participate further in the grand scheme. It was then she learnt she was pregnant and knew she had no chance but to comply. Simone, her beloved mother, had threatened to rip the unborn from her womb and forcibly feed it to Emmanuelle. That had not been a bluff. 
 
    “I don’t see why you are so smitten,” Simone scoffed. “Humans are there to be used. They are our food.” Emmanuelle laughed at that. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Your grand scheme. Liberia and Nigeria should have shown you how easily things can go wrong. This plan has a major flaw that you are all ignoring.” Emmanuelle had tried to tell Claude, but he had merely dismissed her pessimism, blinded by what he hoped to create. 
 
    “What flaw?” 
 
    “You are all forgetting humanity’s greatest strength.” The child burped, drool dribbling from his mouth. In disgust, Simone wiped the child face. 
 
    “The only strength humans have is their numbers. We will see to that.” 
 
    “You told me yourself, vampires underestimated humanity once before. You and Mia are doing it again.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” With the toddler precariously balanced on her lap, Simone refilled her glass from the bottle that she had recently filled. 
 
    “Humans are greedy and lustful for power. Forgetting that will be our undoing. Claude thinks he can control them through his secret societies. When the survivors of this apocalypse turn on him, I will be there to gloat.” Emmanuelle didn’t expect her mother to smile at that. 
 
    “We shall see.” What did her mother know? “Time for you to go back to your room, I think.” 
 
    “You mean my cell.” 
 
    “It’s for your own good,” Simone persisted. 
 
    “I need to spend more time with my son.” These visits weren’t enough. Emmanuelle had been told time and again that she shouldn’t have these feelings of attachment, that they were an aberration to what the new world was supposed to look like. How was she supposed to respond to that? She had loved David, an emotion that had overpowered her and transformed her thoughts. He had taken her down a rabbit hole of ideas and beliefs that were supposed to be alien to her. She had no such feelings for her mother or any of her extended family. 
 
    But then her son had been born, and another bond had formed. Emmanuelle would do anything for her boy and endure this isolation. 
 
    She wanted to say something more, but her mother’s fingers were now around her son’s throat, a single talon, extending. Not just sharp at the tip, but along its edges, like a razor in its cutting ability, stronger than steel in its durability. 
 
    One wrong word now, and Emmanuelle knew the danger she faced. That talon could slit her son’s throat from carotid to carotid. There was no way of telling if he could survive that, for she hadn’t had the opportunity to test her son’s healing ability. 
 
    The only thing that would stop her mother was the control that could be wrought by holding the child hostage. Emmanuelle longed for the time when she would have unfettered access to the one last link to her humanity she had. Most of the other hybrids felt their human halves represented a weakness, the emotions and feelings something to master, to conquer. Emmanuelle had thought that way too once. 
 
    But then she had met David and had a son. That had changed everything. Her humanity was the best part of her. 
 
    “And you will. But not until we are swimming in human corpses.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry, my virus will do the trick.” Emmanuelle rose from her chair. “Can I at least kiss him goodbye?” she pleaded.  
 
    “Of course. You see, you can be agreeable and courteous.” Simone kept the finger poised though, lest her daughter try and wrestle the child free. Emmanuelle kissed her son on the forehead, which evoked that giggle again. How she loved to hear that sound. 
 
    Yes mother, my virus will give you the death count you seek. And so much more. I wonder how you will react when you realise what I have done. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    25. 
 
    Washington DC, USA. 
 
    “What the fuck?” David was stood in front of what was obviously a prison cell. Instead of bars, one wall was dominated by a thick Perspex viewing window, the rest concrete, the cell’s lights embedded in the ceiling. The cell had one occupant despite its ability to easily hold more. 
 
    “An adequate response to what you are seeing.” Owen was stood next to him, hands clutched behind his back. Sandra and her guard were also present, as were two heavily armed men positioned rigidly either side of the window. They wore the latest in high tech body armour, their M27 IARs clutched, ready. David couldn’t see their faces, the black masks they wore hiding their features. 
 
    “You have a kid in a cage under armed guard.” David tried not to sound incredulous, but he wasn’t sure he succeeded. He’d seen enough screwed up shit in his time. “That’s messed up, even for Uncle Sam. I’m surprised at you, Sandra.” Sandra’s face remained passive despite the condemnation. 
 
    “If you assume this is some innocent, young urchin plucked from her mother’s loving arms, that would be the worst mistake you could ever make.” Owen stepped closer to the window and slammed his palm on it three times. 
 
    The room contained a single cot that had been ripped partly to pieces. There was a steel toilet and a connected sink, but that was barely noticed by David. In the corner of the room, a child sat curled up, face hidden beneath protective arms. The mattress from the cot was also in shreds, brown and red smears coating most of the walls and the floor. The inside of the window had numerous palm prints, blood and faecal matter the available paint. 
 
    The child had wrecked the prison that contained her. 
 
    As soon as Owen hit the window, the figure exploded into action, uncurling herself and charging at the glass. What David had first thought to be a child of around six was more of a deformed, feral travesty of a youngster. The pyjamas she wore were heavily stained with sweat and bodily waste, ripped and clinging on by threads. 
 
    This was like no child David had ever seen, and it collided with the window, fists hitting with a force that shouldn’t have been possible. David stepped back, eyes wide. 
 
    “You don’t really get used to it,” Sandra admitted. As David watched, the creature—because that was the best way to describe it—tried to bite the Perspex. It’s canines and incisors were long and wickedly sharp. There was something wrong with the face too, as if the muscles underneath were engaged in total chaos. 
 
    Most noticeable of all, though, were the eyes, sunk deep into the skull and shockingly red. If Owen hadn’t prompted things by saying the name Amy, David would have struggled to guess the creature’s sex. Where had this abomination come from? 
 
    “This is Amy?” David didn’t retreat any further, although the child thing was painful to look at.  
 
    “She was found running wild in the Tongass National Forest. Killed seven people that we know of. The press reported it as a grizzly attack due to the destruction done to the bodies.” Owen didn’t add the details of the operation behind her capture or the events that led up to her discovery. 
 
    “What exactly am I looking at?” 
 
    “Why that’s simple, David. Amy is a vampire.” Owen turned to David as he spoke. 
 
    “A vampire?” If there was a punchline, David would very much like to hear it. On the other side of the window, Amy had begun headbutting the window with enough strength to break normal human bone. 
 
    “Yep. Drinks blood and likes to rip out necks. Totally wild and sitting right at the top of the food chain.” Owen rested his finger against the window. “This Perspex is twelve inches thick, composite reinforced, and it needs to be. You couldn’t comprehend the strength and agility of this thing.” 
 
    “You’ve been busy since we last met,” David said to Sandra. 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe.” It would seem that Sandra was more than just the messenger. “It’s certainly not how I expected my CIA career would turn out.” 
 
    “How durable is this thing?” David enquired. He could see the gouges that had been dug out of the concrete walls, claw marks that shouldn’t have been possible. 
 
    “A gunshot to the abdomen will just piss it off,” Owen promised. “We know that from experience. It will regenerate from most injuries that would kill a man”. 
 
    “Injuries like those Emmanuelle received?” David had already sussed out why he had been shown Amy. 
 
    “Exactly.” Owen pressed a button by the window, and it went completely opaque. “Amy is totally uncontrollable. Any attempt at communication has failed. It’s basically growing up to be a killing machine.” 
 
    “That doesn’t describe Emmanuelle.” To David, Emmanuelle had been the kindest person he had ever met. He still couldn’t believe this development. 
 
    “What you need to understand, David,” Sandra interjected, “is that our knowledge of vampires is pretty limited experience-wise. Amy is the only one we have left in captivity, but we strongly expect there are others, more intelligent.” 
 
    “Left?” 
 
    “Amy came in a pair. One of them died.” Sandra didn’t go into that further. 
 
    “And yet you are implying the woman I still love is one of these things.” What was he supposed to do with that knowledge? Your soulmate is still alive and unharmed, but oh, she seems to be one of the undead. Sorry about that. 
 
    “Let’s just say we have our suspicions,” Owen conceded. 
 
    “We were hoping you could give us some insights into her character,” Sandra explained. 
 
    “I don’t see that I can. The woman I knew doesn’t match the picture you’ve been painting.” 
 
    “Let’s get you a decent cup of coffee and you can tell us what you know.” It was Sandra who made the offer. David didn’t decline. With the creature now hidden, he still wanted to be as far away from it as he could. 
 
    It was the sort of thing nightmares were made of, and David didn’t need any more fuel to stoke the fire of madness that threatened to take him nearly every night. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Tell us what you remember of that day,” Sandra enquired. The day in question was the one where David had failed to protect Emmanuelle, the memory of which had tortured him ever since. 
 
    Sandra and Owen sat opposite David, nobody else in the conference room. This wasn’t an interrogation; it was the accumulation of the knowledge in his head. 
 
    “I met Emmanuelle early because she wanted to go out to the village. She seemed agitated which was unusual.” 
 
    “Did you normally go with her on these visits?” 
 
    “Sometimes. Others I sent one of the other mercs. The terrorist threat had been pretty eradicated by then, but I still didn’t like her going out alone. When we got to the village there was nobody about. We radioed it in and searched the place. It wasn’t long before we found the bodies.” 
 
    “Was it your idea to check out the village?” Sandra held him with an intense stare. It was clear to him that there was still a bombshell to be dropped on him. 
 
    “I said we should leave, but Emmanuelle insisted on staying.” No notes were being taken by the two CIA operatives. Everything here was being recorded. Every inflection and facial expression David made would be analysed and studied. 
 
    “And you went in anyway,” Owen pointed out. 
 
    “Em insisted. She was worried about her patients.” 
 
    “Just to clarify,” Sandra interrupted, “it was against your better judgement.” 
 
    “Yeah,” David agreed, although his features tightened. “I should have put my foot down, but I always struggled to do that with her. I still look back and think that was the worst mistake I ever made.” 
 
    “Why do you think that was?” Owen persisted. 
 
    “I’m assuming these questions are leading somewhere?” David asked in a challenging tone. 
 
    “We’ve been open about what we do here. We need you to do the same,” Owen continued, keeping strong eye contact. 
 
    “We wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important,” Sandra reassured. 
 
    “In answer to your question, I don’t know. By then, Em had dragged me out of a really dark place, showed me it was okay to live again. I think the trust I had for her made me blinkered. Love is blind and all that.” 
 
    “What did you find in the village?” Sandra’s question brought an image flooding back, the first hut he encountered containing the burnt bodies. 
 
    “Nearly everyone had been killed, bodies piled up and burnt. Some of the dead were in huts, others in mounds outside. More had been thrown in a dry riverbed, probably mowed down in the surroundings as they ran.” David had later found out that nobody from the village had survived.  
 
    “Nearly everyone?” Sandra pressed. 
 
    “We found a mother and her baby. The mother’s eyes and mouth were bleeding and she was too terrified of us.” It occurred to David that he hadn’t told most of this story in such detail, instead bottling it up where it rotted and fermented his thoughts. 
 
    “Tell me about the men who attacked you.” David exhaled heavily at Owen’s question. 
 
    “Well trained and professional. They were using AKs which matched the ammunition casings I found on scene. They were wearing black fatigues and body armour, faces masked. Led by a real son of a bitch.” The man he now hunted. Reaching into his jacket, David pulled out a folded piece of paper and passed it across. 
 
    “What’s this?” Sandra looked at the ink drawing. 
 
    “I keep it with me. It’s what I remember the man who shot me looked like.” 
 
    “This is good quality,” Owen added. 
 
    “I liked to draw when I was young. Had a gift for it.” 
 
    “Could the men who attacked have been Islamic militants?” asked Owen. It wouldn’t be the first time a westerner joined their cause. 
 
    “Not a chance. They were too good. They were methodical, brutal, and well trained.” 
 
    “Why do you think they were there?”  
 
    “Sandra, I have a suspicion you have a better idea on that than I do.” It was one of the things that hadn’t fit until now. 
 
    “Indulge me,” Sandra persisted. 
 
    “With what I have learnt today, I’m wondering if Emmanuelle was the main reason. It was the perfect place to take her, away from the armed enclosure of the oil rigs and company hospital.” Cal Oil had established a medical facility for the oil workers and their families. Emmanuelle had helped set up most of it, persuading the company to allow the locals to seek treatment there. It gave her somewhere to do her viral research. 
 
    She could be persuasive. 
 
    “I want to run a scenario past you. See what you think. Will you indulge me?” Owen kept an impassive face as he spoke. I’m not threatening you, he was saying, just laying out a possibility. 
 
    “Sure. I think I know already what you are going to say, though.” David shook his head and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “We think Emmanuelle was there to test a strain of the Marburg virus, and we also think she was involved in the Nigerian outbreak. We think she is somehow linked to the creature we have locked up downstairs, but we also deduce that she is somehow being coerced.” 
 
    “There are a lot of what ifs there, Owen.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree. There is much about all this we don’t know.” 
 
    “At least you can admit that. I still find it hard to believe that Em was responsible for infecting all those people. You didn’t know her.” Emmanuelle had been the best person he had ever met. Had that now changed? Had Emmanuelle somehow played him? If she had, it would be a betrayal he would likely never recover from, even if she was still alive as now seemed possible. 
 
    “The German, you want revenge, don’t you?” Sandra had clearly seen right through him. 
 
    “Of course. I want to rip his heart out and feed it to him.” David suddenly had a thought. “Wait, do you know who he is?” 
 
    “No,” Owen said without hesitation. “His identity, and those of his men have eluded us, although that might change now that we have an image of him.” 
 
    “Shame. You can keep that, I’ve got others,” David said, pointing at the paper. His brow suddenly furrowed. “Can I tell you something fucked up?” 
 
    “Please,” Sandra insisted. 
 
    “I have memories of being shot, but they are all scrambled. Until now I put it down to hallucinations caused by the pain. But…”  
 
    “Go on.” Sandra leaned forward. If she was closer, she might have grabbed David’s hand. 
 
    “I have dreams about it. The German didn’t just shoot me in the knee. He kicked it too, and then rammed a finger in the bullet hole. I recall him sucking my blood off his finger, but I don’t know if that was real.” Both CIA operatives nodded solemnly. 
 
    “One more question.” Owen paused to look at Sandra who gave him a curt nod. Who was in charge between these two, David wondered? 
 
    “Ask away.” David was getting weary now, his body starting to reject the unfamiliar environment. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who might be spying on your apartment?” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” That wasn’t possible. 
 
    “It was expertly done, hidden cameras on the building across the street, one of them thermal. They were positioned to monitor your apartment. Our guys missed it on the first sweep because they were well hidden. Someone has been watching you.” 
 
    “You checked the buildings across the street?” 
 
    “Standard procedure now with the way technology has advanced,” Sandra reminded him. “Your adversary must have been aware you would sweep your apartment regularly.” 
 
    “I live in Washington, what would you expect?” In all fairness though, he would have expected the watchers to be his own government, not some unknown force lurking out there in the world. 
 
    “Yes, Sandra said you had a touch of paranoia. Looks like that’s justified.” 
 
    “You’re damned right its justified.” David still couldn’t believe his apartment was watched. “I don’t know who would want to spy on me. Do you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t us, David,” Sandra reassured. “What we do know is that the cameras were topped off with directional microphones. Your street is quiet enough to get away with it. We found tracking and keystroke malware on your laptop as well. Cutting edge, stuff our tech guys haven’t even seen before. Somebody is going to immense lengths to keep tabs on you.” 
 
    “Shit.” And David had missed it all. “I mean, I know I’ve pissed off some people in the past, but this?” Despite his scepticism, David was finding this believable. He had a sense he could trust Sandra and Owen. But what about their superiors? 
 
    “We found a satellite transmitter on the building opposite. It’s well hidden, but it’s there. Wired directly to the cameras.” At least Owen wasn’t gloating. So much for my counter surveillance training, thought David. “There’s no way we can track the signal.” 
 
    “Whoever is watching probably won’t know their surveillance is blown.” Sandra threw that in, although there was no need. 
 
    “They’ll know, we have to make that assumption. I guess I’m compromised. Does that make me useless to you, then?” That was all assuming he could trust what was being said. Sandra and Owen shared another look. 
 
    “Not necessarily.” That was the best reassurance Owen could give. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who is watching me?” 
 
    “We have some thoughts. Nothing we can share at present.” Keeping your cards close to your chest, eh Owen? 
 
    “Come on, this is my life we are talking about,” David protested. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s a minor consideration,” Sandra countered. David was surprised she had said that rather than Owen. 
 
    “Thank you for your time and candour,” Owen replied. “You have been very helpful.” 
 
    “What, that’s it?” 
 
    “Sandra will see you out,” Owen said standing. 
 
    “Hang on a damned minute.” Owen didn’t though, leaving the room. 
 
    “We need to evaluate where we go from here,” Sandra mollified. 
 
    “Bullshit. You can’t leave me hanging like this.” 
 
    “And we don’t intend to, but this is a precarious situation we are in.” 
 
    “Okay, so why don’t you explain it to me, then?” 
 
    “Not now. I’ll contact you in a few days.” It was Sandra’s time to stand. 
 
    “Come on, Sandra. You know how important this is to me.” 
 
    “Listen to yourself, man. What makes you think anyone here cares about that?” That was the brutal truth. 
 
    “I just…” What? What had he been expecting here? Owen and Sandra had already told him more than they should have.  
 
    “Go home, David. Once we know something more, I’ll contact you.” From a pocket, Sandra withdrew a phone and slid it across the table to him. A gesture. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “For now. Be careful who you contact now. Know that we will also be watching you.” And there it was, the subtle threat he’d been waiting for all along. 
 
    “Why do I feel like you are sending me out there to be bait?” 
 
    “That’s not our intention,” Sandra lied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    26. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland, 1963. 
 
    Claude Schmidt waited patiently despite the importance of the mission today. The interior of the bank was impressive, stone columns forging up from the marble floor to help keep up the high arched ceiling. This was a bank for those with serious wealth, one of many that had benefited from Switzerland’s wise neutrality. Rumour had it that this bank in particular had profited substantially from Nazi gold being deposited in its vaults. No rumour, the manager of this bank overseeing enough gold to buy a country. 
 
    The Nazis were no more, but the gold remained. 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be long now,” a receptionist said nervously. It wasn’t normal for someone as affluent as Claude to be kept waiting like this. In fairness, he was here as representative for his mother who had accumulated the money over several centuries, but still, such aberrations in the established practice of brown-nosing clients caused a tension in the air. 
 
    “Do not concern yourself. These things can’t be helped.” Claude flashed his handsome smile at her, hearing her heart skip a beat. If she knew what he was, she would have run screaming in terror. Instead, perhaps she was fantasising about the day a handsome and rich man would sweep her off her feet and take her away from all this. Claude would not be that man for he had no interest in marriage. 
 
    His mother had promised him one of his cousins as a mate, but he had no time for such games. That could come later. 
 
    A door behind the receptionist opened, the Count finally making an appearance. Count Otto Von Habsburg looked exactly as he would nearly sixty years later, frail and gaunt. In his prime, the Count would have fed every day to feed his muscles and keep him in the prime of health. No doubt he now lived on a subsistence diet to avoid the discovery of his true nature. The legend that vampires had immortality wasn’t technically true, especially with the restrictions hiding in plain sight had on one’s ability to feast on human blood. The Count was ageing and would eventually wither. But that was hundreds of years from now, unless something other than natural causes intervened. 
 
    His present appearance had its advantages, of course, for he certainly looked the part of the serious and dedicated banker. 
 
    “Mr. Schmidt, if you would come through.” Arrogance dripped from the Count’s every pore. What must it be like to work for such a man? At least there would be no risk of sexual harassment, which for this receptionist might be a blessing. 
 
    “My dear Count, so good of you to see me.” Claude rose, his muscular body almost a force of nature. He didn’t need to exercise to keep in shape, his genetics just brought it naturally. Claude had also learnt to thoroughly control his transformatory abilities, which meant he could walk about with a fraction of the beast he could become on display. It gave Claude an animalistic quality that men feared and some women desired. 
 
    The Count shook his head and retreated back into his office, leaving the door open. If you hadn’t kept me waiting, this would all be done now. 
 
    “I was wondering,” Claude suddenly said, pausing at the receptionist’s desk. He towered over her, blocking the natural light that was pouring in through one of the roof windows. “Are you free for dinner this evening? I know a lovely little restaurant on the lake front.” 
 
    “Sir, I…I don’t know what to say.” The suit Claude wore was worth five times what this woman earned in a year. 
 
    “Don’t decide now. Think on it and let me know when I am free of your Count.” Claude shared a conspiratorial wink, and stalked past her. He knew she would say yes, having already wormed his thoughts into her inferior mind. Unlike true bloods, he had certain desires that needed fulfilling, and this fresh-faced girl would be good for an evening. 
 
    He wouldn’t ruin her, for that might upset the Count he was now about to see. Good staff were hard to find these days and Claude wouldn’t want to hamper the organisation looking after his mother’s fortune. The receptionist would be given an evening she would fondly remember and would be allowed to live with her memories. Besides, her smell told Claude her blood was foul, tainted with the toxin that was so lethal to the few vampires that survived. 
 
    “Close the door,” the Count ordered. He was stood over by a large window that dominated one wall of his office. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me.” With the door closed, Claude didn’t wait to be invited to sit down, taking a comfortable seat at the side of the room. That received an impatient glance from the vampire banker. 
 
    “I would like to make this quick. You have a stench about you.” 
 
    “Really? And to think I bathed especially.” Claude’s mother had warned him the Count would be hostile. Most vampires were when it came to the desecration of their sacred bloodlines. 
 
    “Your mother should have come. Instead, she sent you.” 
 
    “Yes. She would have come herself, but she is otherwise engaged.” As it happened Mia was in Africa visiting one of her sisters. Another half-breed was about to be born. Claude was about to gain a cousin. Such happy days, the baby’s name already chosen. 
 
    Emmanuelle. 
 
    “And what does your mother want?” Turning, the Count returned to his desk and sat down wearily behind it. 
 
    “There are several investments she wishes to make.” Claude extracted an envelope from his jacket and flipped it onto the Count’s desk. “We wish to create a foundation. My mother has great plans.” 
 
    “She could have wired the instructions.” That was how things were normally done. Mia’s wealth was considerable, seven billion dollars in this bank alone. Keeping it here was a gesture on her mother’s part, almost a form of penance. It helped prop up the bank and thus supported the vampires who ran it, especially the interest which she graciously donated to their cause. 
 
    “I am also to inspect the vault. My mother wishes me to remove several items from her safety deposit box.” Claude held his wrist up, showing the key dangling from the formidable chain hidden beneath the shirt cuff. 
 
    “This is highly irregular.” 
 
    “I don’t see why. You know who I am, and you will find my mother’s written permission in that envelope. I am sure you know her signature by now.” 
 
    “I meant it is irregular that I should be having to attend to a creature such as yourself.” Claude just smiled in return. His ego wasn’t going to be bruised this day. 
 
    “Are you refusing an instruction from a member of the Grey Council?” It would be a decade yet before Mia Schmidt would be stripped of her title and subsequently exiled from the vampire clan. Despite the scandal caused by the three female Schmidts mating and threatening to bare children sired by human sperm, they were still a powerful force in the vampire world. That would change, but by then it would be too late to stop what had been set in motion. 
 
    “No. I will get my receptionist to take you down there.” 
 
    “But that would never do. Surely someone so vital to the financial integrity of this bank deserves true VIP treatment. I insist you give me the grand tour of this fine institution.” The Count’s cheeks pulsed as he ground his teeth. 
 
    “You insist on taking liberties. Very well.” The Count rose. “One day though, you and your mother will go too far.” 
 
    “And I look forward to that day.” 
 
    “You think yourself so clever, don’t you?” 
 
    “On the contrary, Count. But history has shown me which way the wind is blowing.” In fact, I am that wind, here to blow some sense into your dark heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    Claude was alone. There were five security boxes he could have chosen to open, but today he was only interested in the smallest one. It lay closed on a tall table in front of him, a red velvet privacy curtain closed behind him leaving him the single soul in the tiny room. 
 
    Inside was an intricately carved wooden box, the wood ancient and from a time before human civilisation. About the size of three stacked hardback books, it had weathered the test of time well, placed here before the war for safe keeping. There was no lock, for its construction was a puzzle only four people knew how to open. 
 
    The box was supposed to have been lost long ago, its contents now classed as forbidden by what was left of vampire culture. 
 
    While one could use brute force to gain entry, that would be unwise, for the contents were truly deadly. This box had survived the collapse of vampire civilisation and had been protected for thousands of years by those who one day hoped to utilise what was inside. The vampires might have rejected technology due to their superstitions about how their world ended, but there had been a select few who secretly kept a firm hold of the old ways, keepers of arcane and now forbidden knowledge. 
 
    Mia Schmidt’s father had been one of those vampires, and had brought her daughter up to respect science. Secretly though, lest their kind turn on them. 
 
    Rumour had it that the legend of Pandora’s Box stemmed from the item lying before Claude. 
 
    “Obtain the box and bring its contents to me,” his mother had ordered him. 
 
    First, he inspected it. There were several tell tales on the exterior that would indicate if it had been tampered with, and they were all intact. His mother had told him what to look for, and how to open it. She knew he could be trusted, and also knew that he would be curious as to why he had travelled across a continent to fetch the mysterious item. 
 
    Pressing a slight indentation on one side, he heard something click which allowed him to begin the process of opening it. The box had been constructed, ironically, by a human craftsman, one of many slaves the vampires once kept alive for domestic chores. In those days, humanity had lived in a caste system, with a privileged minority overseeing the cattle to the benefit of their vampire lords. 
 
    That was before the Great Change, the day the first human was born with toxic blood. 
 
    It took a full minute to open the box, Claude tenderly pulling the lid open wide. The vacuum inside broke, air rushing in, the cold visibly escaping. The inside was a tray lined with a soft foam-like substance which protected twenty finger-sized glass vials. Each vial contained a black, viscous fluid. Claude did not pull them out for further inspection, for he was happy that everything was as it should be. 
 
    His mother would be pleased. In a sane world this box would have been locked away never to be needed, but the world was changing. The humans were exploding in population, their technology now starting to surpass that of their former vampire masters. It was the vampires that had created a great ancient civilisation, but it was the humans that had now started to go insane with their science, arguably making the same mistakes the vampires themselves had made. 
 
    Nuclear weapons now threatened to reduce the earth to a barren husk, and that wouldn’t do for anyone, which was why Mia needed the box. It was her insurance, a back-up plan filled with viruses long ago created and collected. Every one of those viruses was utterly lethal to mankind. To control a thing, one had to be able to destroy it. 
 
    There was more inside, though. Claude lifted the top level of foam out revealing more vials beneath. Twenty of them. These didn’t contain viruses, but something more important. The blood of his ancestors, long since dead, preserved by the technological marvels this box contained. 
 
    Now that Mia and her sisters had perfected the creation of hybrid offspring, it was time to begin the manipulation of humanity. Vampires had rarely played in the fate of man, too afraid of discovery, the vampires slowly dwindling in numbers. In some countries they had been hunted to extinction, the stories of the blood suckers drifting into myth, nighttime tales to frighten children in their beds. 
 
    Mia and her sisters wanted to change all that and that had needed a new breed of vampire, one that could surpass vampire and human alike. The vampire’s biggest weakness was their constant need for blood. Hybrids like Claude changed all that, able to survive on human food while still being able to gain strength from human haemoglobin. 
 
    The contents of this box would give Mia so many possibilities and provide insights into the next stage of the developing plan. Whatever her mother was cooking up in her devious head would surely change the world. 
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    26. 
 
    Washington DC, USA. Present Day. 
 
    David had known from the start of all this that causing waves would have had a direct impact on his privacy. An hour ago, he had learnt that it wasn’t his own government that had been spying on him which should have been reassuring. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    The CIA hadn’t found anything on David’s phone, but that just meant it had probably been cloned, suggesting that everything that happened on it could be seen by another person. Every message, text, and website he went on, as well as allowing someone to eavesdrop on all his conversations. David hoped whoever these people were had enjoyed the loud rants he’d engaged in over the last few months. 
 
    He would still use that phone, but to his own advantage now. He had been given a clean and encrypted burner by Sandra which she would use to contact him. 
 
    Or so she claimed. There were no contact numbers stored on that phone, so any kind of communication would be entirely one-way. 
 
    Although there was no way of knowing how long the cameras watching him had been there, what troubled him the most was that this enemy might know how weak he was. They could have been there to witness the times he had nearly killed himself, sharing David’s journey into near alcoholism before he had managed to pull himself out of that dive. Had his watcher witnessed the height of his shame and despair? 
 
    According to Owen the surveillance gear was top-of-the-line. Not something you could just buy off the internet or electronics store. Whoever had him watched was a professional, cunning enough not to risk planting anything in his apartment. It wouldn’t have been hard to install those cameras across the street without drawing attention to oneself. A man with a ladder and high-vis jacket would have gone unnoticed. 
 
    How long had he been watched? 
 
    Someone with resources and wealth had gone to immense lengths to do this, the sort of thing normally only a state backed agency would do, but that didn’t make sense. David wasn’t important, didn’t have world changing state secrets in his possession. He was a broken ex-soldier searching for the woman he loved and the German who had taken her. 
 
    That kind of narrowed down the list of suspects. Whoever his voyeur was, they had to be connected to Liberia. It was the one thing that made sense. 
 
    Standing on the threshold of his apartment, he had visions of it being wrecked inside. On opening the door, he found that wasn’t so. The CIA hadn’t ransacked the place, although there was evidence of them being here. Passing from room to room he saw where they had hunted for hidden devices, light fittings and electrical sockets having been pulled from walls and ceilings. 
 
    They could have bloody cleaned up after themselves. 
 
    “We haven’t removed any of the devices,” Sandra had told him. “I suggest you buy a new laptop and phone, though.” 
 
    What did his watcher know about him? Whoever it was had enough insight into his life to know where he lived. Taking out his old phone, he stripped out the sim card and pulled the battery free. It was a cheap flip phone style, the so-called smart phones never being of interest to him. The important phone numbers were in his head. 
 
    There was the instinct to destroy it entirely, but instead he put the pieces in a drawer. 
 
    His apartment should have felt secure now, but it wasn’t. People were intruding into his life, poking their noses into his affairs. It was a good job thermal imagery didn’t give detailed pictures. The blurry images would be just to see when he was at home and perhaps if he had any visitors. David rarely left the curtains open, preferring the gloom which went with his bubbling depression. 
 
    With the knowledge of this intrusion, he could have stayed in a hotel, but he knew that would be counterproductive. David was close to unearthing the answers to the mystery that had plagued him. Running away would put him further from that awful truth. 
 
    To know that he was being watched, though. Who was responsible for such an invasion of his privacy and why? 
 
    His laptop and phone were what bothered him the most. How had they been compromised? The laptop could have been hacked over the internet, but the phone would have needed someone to be in proximity to him for any cloning to occur. If it had occurred, there would have been countless opportunities. His enemy had gotten close to him, close enough to take him out had the desire occurred. 
 
    David felt like someone was playing with him. 
 
    “David?” He was jolted out of his thoughts, turning to see Julie there, half her body poking out of her own doorway. 
 
    “Hi Julie.” 
 
    “David there were people in your apartment earlier. Did the building super tell you?” 
 
    “It’s okay, I know all about it.” I know you mean well Julie, but please stay out of this. “Just work colleagues.” That wasn’t technically a lie. 
 
    “Is everything okay?”  
 
    “Yeah. No problems. See you, Julie.” He knew he was a bit abrupt there, but his mind was trying to focus on fixing this immediate problem. He didn’t linger any longer, stepping through and closing the door behind him. Julie needed to stay out of his life, because it just added to his newfound complications. 
 
    Should he be here? Now that he was aware of the surveillance, he felt violated, probably in danger, although the latter he didn’t care about. There was still that part of him that would welcome the blissful release of death, to no longer have to endure. That was why suicide had been such an appeal to him, drawing him into its welcome arms. 
 
    You don’t need to suffer anymore. 
 
    This game, whatever its purpose, needed to end one way or another. If he was being stalked, then let whoever it was come for him. That was all assuming he was being told the truth. David hadn’t seen the secret cameras, so was taking their existence on trust alone. This was where the paranoia started to play with him, worming doubt and thoughts of betrayal into his head. If real, it was definitely possible that the very agency who had told him about the cameras were responsible for them. 
 
    He stood for a moment to coordinate his options. Sandra and Owen were either on the level or he was being masterfully played by them. The latter didn’t make sense to him, not with the information he had, so for now he would reject that idea. 
 
    He had to trust someone, someone who had promised him more revelations. All of this should have been a minor consideration to him though, because Emmanuelle was alive. Why didn’t he feel elation at that fact?  
 
    *** 
 
    An active agent in the land of the old enemy. Khristina didn’t like this, not one bit, but she had to trust the instincts of her director. He had recruited her, given her a life of mission and purpose, and now that was all under threat. This was a considerable risk, despite the promises made. 
 
    Khristina hadn’t been surprised to learn that the Americans knew of the vampire threat and were working against it in their own way. They had always been a formidable adversary, despite themselves, and the budget they threw at covert intelligence operations dwarfed anything Russia could achieve. It was perhaps inevitable that some of that apparatus would uncover the undead lurking there in the mountains and forests, of which America was impressively blessed with. 
 
    The motorbike purred beneath her as she weaved in and out of traffic. She was meeting her contact at a neutral place, Orlov already there concealed as best he could. He was her backup, and she his. Two warriors about to share knowledge with a foe they shouldn’t have been able to trust. 
 
    Up ahead, the obelisk of the Washington monument came into view. She was early, but then she knew her contact was already there, Orlov relaying the information to her through her earpiece. 
 
    “I like what I see,” Orlov said, not so cryptically. 
 
    “Do you ever think with your mind rather than your dick?” The helmet she wore had an in-built microphone. 
 
    “Of course not. Life is too short.” He was right there. 
 
    “Perhaps you will get to seduce her. A great romance for the ages.” 
 
    “Ah, you tease old Orlov now,” Orlov laughed. 
 
    “Hush now, I’m approaching.” She slowed but didn’t stop, briefly mounting the pavement, taking the footpath that led to the monument, the huge obelisk penetrating the cloudy sky. With no tourists allowed in the city due to the national pandemic lockdown, the site was all but deserted. 
 
    It was the perfect place to observe anyone approaching, complete open ground in a full three sixty degrees. It would be difficult to sneak up on anyone there should one have a mind to, the surrounding offering limited opportunity for someone to conceal themselves. Khristina wasn’t going to worry herself about that. 
 
    Orlov was a thousand metres out, sniper rifle ready, his form motionless under the ghillie suit he wore. It was a special design, shielded to hide his heat signature should anyone decide to search the area using thermal vision. 
 
    A back up that Khristina knew she couldn’t count on. If the shit went down, she would have a whole city hunting for her. 
 
    She stopped the bike short of the monument. There was a woman there, flanked by three men, her face matching the photograph on Khristina’s phone. Not her director’s contact, but an intermediary, just as Khristina was. 
 
    Here to share information for the greater good, a potential act of treason in the eyes of some of Khristina’s countrymen. 
 
    She removed her helmet and stepped off the bike. Khristina had come armed, her gun concealed under her leathers. No doubt they would frisk her which she wouldn’t object to, but she wouldn’t hand over her gun. Trust was a two-way thing. 
 
    “Very phallic,” she said to the woman, Khristina’s Russian accent thick. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Your monument, like a big cock penetrating the sky.” The contact turned and looked at the obelisk. 
 
    “Can’t say I’ve ever thought about it. I believe you have something to say to me.” Everyone kept their hands by their sides, no sudden moves. 
 
    “Perestroika. Someone’s idea of a joke, perhaps.” The code word, to prove Khristina was who she was supposed to be. 
 
    “Your English is very good,” the contact said in flawless Russian. So, this is where we prove ourselves. If we were men, perhaps we would take out our dicks and wave them at each other.  
 
    “You honour me. This is good. We shall be friends, no doubt” Neither woman smiled. 
 
    “I’m Sandra.” 
 
    “Yes, Sandra Moorfoot. My name is Khristina. I’m guessing at some point I’m to learn why I’m meeting you here.” One of the men made to approach, but Sandra called him off. So, no frisking. Interesting. 
 
    “My boss talked to your boss. They seem to think we can cooperate. This one time.” Sandra had a way of scanning the horizon, eyes constantly moving. The American wasn’t big, but there was muscle there, a toughness and a fluidity of movement that came through hours of training. “Do they all come as big as you in Russia?” 
 
    “No, I am a rarity.” A compliment to begin with, how curious. 
 
    Up above there was a faint hum. Khristina didn’t look up. If there was a drone up there, she wouldn’t be able to see it. She had already scanned the horizon, pinpointing where Orlov was. No doubt the Americans would have snipers out there as well. 
 
    Let us all do the dance together. 
 
    “I’m told you have a vampire in captivity.” That information was in the file Khristina had been given. Amazing that the Americans had shared one of their closely guarded secrets. Amazing also that the director hadn’t shared that with anyone but Khristina. 
 
    “And I’m told you hunt them. Impressive.” One of the men with Sandra handed over a computer tablet, the video of Amy ready to play. Khristina kept her face passive while she viewed the short clip, the feral child thing throwing itself around its cell. There was no denying the creature, memories from Crimea flooding back. As vile as the beasts were, it was rare to catch them in their natural state. 
 
    “Not really,” Khristina said humbly, handing back the tablet. “You just need to know how to approach the task. You should kill that thing, by the way. Nothing good can be gained from keeping it contained. Killing such mindless beasts is the only option.”  
 
    “Is there a way you would recommend?” 
 
    “We have our methods, but I suspect you already know that. That’s not why we are meeting, though.” 
 
    “No. The concern is the manner in which the vampires wish to kill us.” Khristina hid her shock. Finally, someone was ready to verbalise what Khristina had been warning about ever since she had put a bullet in Mo’s head. 
 
    “I think I’m in love,” Orlov whispered in Khristina’s ear. She ignored him. 
 
    “I’m assuming you know it was the vampires that released the pandemic.” There were people in Khristina’s own government who didn’t know that. 
 
    “Yes, I believe your director passed on that information. We don’t think that’s the end of what they have planned.” Sandra nodded to her man again, and he held up the tablet, Emmanuelle’s face now displayed. “Do you know this woman?” 
 
    “No, only to say that you think she should be dead.” 
 
    “We’ve confirmed her injury, a brutal facial gunshot that now seems fully healed. Our department has tried to follow her movements as best we can. From what we have deduced, our analysts are convinced she is undead and that she may be about to release another plague.” 
 
    “Worrying. Then we need to find her.” 
 
    “As it happens, there might be a way to track her down. But there’s something more important,” Sandra added. She seemed hesitant, unsure about what she was about to say. “There is a second plague, a Marburg variant. We are calling it Marburg-V. We anticipate it will be released shortly.” Marburg-V…how apt. 
 
    “But that’s insane. Why would the vampires want to kill their food source?” The answer to that was another video, the tablet handed over. “What am I watching?” 
 
    “Security camera footage from a Nigerian barracks. They had an outbreak of Marburg, one hundred percent infection rate.” Khristina watched, her eyes for once betraying her surprise. As she did, Sandra told her about the bodies found in the half burned down warehouse, clearly where one or more of the Nigerians had contracted the disease. 
 
    On the footage, a vampire beast was running rampage through a hospital ward. The loud reports of gunfire showed it was able to withstand a lot of what was thrown at it. “The vampire you are seeing was one of the soldiers. No indication that we can find that he was born a vampire. The information the Nigerians are willing to share is limited.” 
 
    “Did they manage to kill the thing?” 
 
    “Apparently yes, although only after much effort. The Nigerians are besides themselves and my government seems to be deliberately ignoring the situation.” As most likely mine is, thought Khristina. 
 
    “Is the infection contained?” Khristina didn’t understand what she was seeing, but she realised the implications. Was what she was thinking possible, though? 
 
    “For now. It was limited to the barracks from what we were able to ascertain. This is being covered up, the whole area quarantined.” 
 
    “You Americans know more about the vampire threat than I expected.” Khristina once again handed back the tablet. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get too excited. This isn’t mainstream knowledge in the intelligence community. This information is highly compartmentalised, need to know. Hush, hush. My department doesn’t even officially exist.” 
 
    “We all have our secrets. What do you need from me?” 
 
    “I’d like you to meet a man, if you are up for it.” 
 
    “A double date Khristina, think of it,” Orlov quipped. 
 
    “You haven’t killed me yet, so I’m assuming I can trust you. Just tell me where and when.” Maybe coming here wouldn’t be a waste of her time after all. 
 
    “There’s no time like the present,” Sandra offered. “You can follow us there.” More trust building. Or maybe Sandra had realised that forcing Khristina into the back of a car would be a difficult prospect. Either way, Khristina would go along with it. 
 
    For now. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    27. 
 
    New Jersey, USA. 
 
    The moment they stopped screaming was usually a good time to take a breather. Torture could be all consuming, the hours drifting by unnoticed. It was a flow state that Devlin loved, a passion that he craved and could easily be consumed by. He freely admitted that murder was an addiction and he didn’t care. Devlin was killing cattle, no harm could come of it. 
 
    The concentration drained him like nothing else, though. Now he sat in his office, the whimpering sounds of his victim still playing in his ears, a glass of the barista’s drained blood clutched in his hand. He had poured the glass in front of her, taking an exaggerated sip before her horrified eyes. 
 
    “You taste better than I expected,” he had told her. “Soon I will begin eating you. Piece by piece. A banquet of your meat.”  He’d seen it then, the resignation that always came. The barista knew that all she had left to look forward to was pain and a horrific demise. 
 
    How Devlin adored that moment. It was over now, life stripped from both of them. Too soon, all too soon. It had left him unsatisfied, itchy, and anxious, his fix less than ideal. 
 
    He would make up for it by ending the days of the defiler. This time David would remain dead. In Liberia, Devlin had been teamed with a team of his brother’s loyal mercenaries. This mission, Devlin would need to undertake alone. 
 
    A lesser being might have recorded everything to watch later, but Devlin had no need for that. He had an eidetic memory, total recall of any and all things he had ever seen should he need them. It was actually a dangerous ability for him, because should his willpower ever waver, it would be easy to lie back and wallow in his previous glories. 
 
    He would not do that for the world was here to be killed, now more than ever. 
 
    Connor had not disappointed, his pain infused mewls had been spiked with rage rather than desolation. Without the gag, no doubt the Irishman would have cursed and promised retribution. Devlin had still inflicted the suffering, impressed with his former partner’s fortitude. It was rare to encounter such strength, and had almost been a shame to kill the man. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    The woman had been predictable though, consumed by terror and her own pity. Pathetic really, which usually made the torture all the more satisfying. Once again, Devlin’s instincts had paid off, his choice for the coming sculpture perfect. If only he had the time to properly enjoy it, cutting the activity short. Even with that, he admitted to himself he had spent too long, the day now late in the evening. 
 
    With their bodies gutted and draining, it was now time to check up on a long-lost friend and plan his next steps. 
 
    The computer was already on, the screen showing the live camera feeds. Another screen showed the recordings, an algorithm activating the recording mechanism whenever someone was in David’s apartment. The historic images from the two cameras were sped up, twenty times normal speed. Tedious but necessary. There was always the chance that his enemy would start new relationships, which would have been a mistake on his part. 
 
    Devlin would have brutally killed anyone who brought joy to David’s life. What better way to further break a man, but none of that mattered now because the long-awaited moment was finally coming to its fruition. 
 
    On the recording, three people entered David’s apartment. Devlin almost missed it, his attention taken by the present-day images and the unsatiated feelings still rippling through Devlin’s body. 
 
    What was this? Intruders? 
 
    He slowed the video, rewinding it. It didn’t take a genius to tell that the apartment was being searched, the three orange blobs moving from room to room methodically. The normal camera view briefly caught one of them by the window before the curtain was drawn. He tried, but Devlin’s image capture software couldn’t pin down a decent facial picture of any of the intruders. 
 
    Why were people searching David’s apartment? That was obviously what they were doing from the way they moved about. 
 
    What he saw told him a lot. The property David lived in was security entry so that limited the chances that these were common burglars, especially with the knowledge that the one at the window was wearing a suit. 
 
    That either meant local police or one of the various spook agencies that plagued Washington. This was an unexpected and unwelcome development. Devlin didn’t want anyone else having an interest in his prey. 
 
    He dragged up the audio for that time batch. It was poor quality, but Devlin could hear most of it. 
 
    “I expected the guy to live like a slob,” Spook One stated, thick New York in the accent. 
 
    “Give him a break. He was Delta. They beat that shit into you.” Spook Two was likely Boston born and raised. 
 
    “Fellas, got serious tracking software on his laptop.” A woman speaking, presently sat down at David’s desk. So, they were spooks for sure. The question now was whether they were allies or foes of the man watched. 
 
    The next part was garbled by the interference of a passing truck, one of the disadvantages of this kind of eavesdropping. A better way would have been a microphone on the outer glass of the apartment’s windows, but David would have detected that. 
 
    Devlin was not one to underestimate this particular sheep. The revelation that David was still alive had been unexpected and unnerving, delivered by a hospital nurse previously paid to spy on Emmanuelle. Devlin still had the brief video, stored on his computer, of David in his hospital bed post-surgery. A difficult surgery made worse by the viral precautions that had needed to be implemented. 
 
    “Looks like the boss was right.” Spook One. 
 
    “Found anything else?” the woman enquired. 
 
    “No, bedroom is clean.” Spook Two. “Our Delta Force boy likes his guns, though.” Delta Force, not a new revelation. Devlin knew everything there was to know about this ex-soldier. David was annoyingly infested with a high moral character. He could have been the poster boy for what it meant to be an American. 
 
    When the three finally finished their search, they left the laptop. Intent on discovering the identities of these strangers, Devlin had other options open to him. There were other cameras that he had access to, a back door hacked into the surveillance cameras that monitored David’s building. Devlin accessed these feeds now, downloading their view on the world. 
 
    He had three viable candidates coming through the main entrance. The images were surprisingly crisp, two faces captured. With a few keystrokes, Devlin set the search capabilities of The Enlightened network to work. 
 
    It would take time for those search results to come back as various databases were quietly sifted through via secret backdoors, all automated, so he could just let it run.  
 
    Devlin knew his surveillance was compromised now. If people were interested in David, then that left Devlin exposed. Could he risk going through with this? 
 
    Silly question. 
 
    He knew he had no other choice. The window of opportunity was small and the need for vengeance and enlightenment paramount. Devlin had been building up to this for months, and he would not sacrifice the experience. He needed it, his desire overriding any risk involved. The mystery demanded to be solved. 
 
    Devlin fast-forwarded the apartment tape until the time stamp showed the evening, a single figure entering the apartment. Devlin had seen that silhouette image enough times to know it was David. His enemy hovered in the entryway. 
 
    “Hi Julie.” David was talking to someone in the hallway, the directional microphone picking up half the conversation. Julie, the woman next door. Devlin knew all about the neighbours, the one he had helped the other night. He had in-depth files on most of the people in that building. 
 
    “It’s okay, I know all about it.” You know nothing David, but I will give you an education. “Just work colleagues.” So, he knew of the intruders. Interesting. 
 
    A further question came across garbled. 
 
    “Yeah. No problems. See you, Julie.” How much did David care about this woman, if at all? Was this an edge he could use? 
 
    He needed to think on this. The prudent move would be to cut all ties and let the coming apocalypse take the man. But there was no satisfaction in that fate, and Devlin would be forever plagued by such a cowardly act. David had tricked him, and Devlin had to know how. 
 
    Switching off the computer, Devlin stood. For the first time since childhood, he was cursed by serious doubt. Whatever plan he came up with had to be fool proof, meticulous, as it always was. Difficult to do in the limited time scale. He was putting himself at considerable risk, but he knew he didn’t have a choice here. To not take the man now would be a failure to forever haunt him. 
 
    Devlin cursed himself, one of the few times he had ever done so. The build up to the revenge had become intoxicating, David’s misery a sweet dessert for Devlin to constantly savour, the pending torture a means to reveal secrets left untold. He should have killed David sooner, he admitted that. It wasn’t like he didn’t know what his brother, Claude, was ultimately planning. If only Claude had shared the timescale with him. 
 
    Was it fear that had held him back, though? What if he killed David, and this time felt nothing? 
 
    The task ahead would be difficult, but not impossible. If any mind could come up with a way to pull this off, it was Devlin’s. David Collins wasn’t going to escape the death he had earned. Devlin would see to that. 
 
    His phone rang. Damn. 
 
    “Devlin, we await you.”  
 
    “Brother, I…” 
 
    “Devlin, what are you doing?” The question was stern, probing, demanding an answer. 
 
    “I need time.” Why can’t you leave me alone? 
 
    “Time you do not have. The contagion has been released upon the world. Soon the chaos will follow. I ask you again, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I wish to kill a man.” 
 
    “Then kill him and be done with it.”  
 
    “You don’t understand,” Devlin implored. 
 
    “Then enlighten me. Devlin, brother, what aren’t you telling me?” How could Devlin admit his failure? It wasn’t just that David was still alive, but the delay in finishing the job. Nearly two years Devlin had been distracted by this failure, lying to himself that he was enjoying watching David’s misery. 
 
    “It is a matter of family honour.” The excuse sounded ridiculous when he said it. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “I just need two days, maybe three.” Devlin’s throat was suddenly dry. 
 
    “No, you either explain yourself or I will come for you myself.” Could he deny his brother? No, as independent as Devlin liked to think he was, the bond was too strong. 
 
    “Did Mother ever tell you why I chose this path?” Devlin felt sick, this was a secret he hoped he would never have to share. 
 
    “No. She just said you had to go your own way. I didn’t agree, but who can argue with our mother?” Who indeed? “You are set on this, aren’t you?” Claude must never know of this. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Devlin…” 
 
    “You will never understand how I like to play with my food.” There, he had said it, an honesty that still hid the bigger truth. He held his breath, waiting for a response. He finally got one and it surprised him. 
 
    “Two days, Devlin. No more.” With that, the connection ended. 
 
    Devlin was left holding the phone, looking at it, as a heavy realisation settled in his gut. The words were what he wanted to hear, but the tone had delivered another, more soul-destroying message. 
 
    Disappointment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    28. 
 
    Geneva, Switzerland, 1984. 
 
    In human years he was close to fifty, but his body looked barely out of its twenties. Claude was lithe, stronger than he looked, able to control his vampire transformation through years of practice and self-control. His superior genetics had given him and the other half-breeds the looks of movie stars with genius intellects. Claude, in particular, had a calculating brain that could match anything humanity had to offer. He had a diplomat’s mind, as well as a well-honed cunning, the understanding of a political theorist who could run rings around anyone living or dead. Most of his cousins were in the room with him now, subservient to him as Claude was to his mother. 
 
    Vampires had always believed in hierarchy, and that custom would never be abandoned in his family. 
 
    This was his mother’s house, the one her sisters shared, the large dining room adorned with an antique table that dominated the centre of the room. Fourteen chairs had been set, the morning light seeping through the large bay window at one end. 
 
    Mia Schmidt sat at the head of the table. On one side were her two sisters, Simone and Giselle. Claude sat facing Simone, his brother next to him. Not all their cousins were here, Giselle’s newly born son still too young to be considered a part of this. For those that were sat further down the table, the hierarchy was evident. In all, there were ten vampires and their offspring in the room, the start of the new world. 
 
    Mia Schmidt was the ruler here, although everyone would have their say. She lifted her glass, and a white clad servant appeared to fill it from the carafe he held. The servant’s eyes were blank, his thoughts subdued. The servants were always recruited from the toxic class of humans so that no impulsive behaviour could destroy their usefulness. In the modern age, it was difficult to find humans with the correct susceptibility to vampire manipulation that allowed for their complete docility and control. Things had not always been that way. 
 
    “So, it is decided then?” Mia proposed. 
 
    “It’s a risky move,” Simone countered, although more to play Devil’s advocate. She agreed with the plan. 
 
    “No riskier than what you have created already,” Claude reminded them. “My mother has worked too hard for us not to follow through now, and humanity can no longer be trusted.” There had been too many incidents of late where humans had come close to unleashing their atomic fire upon each other. While vampires and their hybrid offspring didn’t have to concern themselves with radioactive fallout, the annihilation of their food supply would be catastrophic. 
 
    Yes, it was all agreed that there were too many people on the planet, a number that increased every year. But any reduction had to be done in an orderly fashion and to the ultimate benefit of the vampire race. 
 
    The incident that had worried Claude the most had occurred the year before. Multiple failures in the Russian air defence system had falsely reported nuclear missile launches against the Russian mainland. But for the actions of one man on duty that day, the Russians would have launched a full nuclear strike against their American enemies which would have resulted in a global thermonuclear conflict and its subsequent nuclear winter. Most of humanity wouldn’t have survived that. 
 
    That one man, Stanislav Petrov, had saved the world, only to be reprimanded by his superiors for not filing the correct paperwork about the incident. 
 
    “We risk making ourselves outcasts among our own kind,” Giselle added. She was the youngest of the sisters, although you could never tell by appearances, all three equally as striking. Claude knew it would be strange to one day wake up and find his mother looking younger than him. 
 
    “We already are outcasts,” Mia reminded. “I have already been removed from the Grey Council. It won’t be long before we are banished in its entirety.” Giving birth to hybrids was against everything the true-bloods believed in, though it was the one viable future for the vampire race. The old ways could not abide the new. 
 
    Claude often wondered if it was worth trying to bring the ancient survivors into the fold. 
 
    “The leaders of our race are stupid and afraid. We have a duty to drag them kicking and screaming into the new order.” Simone was almost as big a zealot as Mia. 
 
    They were talking about once again ruling over the food they needed to survive. 
 
    “Can we pull this off, though? There are so few of us.” There was Claude, the voice of caution. He was certain this was the way, but only if everyone did their part, and had already started to lay the foundations for what would be required. Humanity needed to be controlled, guided, and reduced in their numbers. They were too impulsive, too driven by greed and ego to be left to their own devices. 
 
    It was a delicate balance, the strategy being hatched needing decades to perfect. Mia’s original idea of saving the vampire line through hybrids wasn’t enough. 
 
    Humans were as unpredictable as they were dangerous, the Russians a particular example of that. 
 
    “It won’t be easy,” Mia admitted. “It will take decades before we are ready.” 
 
    “I have an idea to add, if I may.” The room turned to Emmanuelle, sat furthest from Mia. 
 
    “Please, speak,” Mia allowed. 
 
    “I researched the diseases Claude collected for us as requested,” Emmanuelle continued. The ones that had been stored in the ancient box. “They are all too lethal, too unpredictable. Releasing them would leave too much to chance. The existing pathogens in the world won’t have the desired effect, either.” 
 
    “I agree,” Mia nodded. Mia was a scientist, but Emmanuelle had surpassed her aunt in brilliance. 
 
    “What if there was a way of reversing the Change?” The Change, the time when humanity’s blood became toxic to the vampire race. This was to be Emmanuelle’s brainchild. 
 
    “Daughter, there you go again with your foolish ideas,” Simone protested. Emmanuelle straightened in her chair, lips thin. 
 
    “Let her speak,” insisted Mia. 
 
    “Mia, your brilliant research proved that it’s the Rhesus positive antigens in human blood that make it undrinkable.” Mia accepted Emmanuelle’s compliment with a gracious nod. While in the Nazi camp, Mia had discovered the true cause of the toxic blood. The Rhesus positive antigen that ninety percent of the human race had. “We need a way to rid humanity of that curse while preserving what we can safely drink.” 
 
    “The Nazis were accommodating in that regard. I learnt much from the subjects they gave me.” Claude knew his mother often thought back fondly to those times. Total unfettered access to human test subjects had given Mia many of the breakthroughs she needed. 
 
    “What if we could remove the bulk of humanity that possess those distasteful antigens?” Emmanuelle’s eyes blazed as she spoke, matching anyone who looked at her. 
 
    “Is that possible?” Claude asked. 
 
    “I have some ideas on that,” Emmanuelle promised. “From what I have been told of the old times, vampire technology could never counter the threat. Things are different now. Although they are inferior, collectively humanity has surpassed anything my ancestors were capable of. And while we are limited by the existing technology the humans have, there have been some strides in what I propose that warrants further investigation.” 
 
    “And what do you propose exactly?” asked Devlin. It was unusual to hear his voice for he rarely spoke at these meetings when he bothered to attended. 
 
    “A virulent virus that kills only those who possess the toxic blood. That holds the promise of eliminating nine-tenths of the human population.” 
 
    “How does that get us control of human society, though?” Simone protested. It was Claude’s opinion that his aunt was intimidated by Emmanuelle’s brilliant mind. A mind that resided in the body of a girl who looked barely sixteen. Puberty always marked the point when the hybrid ageing began to slow. 
 
    “That is where Claude comes in.” Emmanuelle winked at Claude. “The influence and the money he can bring to bear can reshape human society. Control the elite and control the world.” 
 
    “What do you think, Claude?” asked Mia. “Is this possible? 
 
    “You know it is, mother. Humans reside in a pyramid structure of control with an elite class at the top. Although it will take decades to perfect what I have already started, if one can control the top of that pyramid, one can shape the world.” 
 
    “Are there any objections?” Mia enquired as she scanned those present. Only one hand rose. 
 
    “Will I be able to kill as before?” Devlin demanded to know. 
 
    “Most certainly, brother. In fact, I think we might be able to find a use for your special skills.” Claude looked at the sick smile that formed across Devlin’s lips. He’d known there was something wrong with his brother for a while now. Devlin didn’t kill for nourishment, but for the pure sadistic glee of the act. 
 
    There was a danger in that which couldn’t be ignored. 
 
    

  

 
   
    29. 
 
    Washington DC, USA. Present Day. 
 
    David had felt agitated by what he’d recently learned. He was a man who liked to take action, and there was nothing worse than being given hope and information that one couldn’t act on. Understandably, when his new phone beeped at him, he had grabbed it with eager expectation. 
 
    We should meet, the text message from Sandra had said. It was followed by a time and a place, roughly a forty-minute walk from where David lived. He’d almost made the mistake of putting the address into Google street view to see a lay of the land, but as he had yet to buy himself a new laptop, that risked telling his watcher where he was about to go. A paper street map was a must have in such situations. 
 
    David had no fear that this would be a trap. If the CIA wanted him gone, there was little he could do to stop them. 
 
    He left early so as to arrive before the allotted time, his dual sport motorbike the preferred mode of transport. David had spent nearly an hour on that bike, checking it for tracking devices, his paranoia excusable. It was parked routinely on the street, so anyone could have access to it. 
 
    A motorbike was more flexible than a car which was vulnerable to the fickle whims of DC traffic, able to go off road if need be. If he had to flee, he could go places those chasing him likely couldn’t follow. That included any tail that might want to keep him under surveillance. 
 
    David also went armed. He doubted Sandra would have any objection to that. 
 
    The address was an office complex with a large To Let sign outside which he approached on foot having dumped the bike two blocks away. He was as sure as he could be that he hadn’t been followed. 
 
    Ornate marble steps led up to the building’s lobby, rivers of illuminated water trickling down each side of him, an unnecessary extravagance in an attempt to entice potential businesses to rent the unused office space. These aesthetic touches weren’t having the desired effect. A lot of money had been spent on the appearance of this structure, so it was a shame that some of it appeared empty. You just needed to look at the car park to see that. 
 
    At a quick count, David reckoned it was maybe twelve floors high, so one of Washington DC’s tallest buildings.  
 
    Approaching the entrance, the glass doors parted automatically, the lobby spacious and filled with natural light. The marble floor continued, high ceilings reminding David of an airport departure lounge. To him, it just seemed like a lot of wasted space which risked being an upsetting opinion for the architect, so would keep such criticism to himself. 
 
    There was a man waiting for him, the same one who had escorted him and Sandra down into the bowels of the CIA secret complex. Without having to say anything, it was evident that David was to follow him, and David did, walking over to a set of four elevators, one of the doors standing open. The two men behind the on-site security desk paid him little attention, barely looking up as he passed them. 
 
    “What’s the deal?” David asked. 
 
    “Ms. Moorfoot will fill you in,” the agent said. He had a sour face and carried himself with a refreshing confidence that you rarely saw in someone that wasn’t trained in martial arts. This man could handle himself. 
 
    The two stepped into the elevator, the agent activating it with an elevator key, allowing him to press the button for the top floor. What was that tired old joke? 
 
    Looks like I’m going up in the world. 
 
    “You been working with Sandra long?” That just got a terse nod in reply. “You don’t say much, I see.” 
 
    “Nothing for me to say.” 
 
    “I think we’ll get on fine, then,” David retorted. The agent merely shrugged. David had never had time for people who thought they had something to prove by constantly flapping their lips. From experience, such individuals were usually more trouble than they were worth. In the military, that was especially true when it came to officers. Generally, you offered someone your respect until they proved you otherwise. 
 
    Delta Force training always weeded such people out. 
 
    When the elevator door opened, David stepped out alone. There were no other elevators evident, any future tenants intent on renting this level most likely expected to pay extra for the added security and exclusivity. Why meet here, though, rather than the underground facility? 
 
    Stepping into a corridor that was more resplendent than the lobby, David was met by another guard who escorted him to a large open plan office where a third agent stood watch. They were about as talkative as their friend, which was fine. 
 
    One day this top floor would be filled with dozens of people milling around desks doing tedious work, but for now, just one corner of the space he entered was occupied, two women sitting patiently on separate sofas, an open laptop on the glass table between them. 
 
    Sandra, David knew. The other woman, wearing biker’s leathers and who looked like she had been chiselled out of granite, was a stranger. None of the agents followed him into the office space. 
 
    “You’re certainly showing off the cloak and dagger stuff today, Sandra,” David announced as he walked towards them. He didn’t pause but marched straight over to where they both sat close to floor to ceiling windows, the horizon filled with the landscape of the nation’s capital. 
 
    It was apparent they were in the tallest building in this part of the city. 
 
    “Sit down, David,” Sandra ordered. Before he did, he bent slightly and offered a hand to the stranger. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Hello,” the Russian replied. 
 
    “David, this is Colonel Khristina Sidarov, officially with the Russian GRU.” 
 
    “And unofficially?” What was a Russian doing here? 
 
    “Do you want to tell him?” Sandra asked. 
 
    “Let us just say I am a hunter of sorts.” David sat, his intrigue ignited. 
 
    “I’m surprised to be meeting a Russian.” 
 
    “Surprise is a constant in our line of work,” Khristina reminded him. In his limited exposure to them, the Russians David had previously met had all seemed to be channelling the depressed spirits of dead philosophers. He never found them to be a cheerful bunch. Khristina was no exception to that. “For example, I was not expecting to be sent to your country by my director.” 
 
    “Khristina is an expert in the problem my department faces,” Sandra added. 
 
    “You know, I’m still confused as to what that problem is exactly.” David looked at the two women in turn. “That’s someone’s cue to tell me what the hell I’m doing here.” 
 
    “Colonel Sidarov has told me some enlightening things while we were waiting for you. We wish to share them with you.” 
 
    “Things such as?” At least the reason for meeting here had been cleared up. Inviting a Russian into a secret underground CIA facility was no doubt frowned upon. 
 
    “Not yet. First look at these pictures.” Sandra tapped a key on the laptop and a man’s face appeared. “Recognise him?” 
 
    “No, should I?” Sandra tapped the key again, another face, another blank. The fifth face though, that caused David to sit up. 
 
    “Shit, that’s him.” The face on the screen matched the one in the drawing David had done. The cold, heartless eyes looked back at him. 
 
    “Good, now we are getting somewhere.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “At the moment, just a face in a database. Now the real search begins.” Sandra closed the laptop. “I will forward that information to your director. It might be of use.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Khristina replied. “You wanted to know what I did?” she added, fixing her eyes on David. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I kill vampires,” Khristina said boldly. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “Colonel Sidarov is part of an elite unit that hunts down and eliminates the vampire threat.” She looks the part, thought David. 
 
    “Does that come with a good pension plan?” David quipped. 
 
    “Ah, you are a comedian. I thought you would be a man to take seriously.” Khristina sounded genuinely disappointed. 
 
    “Sorry.” David sat back. He had chosen to seat himself next to Sandra. 
 
    “No apology needed. Sandra has told me of your problem.” 
 
    “I showed her the tape of your interview,” Sandra revealed. 
 
    “Working with the Russians, that’s a new one even for me.” He turned to centre his attention on Khristina. “Was the tape enlightening?” 
 
    “Very. I am told you have seen the vampire, this Amy?” 
 
    “Yeah, although I wish I’d been spared that.” David wasn’t joking around that time. 
 
    “And you, Sandra, what do you know of vampires?” 
 
    “Well, we basically think there are two types…what?” Khristina was shaking her head. 
 
    “Three types,” Khristina revealed. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “There are the feral types. Mindless creatures consumed with blood lust, just like your Amy. The ones I have encountered have always been young because they don’t get to live long.” The lack of response told Khristina to continue. “We believe they are an evolutionary dead end, a reflection that the vampire race was dying out.” 
 
    “How many vampires are there?” David suddenly asked. 
 
    “A few thousand, perhaps.” Khristina sighed as she said it. “I hope one day to kill the last one.” 
 
    “You said three types,” Sandra prompted. 
 
    “The second type have been around for centuries, living in hiding. They were once masters of this planet. But then one day tragedy struck.” 
 
    “What tragedy?” David let Sandra ask that question. 
 
    “As it was told to me, the blood of humanity became toxic to them. They can now only consume blood of the rhesus negative group safely.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” David demanded. All this was hard to take at face value. 
 
    “I first learnt some of it from my grandfather, but thought he was just telling stories. I later discovered he was well versed in what he was talking about. My profession seems to run in the family, and we Russians have been hunting these things since the days of the Tsar. Ah, the stories I could tell you.” Khristina reached inside her bikers’ leather and pulled out a smart phone. David felt Sandra tense ever so briefly. 
 
    “And the third type?” 
 
    “Something new, Sandra,” Khristina replied as she fiddled with her phone. Once she was happy, she handed it to her female counterpart. 
 
    “What’s this?” The phone had a video ready to play. 
 
    “You’ll see. Just press play.” Sandra did. 
 
    “I am the end of everything.” The man on the screen said. 
 
    “I recognise him. The Chinese scientist who claimed to have released the CRS virus.” David had watched that video over a dozen times. The calm-faced Doctor Mo, sitting in his office, explaining in painful detail what he had done. That video was now banned on all social media platforms, having been debunked by the mainstream media. It had also been purged from the rarer video sites, although there would be copies on peoples’ hard drives and within the depths of the dark web. 
 
    David had always believed the video was real, as did tens of millions of fellow Americans. 
 
    “Have you come for me, bitch?” Even with the small screen, both Sandra and David could see the transformation in Mo that had taken place. The camera was on Mo only. 
 
    “Are you the bitch in question?” Sandra asked. Khristina nodded. The Russian’s voice had been stripped from the video, but the sounds of the shots hadn’t been. Bare chested, Mo took them and merely smiled. 
 
    “Your bullets are useless.” Sandra paused the playback. 
 
    “I don’t understand. What makes this one different?” 
 
    “Stronger, for one thing Sandra. And we have video of it eating human food when it was in captivity. Pure-bloods, as I call them, need regular blood to keep them healthy, and Mo was held for five days with no sign of deterioration.” 
 
    “Pure-blood? You’re claiming this…” 
 
    “I think it is a hybrid. That is the most likely deduction, something we have never encountered before.” Sandra once again started the video. 
 
    “I don’t get it. How come there have been no fossilised remains? If there were so many of them?” 
 
    “Continue watching, David,” Khristina said gravely. When he watched the head shot and the body start to dissolve, that gave David his answer. 
 
    “Shit.” That was one of the most messed up things David had ever seen. Vampire hybrids, what the hell next? When the video ended, Sandra handed it back.  
 
    “Sandra, I would like to share my thoughts, if I may.” 
 
    “Please, Khristina. That’s why we are here.” Khristina turned to David. 
 
    “I think this German you encountered in Liberia was a half-breed and I think he was there to abduct the woman you knew as Emmanuelle.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a bit of a stretch?” David objected. 
 
    “Not really. You said in your own testimony that he tasted your blood. No human would do that, not with the risk of disease. And neither would a true-blood vampire in that setting. Just a taste of the wrong blood can be all it takes to kill them. I have seen it happen, a gruesome way for these creatures to die.” To think something from legend could be so fragile. 
 
    “What else?” Sandra pressed. 
 
    “As I think you also accept, it is my opinion Marburg will be the next pandemic humanity has to face. And soon.” Khristina sounded supremely confident in her predictions. 
 
    “Why do you say soon?” David asked. He still wasn’t sure why he was here. 
 
    “Because of Nigeria. Those who created it will know that the existence of the Marburg strain is known. They will act quickly without unnecessary delay.” There would be no point in the vampires creating such a virus if they had no intention of using it. 
 
    “There’s something else isn’t there?” David prompted. 
 
    “Yes. It is embarrassing to share this, but I believe my government has been compromised. They have not reacted as they should to the recent revelations. The threat the vampires pose is as great as ever and yet my department is being gutted.” Khristina tensed her hands as she spoke, David wondering if he would be able to come out on the winning side in an altercation with her. 
 
    “We suspect the same,” Sandra revealed, “although the vampire angle is a recent discovery to us. Your revelation about Mo explains a lot.” Sandra stood and wandered over to the window. She looked weary. 
 
    David wanted to prompt her, but he kept quiet. The truth needed time and silence to find its way out into the light. 
 
    “We noticed an irregularity in the way various health agencies were acting in regards the CRS pandemic. The CDC, the WHO, even the Chinese and Europeans jumped straight onto the vaccination bandwagon which was unusual.” 
 
    “How so?” Khristina enquired. 
 
    “It generally takes almost a decade to develop a vaccine and it’s generally frowned upon to vaccinate so widely during a pandemic due to the risk of speeding up viral mutations. Vaccination attempts against previous coronaviruses have had an inglorious history which has seemed to have been ignored in this instance. But most telling of all, there are two generic drugs that have been shown to be effective against CRS in multiple studies, and yet they have been roundly vilified.” 
 
    “I’ve read the research on that,” David confirmed. “It’s as if there is a concerted effort to vaccinate as many people as quickly as possible, even though it goes against the science.” 
 
    “So, if Mo was a hybrid, why would he release the virus and the vaccine to cure it?” Khristina realised she was here to seek answers as well as give them. 
 
    “There must be a connection,” David insisted. Sandra turned from the window, arms folded tightly. 
 
    “I need to discuss this with my superiors. I propose we meet here tomorrow first thing. 
 
    “And the man who shot me?” David persisted. 
 
    “You need to wait, David. Let’s see what our computers reveal on him.” 
 
    Waiting, the new agony David would need to learn to endure. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    30. 
 
    London, UK. 
 
    Carl Brody was no fool. He had not taken the vaccine in any of its forms, and was wise enough to keep that knowledge secret. When asked if he would like to have his vaccination on camera to encourage the nation, he had declined. Thus, the Marburg-V grew in him rapidly with little in the way of side effects. 
 
    “I’m not some idiot who needs to engage in virtue signalling,” were the words he said to more than one reporter who had tried to quiz him on his vaccination status. He would then go on a long, drawn-out speech advocating the benefits of the vaccine, while not actually saying anything of substance. 
 
    The same couldn’t be said for most of the civil service people who serviced his office, or his personal secretary, Sam Cole. He had by then received both doses of her doctor’s chosen vaccine, the spike protein there glaring and proud on the surface of his body’s cells, specifically those of the amygdala of her brain. Sam had been having progressively increasing headaches since meeting with his boss after his arrival back from Geneva. He had insisted on staying at work today as the headache grew in intensity, for the nation was still in crisis and everybody needed to buckle down and do their part 
 
    As he was one of those rare people who felt crushingly guilty by taking a sick day, Sam felt there was no justification to be found sitting at home and wallowing in his own self-pity. It was refreshing to know that there were still idealists and good, moral people in government, despite the best efforts of the elected sociopaths who tended to rise to the positions of power.  
 
    Brody’s personal secretary would be the first officially recorded UK example of what the Schmidts and their brood had unwittingly unleashed upon humanity.  
 
    “Are you feeling okay, Sam?” Brody was stood in the door to his office looking at his struggling minion. Sam was sat behind his desk, head in hands, elbows and knees trying to fuse. A low groan was emanating from his throat, the sound attracting Brody’s attention. 
 
    What on earth is that noise? 
 
    “Headache,” was all he could manage. Through a wave of dizziness, he lifted his pounding head to look at Brody. To Brody, Sam’s pale face seemed to have aged ten years. 
 
    “Sam, your nose is bleeding.” Sam absently wiped it with the back of his hand, staring at the smear, a bemused chuckle escaping him. Concentrating on the new discovery, another drop fell, rolling off his thumb, warmth spreading across his upper lip. 
 
    “Fuck.” The word was unexpected because Sam never swore, which Brody appreciated. In his opinion, those who had to resort to such expletives were weak of mind and oblivious to the rich syntax of the English language. What surprised him more was when Sam used a hand to spread the redness across his stubble free chin, crudely painting his own skin. 
 
    Fuck was the last word Brody would hear Sam say. 
 
    Bowing his head once again, Sam didn’t reach for a tissue, instead cupping both hands beneath his nose, the drips now a steady stream that began to fill his palms. Another giggle erupted although it sounded absent, detached from the person Brody had known for four years. Brody wanted to say something, but instead he retreated slightly into his office. 
 
    Just before he had looked down, Sam had given his boss a look of pure venom, the blood vessels in Sam’s neck proud and pulsing. 
 
    The blood began to spill over his hands, only for Sam to separate them, running his soiled digits through his hair as if it was his sole aim to push that blood deep into his scalp. Nothing in life had ever prepared Brody for this, his mouth going dry with what he was witnessing. His efficient and pleasant personal secretary was bleeding profusely, and Sam was also displaying a ferocity that only the truly insane were capable of. 
 
    Also, the muscles of Sam’s face seemed to be…moving. 
 
    “I’m calling the paramedics.” Brody didn’t want to see this, had always hated the sight of blood. The colour of the carpet hid most of it that hit the floor, but now Sam was turning to him, the lower half of his face red, mouth pulled back in a snarl, tongue snaking out to catch the waterfall. Sam’s hands clenched the arms of his chair as he pulled himself up, body wavering, the front of his pale, blue shirt that was now ruined. 
 
    Brody closed the door and locked it. An act of cowardice to some, but prudent to his now panicked mind. Retreating to his desk, he hit the panic button that would draw armed police to his location. This was more than could be dealt with by paramedics. 
 
    What the hell was happening? 
 
    There was no glass in his office door, so when the fists started to beat on it, it was solely wood that resisted them. Brody briefly remembered a parliamentary debate about the need for internal security doors to cabinet members’ offices, but nothing ever came of that. 
 
    Shame. 
 
    The office door shook with an impact that shouldn’t have been possible. Sam wasn’t a strong man, his arms bony and devoid of any muscular definition. If he engaged in any exercise at all, Sam’s body had never shown any evidence of it. 
 
    And yet it sounded like a well-built man was pounding on his office door, one of those American wrestlers Brody’s idiot son liked to watch. Brody hit the panic button again. Picking up the landline receiver, he made to dial for help, only for the next impact to shock him into dropping the handset. 
 
    The wood of the door frame cracked, the whole wall seeming to vibrate with the force being exerted. Then the door itself started to fail, one of the door panels splintering and then breaking as a fist thrust through. The fingers clawed at the air blindly, momentarily trapped before withdrawing, then smashing though again. 
 
    That was as far away from Sam’s slender arm as you could get. 
 
    Instead of retreating this time, the forearm curled up and began to pull, ripping the panel loose. Brody could see a face now, a terrifying sight as Sam tried to push himself through the hole, a head and one shoulder penetrating, the creature growing in strength as it continued its metamorphosis. 
 
    The integrity of the door failed a little more, a large crack ripping across it. With renewed strength, the other fist broke through. 
 
    “Stop, armed police!” Brody heard someone shout. No, just shoot it, he wanted to demand. This thing wasn’t Sam, it was something else, something from the darkest realms of human imagination. 
 
    Sam tore himself free of the door and disappeared from Brody’s sight. A man screamed, two shots reporting as someone fired. Then another scream of terror and pain. Neither cry of despair had been Sam. 
 
    Brody wanted to approach the door, to see what had happened, but his feet wouldn’t move. He’d never known fear like this before. Oh, he’d been afraid at times, but never for his life. His childhood had been one of good schools and privileged upbringing. None of his immediate family had ever died or suffered severe medical issues, so one could argue that, until now, he had been blessed. 
 
    When a reporter had asked him once what qualifications he had to be the health minister, he had said, with all seriousness, that he was from long lived stock and thus understood what was needed to live a healthy lifestyle. 
 
    He was about to be outlived by his parents. 
 
    Sam returned to the door, his jaws chewing something. His whole face was red now, as if he had forced his head into a specially prepared bucket full of pigs’ blood. Having only ever read the book—with no tolerance for films—Brody envisaged that this was what Stephen King’s Carrie might have looked like when the bullies had gone too far. Only Carrie’s mouth wasn’t filled with a nightmare of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    “No.” Brody barely managed to get the word out, but it enraged his attacker, Sam charging his meagre weight at the door. The integrity finally failed, what was left of the door swinging inwards, Sam stumbling as he followed through, sprawling into Brody’s desk and collapsing to the ground. 
 
    Brody knew this was his chance and he ran, skirting round the desk and through the ruined exit. He felt fingers brush his backside, but nothing snagged him. 
 
    Outside, two police officers lay bleeding, one still, the other desperately trying to stem the pumping flow from his neck. It was incredible to think that a man as delicate as Sam could have done this, both men’s necks torn out. The sight was enough to slow Brody’s retreat, one of the officers lying in his path. 
 
    “Help me,” came a gurgled plea, but Brody knew he would not help them. There was no hero or saviour in him. He existed to live, and that meant getting out of here. 
 
    Agony owned his scalp as steel-like fingers gripped the back of his head. If he’d been bald like the new Sam, those fingers might have slicked off, but the full head of hair that he had always been proud of defied him. 
 
    With a yank, Brody was pulled violently backwards, his back hitting the floor hard, his neck cracking. Dazed, he lay there winded, the breath in his lungs threatening never to return. 
 
    Slowly, Sam mounted his chest, knees either side of him. Sam had transformed into a muscular killing machine like nothing out of nature. Brody tried to inhale, but his airway felt blocked. He looked up at Sam, only now seeing the oozing bullet wound in his upper shoulder. Sam barely seemed to notice it and, still chewing, lowered His head towards Brody. Slowly, a bullet appeared, pushed out of the damaged tissues, and it fell to the ground by Brody’s head. 
 
    With a rush of strength, Brody tried to bring up his hands, but they were swatted away, Sam pinning him. Yesterday Brody easily had an eighty-pound advantage, but that had been reversed now. Sam was like a force of nature, unrelenting and deadly. 
 
    Chewed human tissue fell from Sam’s mouth as he opened wide. It plopped onto Brody’s face, an impossible horror to add to the building finale. He blinked violently as his left eye stung, the blood missing Brody’s other eye. 
 
    Sam came in close, licking Brody’s cheek with a single exaggerated swipe of a very rough tongue. Sam was smiling again, but not from any real pleasure. Through everything, Brody saw it then, the way Sam’s front teeth had grown long and sharp, white daggers that snapped at those who were now prey. So alien were they to Sam’s mouth, they penetrated the protective lips, tearing the flesh, making that smile a mockery of anything human. 
 
    Whatever this creature now was, it didn’t need lips, and as Brody watched, it snagged a particularly juicy tag of flesh with its tongue, guiding it between those teeth so it could be fully torn away. Sam briefly began to eat himself, but spat the flesh away. 
 
    Brody could hear people running, fresh help coming for him, but too late. 
 
    Now it was Brody’s time to scream. With a blur, the Sam thing brought those teeth down, snapping them together as they gouged into Brody, taking his nose and upper lip. Sam didn’t stop there, and smothered Brody’s mouth with his own, talon-tipped fingers forcing the human’s jaw so wide that it dislocated. All Brody could do was lie there as Sam took his tongue, sucking it into the devilish mouth before ripping it free with several thrashing jerks of his deformed head. 
 
    There was no surviving what came next. 
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