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England, 2109 

Thick November fog moved across the English county of Yorkshire and swallowed up all the sounds. Once again, the girl’s father didn’t have any time for her. Her little heart was in defiance. He was never there for her; he was constantly busy with his experiments and it was all was strictly confidential. She did not understand them, nor did she want to.

Today that was supposed to change; this she had promised herself. Why were there so many secrets? She rarely had the opportunity to get up to mischief, and she was well-behaved and compliant most of the time; yet on this particular day she was not. Determined, she made her way to the cellar, which her father had had converted into a state-of-the-art research laboratory many years ago. She was strictly forbidden from going down there, but like little girls of her age are, that is precisely why she did it. The rooms in which her father worked were located under the Rumsfield’s country estate. The entire underground area had been decked with steel and could be sealed off to prevent water from getting in. There were quite a number of security measures that deterred any unauthorised access, which meant that only three people ever went into and came out of the laboratory. Only those people knew the various codes that had to be put in to gain access to it. 

Nevertheless, the girl was curious and clever enough to find out a few of her father’s secrets. She wanted to finally know what happened down there: What did her father do all day? If she asked him, he would just evade her questions. He did that constantly and although she was surrounded by servants every day, the child felt lonely and isolated. 

Her small hand clung to the bannisters. She hadn’t dared to take the lift as this went directly into the laboratory and could only be opened with one key at that point. All of these security measures made the ten-year-old girl all the more curious. And now that it was the school holidays, boredom prevailed. It smelled of disinfectant and something metallic down there. For a moment it stifled her, but she quickly got used to the smell and breathed through her mouth instead. 

The sound of strange echoes from her footsteps bounced off the bare walls. She tried not to make any noise, but couldn’t manage to be completely silent. Carefully placing one foot in front of the other, she finally reached the large steel door. On the inside, she was scolding herself. What had she even expected? That the doors down here would be standing open and that the rooms were just waiting for her to arrive? No; she wasn’t that stupid, but the child in her was suddenly seized by fear. 

What if they strapped her to her bed again? Would her father be angry? Would she be punished? The girl had a rebellious side that she mostly kept under wraps, knowing all too well that such behaviour was not wanted at Rumsfield House.  And the rebel in her wanted to know what her father did in his laboratory. 

Driven by insatiable curiosity, she pressed her ear against the cold metal. Of course, she heard nothing. What else could she expect? Metre-thick walls and a huge door which absorbed all kind of noise stood in her way. 

She angrily stamped her foot on the ground, clenching her fists in frustration. She took a deep breath and reflected upon what she could possibly do now to manage to get into the laboratory, but she couldn’t come up with anything else. Disappointed, she slid down against the wall and sulked. She had been so excited about it and had hoped for an adventure. Her father tormented her with piano lessons, physical exercise, private tuition, in her opinion, lessons for everything a person had to be able to do. By now, she must have acquired more general knowledge than most adults in their lifetime. What was it all for? She wanted to do something exciting without having to live life according to some kind of timetable. She wished she could explore Disney World with her father, or just play basketball with him sometimes, like the children in her books did. All that remained unobtainable for her. She had to study in almost any spare minute she had. 

“Disney Land no longer exists!” he had told her a few weeks beforehand, his voice devoid of feeling. “The vampires wiped it off the map.” This information had evoked deep sorrow in her but she didn’t let it show. 

A hissing noise made her jump; shocked and breathless, she pressed herself against the wall. The hydraulic door at the end of the corridor opened slowly. How convenient that the old corridors were so narrow. There was a door that swung outwards and didn’t slide open to the side: that was what saved her, since it meant that she could hide her slender child’s body behind it and her father, who hurried briskly to the exit, didn’t notice his daughter. 

She would have loved to clap her hands with joy right then, for she was sure that her adventure had now begun. She carefully wriggled through the door, which closed shortly afterwards with a hiss. Panic gripped her for a moment as she didn’t know how she was supposed to get back out of this prison, but her thirst for knowledge overcame that feeling within a split second. 

The rooms were dimly lit, so she could only see the outlines of the laboratory tables where a number of test tubes sat in their holders. She hated chemistry, a subject she had to learn every day. Her father insisted on it. In the early days, she had done it without complaining, in the hope of getting his attention, but sooner or later the girl knew that she didn’t mean much more to her father than his experiments. So much so that it was as if he saw another research project in her. 

She crept deeper into the laboratory, but a clattering noise from one of the other rooms made her jump back, frightened. What could it have been? Fear and curiosity fought an unequal battle inside of her. She had never been especially fearful before, so the feeling did not persist for very long. 

Don’t do it! 

Gasping, she spun right around, but she couldn’t see anyone. She wasn’t even really sure that the voice was heard out loud, on the contrary, the girl had the feeling it was just the devil in her head getting the better of her.  

Was that possible? She stepped hesitantly towards a little door in which there was a small window. 

Don’t do it, for God’s sake!

That voice again. And this time she was sure that it only existed in her head, probably a reaction of her brain overflowing with adrenaline. She had learned that in biology: Adrenaline could cause a lot of things to happen in the body. Laughing at herself, she shook her head and continued. 

She was tall for her age but still had to stand on her tiptoes to look through the little window. At first she didn’t see anything. There was complete darkness in the room behind it. Then, a shadow suddenly shot out of the darkness and a woman’s face appeared on the other side of the glass. It was distorted with rage. The girl backed away with a scream and crashed into something hard. She turned around, her heart pounding furiously, and realised that it was only the laboratory table. Nevertheless, she had found a red safety lever and sensed at that same moment that it was the locking mechanism for the door behind which the enraged woman stood. She was filled with fear; fear that she had never before felt in her life, because she knew she was in danger, even if she had never experienced anything really horrible in her young life so far.

Panic-stricken, she turned around. Which one of these stupid levers was the right one? She heaved down frantically on the lever, but instead of locking the door, this time she truly jumped. 

No! 

The word was mixed with her own thoughts which were saying exactly the same thing. 

“Thank you, my little one.” With a demonic grin on her lips, the woman, who seemed somehow familiar to her, stepped out of her prison, reached to her side and pressed a red button, which had been placed just under the low ceiling. It was a button, which opened five more doors simultaneously. She didn’t see who or what came out of these rooms, though, when a strong arm clamped itself around her small child’s body, snatched her up and moved at breakneck speed towards the door. A large hand typed the secret code on the number pad of the security door. It was taking too long. The door wouldn’t open. It must have been the wrong code, and instead, a deafening alarm sounded; it was shrill, extremely shrill. The man continued to clutch the girl close to him; his knees gave way for a moment, but he quickly picked himself up again. The sound in his ear was clearly so painful that he could hardly control himself. 

He tried once again to use the keypad but the code was wrong. Frustrated, he was pounding on the door, when a face he knew suddenly appeared in the little window in the main door. Sir Rumsfield peered grimly into the laboratory. He had already lifted his hand, ready to set the destruction mechanism in motion, which he had deliberately got installed. Rumsfield knew the danger that came from these creatures. It hurt him to have to lose Raphael, but in the end he would have no other choice but to destroy what was living in those rooms. At the last moment, however, he saw his daughter in the arms of the only individual down there in whom he saw at least the tiniest spark of humanity. Completely torn between fulfilling his duty on the one hand, and the love for his child on the other, he did what was really the only right thing to do. He opened the door to let them both out and prayed to God that he would be able to close it again in time, before the other five occupants could begin their flight from behind this door. 

The two of them slipped swiftly through the gap. The next moment, though, hands reached for the professor who had inflicted so much hurt and pain upon the prisoners in that laboratory. He knew he would be gone if they got hold of him. The researcher fought with all the power he had. 

The large man – Raphael – who was holding the girl, tried to get Rumsfield free, but he had already disappeared out of sight. Wild squeals and screams of pain rang out. 

“Close the door, Raphael, press the button and take my child to safety, if that spark of humanity exists in you,” he heard the professor cry out before his last word ended in a dreadful, bloodcurdling scream. He did what the man had demanded of him, even if everything within him protested against obeying the wishes of his torturer. 

With superhuman speed, he left the cellar and then stopped dead in his tracks, as if rooted to the spot. The girl stared on into space, mesmerised; she was no longer aware of what was happening around her and had taken her thoughts to a more peaceful place. The sun burned down on them both and the man was afraid of enduring pure agony, but he wanted to prove to himself and to his torturer that he was more human than the ones who had kept him prisoner.  Raphael started running and only stopped when he reached the inside of a shelter. Surprised, he realised that he was alright. The sun had not been able to harm him.

He was greeted with darkness but that did not bother him. Carefully, he put the child down. “Don't be scared. Nothing will happen to you here. I'm with you.” With enormous, terrified eyes, she gaped at him, horrified, and nodded. 

Nonetheless, a deafening bang caused the child to pull back in a panic, and with a shrill, fearful cry, she had jumped back into his arms. Her tiny heart pounded against her chest. She sobbed and shook. 

He had never had children and didn't really know what he should do. He awkwardly stroked her delicate back as her small hands clung to the shoulders of her saviour. What was he supposed to say? Any kind of reassurance would have been a lie. It was very clear to him what this bang meant: The destruction mechanism had worked.

For the girl, nothing, absolutely nothing, had been left of her father. Her parents' house, her father and any material of sentimental value had been blown to pieces. The professor had explained that to him often enough; first of all as a threat, later in his trust. Ironically, something had existed between the two men that nobody had ever thought possible. Raphael knew it was due to his weaker body and confused mind that this form of Stockholm syndrome had manifested itself in him. He actually felt like he had some kind of a friendship with this sadist. 

Very gently, he sat himself down on one of the hay bales – with his precious cargo. He held the child as big tears ran down her cheek and wondered why he had the feeling he should take her with him, no matter where his flight would take him. But he definitely couldn't do that – he had to leave her behind. The people would take care of her. 

At some point he noticed that the girl was becoming more relaxed and the depletion of adrenaline was doing its part. She fell asleep.

The first sirens were already sounding. He carefully laid the child on the large pile of hay, which was stored in the loft of the barn. He had to flee before the people spotted him – knowing what people normally did with creatures of his kind. But where should he flee to? Everything inside him was pleading with him to look after the child. He had been entrusted with her care, but how would he be able to accomplish that? Sombre and resigned, he shook his head, his hand caringly brushed a strand of her hair away from her innocent face, then Raphael turned his back and disappeared. 
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USA 2123 – 14 years later 

Hatred flowed through me in its purest form. Blood poured out of the ball of my thumb, which, in an attempt to form a fist, I had dug my nails into shortly beforehand. I was no longer able to repress my feelings. The past and the loss I had once suffered clung to me too strongly. My heart was pounding heavily and my breathing was anything but calm.

Angry at myself, I brushed the newspaper page to the side so that the paper closed and only the cold, white table could be seen. “This can't be happening,” I whispered, in shock. All the energy seemed to escape from my body. 

The anger had suddenly disappeared and sadness took a hold of my body. A sadness that had already defined years of my life. Like acid, it was eating away at my soul, feeding off it. I had to get out of here, ideally right away, for the bare walls were closing in on me, racing towards me from all four sides. The fear from the past was creeping up on me, searching for a weak spot. For a moment I felt the need to stifle the feelings right there and then. I had years of therapy behind me, but still, all it took was a newspaper article to unnerve me to such an extent that it was as if I had gone right back to square one. I didn't want to be like that ever again! It had taken so much time and energy to no longer allow myself to be torn apart like that. I was constantly making sure I had my emotions under control. This kind of lapse ought to be alien to my current self – technically. Some people, who only knew me in passing, thought I was more of a machine than a person, as I never let my emotions show to the outside world. I kept them locked up inside and endured them in silence. This was good because it meant that others couldn't really make judgements about me, which was exactly what I was aiming for by conducting myself in the way I did. Nobody was supposed to truly know who I was. Nobody had any idea of what went on inside me. But today, I was far from that rigid self-discipline to which I owed my reputation. Until now, I had shown no one the other side. Even the psychologists for the platoon tried to get it out of me. Officially, I didn't have a weak point; at least, that's what it said in my personal files, and that's the way it ought to stay, too. 

Determined to no longer behave like a complete idiot, I ran up to the top floor of the little maisonette flat where I lived and grabbed my sports equipment that was already packed next to the bed. Sport helped. Sport always helped. It cleared my head – I could redirect my focus onto the important things and shut out the dark thoughts. I had practised fighting sports excessively since my childhood. I had earned a black belt and reached different ranks. However, at some point, it was no longer enough for me and so I'd looked for something new. I had decided on parkour, a discipline which reached its high point in the current century, at the beginning of the 2000s. Like so much else, it had been forgotten due to the vampire wars. In my free time I had looked through all kinds of recorded footage. It was incredibly helpful that human beings back then were so determined to keep a record of their achievements in the form of little video clips. They called it 'social media', but such nonsense has not existed for a long time now. My heart and soul were in it instantly and I started training. I enjoyed getting over the many obstacles, completely exhausting myself and then knowing, ultimately, that there were hardly any obstacles that my body could not overcome. This sport gave people the feeling of freedom like no other. Horse riding, flying, sailing: you always had to rely on something. With parkour, you just had to trust yourself. The body became harder and stronger, the mind was awake and inevitably had to be. That was what I wanted: to no longer feel vulnerable and to be able to withstand the enemy – at least a little. 

I never would have thought that I’d be up against this type of enemy again. Vampires were said to be extinct – yet, that’s what it’s come down to. I would do it in reality like I had already pictured it in so many of my dreams. I swore on my life that I would rid the world of this evil. 

The hydraulic system quietly hissed as the door opened sideways. Regrettably, I remembered the doors from my childhood, which you could slam shut if desired and listen intently to the noise that resulted from it. It sometimes gave you a certain degree of satisfaction, but that was a long time ago. 

In the modern living rooms of the American elite to which I belonged, there was exclusive state-of-the-art design and technology. The apartment I lived in was luxury, yet characterised by a coldness and comprised two rooms and a bathroom. Apart from the commanders-in-chief, no one else had been given such a privilege. Usually, the members of the platoon would share an apartment between two or three. If they were lucky, they could get their own room, which was also quite rare, but mostly, several soldiers would live together in one bedroom. We ate in the common room. It was only thanks to my outstanding achievement in research, and perhaps the fact that I was Sir Rumsfield's daughter, that I had a special place to live. 

In the past – a whole lifetime ago, at least, that was how it felt – I lived in a house that had so many rooms that the whole platoon could have easily lived there with their family members. England and my family's old country estate were long gone. The memories were not, but that was something I had to deal with on my own. First of all, my legal guardian had brought me to America, sold all of my inheritance and eventually disappeared with the money. He hasn’t been seen again to this day. In the space of one day, I went to not only being an orphan, but destitute as well. Because I possessed above-average intelligence, I was accepted onto a sponsorship programme and I got the best education America had to offer. 

There was nobody I trusted and could talk to about it, or even wanted to. The people who lived here simply functioned; they were emotionless, more machines than living beings. To be honest, I didn't even know the names of my next-door neighbours, never mind what kind of people they were. At communal mealtimes, I sat my humble self away from the other people, isolated. That was something I had actively chosen – or in other words – I had deliberately brought it about. Nobody voluntarily sat down next to me and told me about themselves, as I showed absolutely no emotion, which was more than suspicious to the soldiers in my domain, even though none of them would pass as Prince Charming. But that didn't really interest me, either. I was content, at least I was until I had read the article in today's news. 

Being anonymous and accountable to no one felt good. In terms of my work life, it was a little different, as I was subordinate to my boss, though privately I was a complete loner. As I said, no one was supposed to find out what a wreck I was, as then I would’ve had to leave the platoon at once. Only operational elite soldiers were allowed to be here. 

In any case, this loner had picked up a lot during her life as a soldier. Now I would be using it in a fight which had been going on my whole life. In recent years it took place internally, after I had discovered what had happened to my father, and why. And now I could finally set my sights on a target, an opponent, who not only dominated my mind, but one that I could also fight. 

Full of determination, I hurried downstairs. With every step, the plan was taking shape in my mind: a plan, which ought to permanently destroy what I hated from the bottom of my heart, because, once upon a time, I had everything taken away from me.
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It was already dark and the moon was shining brightly above the large building that was surrounded by a high security fence. The cameras scanned the entire grounds; nothing could be kept hidden from the security staff – always on guard, in case an intruder should pose a danger to the group. And my presence and that of my colleagues most definitely did not go undetected. 

I silently observed the gossiping women who were standing around me, and to whom I belonged no more than a beggar did to a royal palace. The murmuring and the voices that occasionally became louder were lulling me, as tiredness grasped at me mercilessly. I hadn't slept in the last twenty hours. The warm summer evening was only reluctantly transforming the day into black night. At 11:00 p.m. the soldiers on duty usually opened the floodgates, and until that time we were denied access. It was hard, physical work that awaited me inside, but it also ensured that I had the opportunity to study. 

It had always been my greatest desire to become a doctor. And since there hadn't been any more stipends for many years, I was happy to have found a job I could pursue at night. This way I had time to study during the day. Certainly, I didn't get enough sleep and I no longer even dared dream of a social life, but I wanted it so much that the current downsides were simply insignificant to me. 

“Hey, Liv, are you sleeping with your eyes open again?” Sally, the older woman who was in command of our cleaning crew, as if we were an army operating on the front line, carefully put her arm around my shoulders. I liked her because she was so affectionate and yet she still never let people walk all over her. 

“Mmh. A little bit.” That was very close to the truth, though something completely different was protesting inside me. Under no circumstances did I want to admit how much I wanted to belong. The women here were always having so much fun with each other, but I was an outsider. That's how it had always been, as long as I could remember. I firmly believed I could never be one of them. Perhaps it was better that way – it would certainly only distract me too much from my studies. And whether I could even belong at all was another matter altogether. That silly giggling, the make-up, the artificial fingernails and the shrill voices didn't really suit me. I wasn't like that. But I was lonely, and now and then this feeling took over and then I was seized with sadness.  

I knew I was smarter than most people I'd met before, even if I didn't show it to anyone. I kept my knowledge to myself early on, because the other children had often not understood what I was talking about. I had learned to adapt as best I could, even if it meant I never really belonged anywhere. Unfortunately.

I liked silence, I liked to read and enjoyed the few quiet hours in the week that I was granted. Friends or even a steady boyfriend definitely didn't belong on the timetable. Some people would say that I had no social skills – and perhaps that was the case. But for the most part I just wanted to be alone, and didn't attach any increased value to company. Of course, there were exceptions like tonight. Sometimes even I felt captured by loneliness and longed for some kind of comfort.

“Come on, my little one, we can go in.” Sally linked arms with me, and after the security staff had done the eye scan to identify me, came along with me into the large building complex. For extra security, there was another stage where we had to pass through a body scanner in order to make sure that no one brought weapons into the building.

Ever since I started working here I had wondered what it was in this building that was so valuable it had to be kept under surveillance to such an extent. What were they researching in the laboratories?

Suddenly the conversations stopped and the small group fell silent. Everyone knew what they had to do, after all, we had been working together for over a year.

We were only allowed to talk to each other about really essential things, since talking could disturb the concentration of the researchers working here. I really didn't believe in such nonsense. Why should I? If we whispered in the hallway, no one would know. It was plain discrimination; the cleaners were considered underprivileged. Besides, there was hardly anyone left in the building at this hour. 

The lights chillingly flashed on and lit up the corridors. Everything looked the same as usual when we entered the south wing where I did my cleaning; but this night something was different. It wasn’t anything I could really put my finger on. No, it was much more a feeling of desire that was spreading through me; like something pulling. It took the oxygen from my lungs. My heart was fluttering excitedly. What was happening? Was I getting ill? 

“Hey, little one, you look like you've seen a ghost!” Sally came closer and felt my forehead to see if I had a fever, just as she probably did with her two children when they were ill. I had to smile because with this little touch she drove the loneliness out of my bones. Really, I couldn't care less about my colleagues. I knew Sally would be there for me if I needed her. Yet, I didn't let even Sally get close to me, although I liked her more than anyone else in Seattle.

“It's all right, I just didn't get quite enough sleep.” This was true, even though I wasn't tired at all. My mind was wide awake, and, since a few moments ago, buzzing with expectation. I tried to ignore the strange feelings that possessed me as much as possible. “Come on, let's start with the warden’s office.” 

The suction robots had already done good preparatory work, but a human eye was better able to see the fine layers of dust in the corners. It was my job to do the fine-tuning and reset any incorrectly-programmed robots if the rooms had not been cleaned properly. The devices could not dust either, so the human hand was indispensable in that respect. 

Humanity would probably have invented completely different methods to control the dirt on Earth if the vampire wars hadn't happened. This had put the planets in a state of rigour that had lasted for almost sixty years. All research resources had gone towards inventing a means of eradicating vampires once and for all. Nobody had thought of inventing better robots for cleaning, which was a pity, but it provided me with a job.

It had been worth researching a substance that resisted vampires. People had found a way to get rid of such brutal individuals. After these creatures started to come out of the seclusion and darkness, a time of fear and torture began for all humanity. Until then, it was believed that the bloodsuckers were a myth – as conceived by Anne Rice, the author of fantasy fiction. But that was a fallacy. A fatal misbelief that cost the lives of many people. In the beginning, the mortals didn’t accept the stories of the first reports of raids and other encounters with the vampires. They were even locked up by people who sincerely believed they were doing the right thing. Little by little, the madhouses filled up.

When people finally came to their senses, it was almost too late. Within a few weeks, the vampires, working together strategically, had gradually assumed control of the planet. All important military bases had been taken and the opportunity to combat them diminished from hour to hour. In the beginning, people had tried to defend themselves with bombs, which is why many cities had been razed to the ground. During the day, the vampires had to stay in the dark. They evacuated the inhabitants of the cities and then attacked. However, the possibility of defending themselves was quickly destroyed, as the vampires began to keep people as pets. They would have been killed, too, if the cities had been showered with bombs. 

A number of researchers secretly began their work. Analysts, military staff, doctors – they all communicated through channels that had remained closed to the conquerors, and sought a solution to exterminate these creatures. This took a long time, but at some point a scientist came up with the idea of developing a serum that would not harm humans, but would kill any vampire that craved human blood. In 2083, after several trials, the serum was injected into the whole of humanity, which had been a difficult logistical undertaking – but it succeeded. Over the next few weeks, the creatures died. Because those who continued to attack people and drank blood were struck with the full force of the serum – they died in agony. The others simply starved to death.

All this happened years before I was born, but every child in the world has learned the story in school. Our past should show everyone what humans were capable of when they pulled together. Since then, there have been no great tensions between peoples. A sense of belonging had developed and I hoped very much that this would continue to prevail.

Only here, among these women, there was not much of a nice atmosphere. Sally was the exception to the rule – on my first day at work she had already taken me under her wing and I guess you could say she adopted me.

“So, the office is done. You take the rest of the executive floor, I'll go downstairs and check it out.” That's how we did it every day. I had the privilege of cleaning the executive floor, which probably caused discord among the others. But Sally had made it clear to me that she was the one who delegated the tasks. You had to stick to it, remain calm and accept it, or else look for another job. Since the company paid well, nobody grumbled at the bossy little supervisor. Nevertheless, it put me in an undesirable position among the women, which I didn’t enjoy very much. “The big boss is in the house, in case you run into him.” 

“The boss is here? What an honour!” I couldn't hold back my sarcasm. “He’s never here.” It was the first time since I had worked here that he was present. He usually lived in New York, as I had learned at the very beginning of the job. Essentially, I didn't care, but I was still surprised.

Sally shrugged her shoulders casually. “Oh, what do I know. Important business – I have no idea about that anyway. Now, get out of here, or we won't get through today's workload.”

“All right. See you later.” I winked at her again and ran to the next office while Sally was already in the lift. 

In the beginning I found it scary to be alone on one of the many floors, but after a year I got used to it. I routinely plugged the wireless buds into my ear and selected my playlist on one of the oldest Apple Watch models. I was glad I owned this old thing at least. It was all I could afford.

Some of my superficial colleagues smiled at me, but I let their malice bounce right off me. Someday, I would have more money at my disposal and I would be able to afford better technology. Someday – I held onto that word and believed in it. What else could I do? I would definitely not withstand this workload for the rest of my life. Studying in the morning, working at night and sleeping only when it was absolutely necessary.

I was stronger than many other people I knew and never got sick or had any injuries, but slowly, I felt that I was living at the edge of my limits. My exceptional physical condition helped; this was the only way I could power through on the few hours of sleep I had without collapsing.  

I quickly banished my negative thoughts. The next moment the silence was broken by the quiet sounds of Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata. I loved classical music, which was a remedy for my constantly overwrought nerves. And now the unpleasant feeling finally eased and I relaxed.

I was even relaxed and focused enough on the wonderful sounds that I didn't notice how, after a while, the door to the office was opened. 
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Today was another one of those days that drove me to despair. The responsibility that weighed down on me was what I had wanted, yet I longed for a place where I could simply live in peace. On a quiet lake, perhaps in the Scottish Highlands. On a lonely fjord in Norway or on one of the small Irish islands. I would be quite simply forgotten about; I could forget who I was and have nothing else to worry about but myself.

But I knew that without me, some of those who were very dear to my heart would be doomed. I didn’t want to, but couldn't help it, since I had taken on this task and I would sure as hell finish it. I had promised myself that.

I had been secretly working for the government for five years and had kept my company directly under the president’s nose. Nevertheless, I was ok with it, because this was the only way I could keep the promise I had made to myself.

Life didn't hold many surprises for me anymore. Or was it because I was not prepared to let surprises into my life? My days were extremely well organised. I always slept at the same time, ate at the same hour and met other demands only when I could fit them into my schedule.

Some people would have said I lived in a state of monotony, but I was satisfied with it the way it was. All this gave me security: security that I had missed painfully for many years of my life.

Dark had pulled me out of this lethargy when he called me a few weeks ago and told me that he had captured a vampire: none other than Ladorre. At first I thought it was a joke, but then I realised that the story did not come from my colleague’s imagination. The government officials who were in the company building at the time witnessed how he, completely mad with hunger, tried to get hold of the uncontaminated blood products that we stored in the basement for emergencies. How the hell had he known about that? Only a handful of people knew about the contents of the refrigerator. And Ladorre was the last person or vampire I would have entrusted with that secret. 

Dark had no choice but to capture the vampire. At first there was trouble because the officials wanted to take him with them, but that would not have been possible. Too much was at stake. But the guy had been hard to stop in his greed. He was one of the oldest and he was strong. Dark had probably only been able to catch him because Ladorre was so starved. Getting him out of the dungeon again would have been suicide. And this is why Centrodynamics had taken over supervision of him: one of the advantages of being in direct contact with the president. She trusted me and knew that this vampire was very valuable for the research that was done in our laboratories. Nevertheless, it did not change the fact that some people now knew about a surviving vampire.            

The company building had been partly built on the walls of an ancient fortress and there were still some underground rooms in the vaults, which were excellent for such a case. I had had everything refurbished, and in the meantime, people no longer had any idea of the origin of the lower basement: a crucial argument I had made to Mrs Perth. Our research was also a point she could not easily sweep aside.

Nevertheless, I had not understood why it was suddenly important for me to be here in Seattle. Perhaps I would find out in the next few days why Dark wanted me here so badly. So far we hadn't had a moment’s peace and hadn't been able to talk to each other in private. It had to be regarding a sensitive issue.

“Spencer, go to the parking garage. I'll take the lift,” I instructed my chauffeur – a privilege I also enjoyed. Being driven saved me a lot of stress and enabled me to make good use of the time I needed to cover different distances. Of course, I could have easily bought one of those fashionable, modern cars that drove themselves, though they could make mistakes at the wheel, and I didn't believe that in an emergency these machines would react like a human being could. What if a defect caused the traffic control system to be interrupted? No, as long as I could afford it, I'd let a chauffeur drive the car, or damned well do it myself. It was a luxury that made it possible for me to enjoy another luxury, namely: having time. Unlike in the past, there were hardly any accidents, but someone had to steer the vehicle and intervene if the technology failed.

My name was known in the world of the rich and powerful. I, Robert Tensington, as a businessman through and through, did not allow myself any kind of lapse and did not tolerate them among my employees either. I attracted women like moths to a light, but word quickly spread throughout the company that I was completely immune to advances. There were even rumours behind closed doors that I was homosexual. In my younger years this would probably have infuriated me, but today, I was no longer bothered by such childishness. What others thought of me did not affect me in any way. I simply didn't care.

The car stopped with a gentle jolt, and a moment later, Spencer had already rushed to the door and was eagerly holding it open for me. Everything ran smoothly, just as the boss in me liked. All my employees knew they had to work, otherwise they were unemployed. Robert Tensington was merciless. Life had made me this way.

* * *
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I entered the luxurious office that I would use during my presence in Seattle, and was quite amazed. The sight that welcomed me was more than merely appealing, but I was unaffected by it and remained so: a curse and a blessing in one. That was one of the things they had taken away from me. My interest in women had been completely erased, and since then I had no longer believed that I could ever find a woman again to whom my body would react. But I had stopped wasting my thoughts on it a long time ago; the loneliness hurt too much. I longed for Fria over and over again. Back then, there was no ardent desire that was roused in me unless I was near her – not like in so many books I had read so far in my life. In fact, it had been more of a silent love, characterised by a deep respect for each other. Fria had taken the position of a true partner and she had been loyal to me. I’d been able to rely on her, no matter what it concerned, because she had enjoyed my boundless trust, until her death. 

I no longer believed in finding such a woman again, although I had to admit that I had hoped for it for a long time. They were just stories for romantic girls who didn't know any better. There was simply no such thing as an all-consuming love. 

And this woman, who was sprawled lasciviously across my very expensive, antique desk, was only scum in my eyes. Calculating scum.
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How was it possible? They had been considered extinct for two decades! This thought was constantly going round and round in my head, wreaking havoc. 

I almost missed my poby because I had been so lost in thought. A poby was a means of transport that brought several passengers from one place to another and had been invented because of the lack of resources. Very few people could still afford their own vehicles. I chose to do without my own car, despite the good salary I received as a member of the elite unit. Pobies were reliable and fast. They had priority in traffic and allowed you to get ahead quickly. So why would I not use them?

When I got in, people looked down and avoided eye contact with me. I was used to it. As soon as they saw my uniform, they were afraid because we were the elite and thus, we also had powers: powers that meant I could order every single one of those present into a hole and not let them out again.

As soon as I had sat down and programmed my destination into the small monitor in front of my seat, my thoughts wandered into the past.

My father, Sir Rumsfield, had been one of the gifted researchers who had wiped those creatures off the face of the earth, and in the end he was the one who had managed to turn a simple serum into a lethal weapon.

The American and British governments wanted to honour him. Innumerable medals were to be displayed on his chest and his bank account was to be filled with money, but he didn’t want fame. Money had never been what he wanted either; after all, he had enough of that. He asked for a vampire! Only today could I really understand why that had been so important to my father. Now that I was researching for myself and striving to uncover genetic secrets. I would give anything to get the opportunity that had been given to my father.

One vampire, the last of its kind – at least I believed it to be until this morning –lived, from then on, in the research laboratory of Sir Rumsfield's country estate. He was held captive like an animal. My father researched his enemy down to the last detail. He recorded every experiment. Each of his enemy’s moves. He kept records of the feeding of blood that was still not contaminated. He paid more attention to this vampire than he had ever given to his daughter. Many years later I had read each of the notes, which he had kept meticulously. Most of the handwritten notes were burned, on the estate at the time, along with my father and his research object. However, he had stored the digital files on a stick he gave me as a pendant shortly before his death. He updated the results twice and I had devoured them when I was able to decipher them, fascinated and shocked by the extent of what he had done. A year before his death, he had kept more vampires in his laboratory and carried out experiments on them. These new vampires, as he called them, had been created by experiments on his assistants. These people, who had been employed by him and had volunteered, had become vampires through targeted genetic modification! Unbelievable! This fact still shocked me today. How, I had not yet been able to find out. All other evidence had been burned, and these creatures, too. 

From very early childhood I was sent to a boarding school. Sent away by him and away from my familiar home. Until today I had not forgiven him; I felt like I came up second best. My mother had died in childbirth when I was born, and from then on I was looked after by various nannies in London, while he was off doing research in the countryside, which I hated so much. And in order to completely detach myself from him, I had to go to a boarding school in Switzerland.

But I didn't know any other way. I was alone most of the time. My imaginary friend accompanied me every step of the way. Even today I could remember the name of the invisible girl; she was the only friend I’d ever had. I’d called her Margaret; at the thought of that alone, a sarcastic laugh bubbled up inside me.

Nevertheless, to this day, I hadn’t been able to cope with being stuck in that horrible boarding school. My mind and body was shaped and then hardened. Without that time I would never have become the rationally-thinking person I was today, but I’d felt lonely and abandoned, terribly homesick. My constantly present and invisible friend Margaret was proof of that. Until I was able to decrypt the files on the stick and get my hands on them. From then on, I didn't waste a single thought on her anymore. Yes, I’d hardly thought of her until today. But then the pictures descended upon me and finally I was able to understand myself. 

Meanwhile, I knew more about vampires than about humans. But I had also found out something that had seriously shaken the faith I had in my father, which had hurt me more than all the lonely hours without him.

I had to pull myself together; this report in the news could not be – no – was not possibly true. If it should be true, my world would be thrown off its hinges and I would have to take serious action.

The seat below me vibrated slightly: the sign that I had arrived at my destination and had to get out.

Would I ever accomplish my aims?
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The sounds were rushing softly through the headphones as I started to dust off the desk. I had put all my thoughts on ice and was working, while my brain was getting a well-deserved night's sleep. I had learned this quickly over the last few months – to switch off my brain and let my body work. This was the only way I survived the daily workload.

Shocked, I turned around, when someone tapped me on the shoulder. My heart was racing in my chest in a hunting gallop. 

“Oh man, Sally! You just scared me to death. I’m about to have a heart attack!” I gasped, as I drew the oxygen into my lungs and leaned against the desk.

Sally laughed, but her eyes remained strangely distant. “Sorry, I didn't mean to do that. Are you done here? I need you down in the canteen. Those machines for heating the food supplies have obviously arrived today and we should clean them so that they can be put into operation tomorrow.”

“What's wrong, Sally?” I looked at her, insistently. “Something is wrong!” I was absolutely sure something was bothering her. 

My supervisor and friend didn’t look me in the eye, instead she turned away to leave the room. I didn’t know her to ever be like this. Actually, Sally was mostly in a good mood and always talkative. “Oh, nonsense. Come on, we'll have to buck up a bit to keep on schedule.” 

I quickly ran after her and grabbed her arm to hold her back. “Sally, something is bothering you. I've known you long enough to see that. Tell me about it. Can I help you somehow?” 

Giving in, she let her shoulders sag, which she had previously pulled up, tense. With a nod, she asked me to go back to the office and closed the door behind us. “I had to let Chrissie go,” she whispered, as if someone could hear her through the thick walls. Which was absolute nonsense.

“That blonde poison!” Chrissie always made fun of my clothes, but that wasn’t the only reason I couldn't stand her. Her dismissal wasn't something that really could upset me. Basically, the silly cow didn’t deserve anything else, as she skived off work far too often. Nobody took breaks more often than she did. Nevertheless I asked: “Why?” 

“She tried it on with the boss earlier and that went against the grain with him. I was immediately called up to him and the moment I came in the bitch was just getting dressed. I was disciplined and then had to fire Chrissie in the presence of Mr Tensington. She's out by the end of the month. Well, and...” Her voice broke. Horrified, I saw teardrops filling Sally’s eyes.

“What?” I asked gently.

“I can stay until the end of the quarter, then I'll be out.” Now the drops were running down her cheeks, and an irrepressible rage against the company owner and that slut Chrissie brewed inside me. 

“You're not serious, are you?” I pushed out angrily.

Sally just nodded and sniffed again.

“Hopefully you won't put up with that!” Angrily, I put my hands on my hips. 

“What am I supposed to do then? He dumped me cold as ice. I couldn't even justify myself,” Grateful, she took a handkerchief from me.

With my eyes narrowed to slits, I carefully controlled my exhalation. “Then I’ll do it for you!” Strictly speaking, I was a very gentle person, but injustices could cause me to go into a rage

I marched out of the room into the hallway. I would pay him a visit on his penthouse floor. Everyone knew where the boss's office was. Everyone knew that he didn't like women. Everyone, except Chrissie apparently. Or had she seen it as a challenge to get the supposedly extremely attractive man to her side of the bed? Anyway, that was irrelevant. He had a screw loose if he was punishing Sally for this. 

“Please, Liv, wait. Don't go to him.” Sally begged so quietly behind me that I almost didn't hear her.

Sally sounded so broken that I immediately stopped and looked around for her. “Why? You don't deserve this. Just because that...” No, I would not sink that low and consider the woman with such derogatory words, even if they might describe her correctly.

“I know that Liv. He would throw you out in the same way and that wouldn't help me either. Leave it.” Noisily, Sally cleaned her nose and turned around. Her shoulders hung down sad and powerless. “See you later.” Completely robbed of her usual zeal, she got into the lift. 

I waited a few moments until the doors of the lift were closed and my friend had disappeared from my field of vision, then I resumed the path I had wanted to take. This guy could dismiss me, by all means, but he would still hear my opinion.
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As soon as the cleaning supervisor had left my office, I regretted my impulsive outburst at her. After all, she was least responsible for the incident. Okay, she was the one who was in charge of the cleaning crew, but she wasn't inside the heads of some of these dense, marriage-thirsty employees. 

Annoyed at myself and this blonde woman, I stepped up to the large panorama window and looked out at the Seattle night. The lights sparkled like the stars in the canopy above me. If I didn't know better, I could have just visualised that everything was fine down there in the streets. No destruction of the houses, no beggars in the dark alleys and no areas of fallow ground where nobody lived anymore. Since the bombs had been dropped on this city, entire districts had become extinct. Seattle shared this fate with almost every major city on Earth, unfortunately.

I was seized with sorrow, which was my companion every now and then. The world today was anything but rosy. Only those who were tough and fought their way through survived and could make something of themselves. The weak fell by the wayside. ‘Social hammocks’, as they used to so beautifully put it, no longer existed. Everyone had to take care of their own survival. That blonde woman just now, knew that it was easier to live at the side of a wealthy, influential man. Some people knew, but slowly the ladies should have understood that I wasn’t available and would simply leave me in peace. This floozy had been lying sprawled across my mahogany desk dressed in nothing but lingerie, discreetly illuminated by the Tiffany lamp next to her. She had looked at me with sultry eyes and opened her legs. An invitation that lacked any appeal. Even in my best years I wouldn't have fallen for such a cheap pickup and I certainly hadn’t been picky. I had scolded the woman and told her to get dressed as soon as possible. But she had continued to try to convince me of her charms. In vain, of course. 

Unfortunately, incidents of this kind happened again and again. But this time I wanted to set an example. Heads had to roll so that, in future, the women who worked for me would not come up with such ideas again. I was simply tired of it and, inside, was about to explode.

Only when I’d reached for the telephone did she recognise her mistake. I’d called the supervisor by speed dial, whose number I rang. Within a minute we were no longer alone. The woman who was still lying on my table hectically tried to cover her nakedness as the other woman entered the office. Shocked, the older woman had looked back and forth between me and the blonde: at first questioning, but that quickly turned into anger towards the younger one. However, the brief sequence of events, as she was still thinking about what had just happened, hurt me. Did I look as if I needed to pounce on my cleaning ladies? My silly pride had reacted to it and had influenced my judgment and my actions. I should not have dismissed the supervisor. The blonde, yes. 

Tomorrow morning I would send a telegram to the older woman and withdraw her notice of termination. While I was still racking my brains over it, the door to the office flew open and a redheaded whirlwind stormed in without knocking. With eyebrows raised and arms crossed, I watched the spectacle that presented itself. It was definitely not boring in Seattle. The smell she emitted caught me like a crushing blow, and I immediately held my breath. Not because she smelled unpleasant, no, it was rather one of the most beguiling scents I had ever experienced. 

“You...,” the beauty began, but suddenly broke off and stared at me as if I were the devil incarnate. Her eyes widened, her mouth opened and she gasped for air like a fish on dry land. The next moment her legs gave way and before I knew it, she simply collapsed.

What was going on here? This pretty little fury had actually fainted at the sight of me. I had already had a lot of experiences in relation to women, but none had shown such an effect in my presence. Shaking my head, I went over to her and carefully lifted her up. She weighed almost nothing. The leather sofa in the corner was comfortable; I knew that from experience and so I put my light cargo down on it. Her scent enveloped me; she was wearing a wonderful perfume, or was it her own scent? My nerves vibrated and swung synchronously with her heartbeat. Her face looked delicate, like porcelain, and on her nose I could see a few freckles that were adorable to look at.

With regret, I turned my gaze away from her, hurried into the adjacent bathroom and held a washcloth under the ice-cold water. It bubbled down over my hand, but in no way helped to cool my boiling emotions. A smell rose up my nose again. Her smell. A smell that reminded me of something. I just couldn't name it, couldn't really remember it. What was it? And as quickly as the feeling of déjà vu had come over me, it had vanished again.

I quickly wrung out the rag and went back to my office. The confusion in me made me nervous. I had never experienced this kind of feeling before. The woman was still lying on the black leather. Like a fan of fiery flames, her hair, which had come loose from a bun, lay spread out behind her head. She was a true beauty and my heart contracted a little. 

Gently, I took off her shapeless glasses and put the cold cloth on her forehead. A single drop of water ran into her hair. I followed the trail with my eyes, wandered further down her neck and wondered what it would feel like to follow that path with my tongue. What did this fiery beauty taste like? A heat rose inside me that I had long forgotten. Which I had considered dead. I had to swallow hard to stop the urge within me. Astounded, I stared at the creature in front of me and grappled at my hair, stirring it up. Who was she? Why was I reacting to her like this? What did it mean?

A groan escaped from her lips, which caught me off guard and I almost groaned as well, given the emotions that were ravaging inside me. 

This was unbelievable! For years I had had no interest in the female sex and now this tender, red-haired being lay before me and I had to control myself so as not to jump on her. My groin was ready. Until this moment, I had assumed that I would be impotent until the end of my life.

If someone had told me about this minutes before, I wouldn't have believed a word. My curiosity about her had been awakened and yet I didn’t want to face her like this. So agitated, so... yes, what, actually? I had to admit to myself that I was hot for this woman. Hotter than I had been for decades. And this feeling took me by surprise to such an extent that I preferred to flee.

Before she would open her eyes, I would already have left the office building and she would probably have forgotten me. 

I hurried through the lonely corridors and got into the limousine. While the chauffeur then steered the car safely through the almost non-existent night traffic of Seattle, my brain was rattling at full speed.
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I felt something soft beneath me. There was a buzzing in my skull, as if I was pressing my ear directly against a megaphone. Nausea was invading me and I felt alone – more than ever before. 

The cold spread inside me, I urgently needed a hot tea or something else, preferably something with high alcohol content that would warm me up. What had happened? I felt confused, abandoned, betrayed.

My eyelids fluttered as I opened my eyes. There was too much light in the room. Wait, where was I anyway? Liv, take a deep breath, concentrate, I tried to calm myself down. This was the company owner's office. The guy who only rarely stayed in Seattle and who, today of all days, had got into an argument with Sally. And all because of this annoying Chrissie. 

Frantically, I refreshed my memory. I could only remember that I had been extremely annoyed when Sally told me about her dismissal. After that I had stormed straight into Mr Tensington's office and then... Yes, and what then?

He had stood there, looked stunningly good and the next moment everything around me had turned black. It could hardly be more embarrassing. The little cleaning lady fell at the feet of the founder of the empire! He must have thought I was no better than Chrissie. He probably assumed it had just been another ploy to get close to him. 

Oh man, no wonder he wasn't here anymore. Unpleasantly touched by the realisation of what had happened here, I rose from the sofa on which the big boss must have laid me. Or had he been too refined for that and had called one of his employees in? At that moment the rag fell off my forehead. Did Mr Tensington have a caring side? No, I couldn't imagine that at all. Ridiculous! The ivory-coloured cushion slipped off the smooth leather and fell to the floor, too. Slowly, I picked up both. There was no way I could tell Sally about this. The fine saviour – my humble self – was not even able to deliver her opinion to the fine man. And I had set myself the goal of fighting for Sally's continued employment and, if necessary, giving up my own job for it. But everything had turned out quite differently and definitely not as I had wanted it to.

I looked around again, but there was nothing more to see of Tensington. The whiff of his aftershave was the only thing in the air. Disappointed with myself and my own inadequacy, I shuffled to the lift and went down to the canteen to help the others clean the machines.

* * *
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After the night shift with all its confusing events, I lay down at home and fell into a deep sleep for two hours, but my much-hated alarm clock rang far too early and didn't give me any peace when I grouchily squawked at it. I knew myself well, so the thing stood on the chest of drawers at the other end of the room, otherwise I would have switched it off and would still be sleeping calmly. None of that helped; I had to get up. I shuffled discontentedly to the alarm clock, which I had bought a few years ago, second-hand at a retro market. When it wasn’t just ringing as if an alarm had gone off somewhere, it was one of my home’s treasured possessions. There wasn't much that my heart was attached to. I had learned early enough that material possessions meant loss and so my heart was almost never attached to anything. But this funny item reminded me of the alarm clock my mum had bought me.

Drowsily, I put the thing aside and grabbed a towel. When I stood under the shower, I suddenly became wide awake. Ice cold water pelted down on me and I hectically gasped for air. I hurriedly reached for the shower gel, which smelled wonderfully of lavender. Just at the moment when I had worked up a lather in my hair, no more water came out of the tap. Not a single drop! I was annoyed when I turned the knobs. Nothing!

“Damn it! What a piece of shit!” Cursing, I stepped out of the cubicle. This couldn’t be happening! This old building was the last straw! The aged pipes were constantly seizing up and the water simply stopped running. Today of all days! In less than half an hour I had to take an exam; if it weren't for that I could have headed to the showers on campus, but I simply didn't have the time. That could completely mess things up. As worked up as I was, I didn't know if I would even be able to concentrate at all. 

I bit my lip so as not to let any more curses escape from my mouth. With a towel, I removed the soap suds as much as I could, but with my hair it was a hopeless struggle. I had to get out of here, this dump was a real pain! But I couldn’t afford another apartment with the best will in the world. Anything that was anywhere near habitable was also far too expensive.

Feeling a little resigned, I crept back into the room. Necessity is the mother of invention, I thought, and rummaged in my wardrobe. The turban that I wrapped around my head didn't look very fancy, but it served its purpose and hid the disaster underneath. I loved old stories, old films and old clothes. On my days off, I would stroll around flea markets looking for such ancient things. On one of these expeditions I had discovered the turban and the long white dress that I had put on. That had to do.

Other students often mocked me because of my taste, but I didn't care. I didn't care about all those superficial people, like they probably didn’t care about me. Except for the fact that I had to be used for their amusement from time to time, my fellow students ignored me. Sticking my tongue out myself as I passed the mirror, I calmly left the furnished apartment.

* * *
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Something contracted in my stomach. That was not a good sign. As soon as I had got on the bus, I could sense something was hot on my heels. I felt a fear that I could not name. I looked around unobtrusively, but couldn’t see anything unusual.

The bus was packed, so I had to stand and was constantly being thrown against the bodies of the other passengers and squeezed between them. It was mainly students who were going to the university and a few commuters who chose to get to work with this cheap means of transportation. Those who could afford it took the poby, which was clearly quieter and more relaxed. Since a journey in it cost twice as much, I didn’t even consider that. I only took the poby in exceptional cases, if there was absolutely no other way; Ultimately, I had to keep hold of my money. In the past, long before I was born, there were underground trains in many cities – a means of transport that travelled on rails under the ground. But that was aeons ago. The military had bombed out the whole underground system, because vampires had often hidden in it. Somehow I imagined it absolutely creepy to travel in a metal coffin at a furious speed so far down, through dug-out tunnels. Frightening. 

For as long as I could think, I’d had a sixth sense for danger and that's why I didn't shrug off this unpleasant pulling. What I was feeling right now was causing my nerves to quiver in alarm. Something was wrong here, I just didn't know what yet. I felt watched, but couldn't spot anyone looking at me for too long. I swayed restlessly from one foot to the other and kept my head down the whole way while remaining alert and scanning my surroundings and the passengers from the corner of my eye. Nothing happened, only the fear could not be denied. 

Together with many other students I finally left the station and rushed towards the building that had been built as early as the end of the nineteenth century. Originally, it had been a private university, but the wars had changed that too. The University of Washington had been razed to the ground. Since there were hardly any facilities left intact in which one could offer an adequate variety of teaching, Seattle University was nationalised. You could only study at S.U., as we called it, if you had a scholarship or lots of money. There were only a few universities left in America, so the congestion at the beginning of a semester was huge. Most couldn’t withstand the pressure put on students here, and left before the first semester ended. I was glad to be one of the lucky ones who had been accepted. And I would not give up. If possible, I wanted to graduate with distinction.

The venerable building stood in front of me in its old glory. I raised my head briefly to look at the many pointed gables. This sight impressed me every time. Suddenly, I stumbled on the stairs. Two strong hands caught me before I hit the ground and ruined my white dress. It had been close. Gratefully, I looked up at my helper and looked into a pair of cold blue eyes that looked at me relatively disparagingly.

“Thank you,” I said, with constraint. 

“No problem. Next time pay more attention and concentrate on where you’re going.” His gaze briefly flitted, in irritation, towards my head, on which I was wearing the turban. No wonder a deep crease formed on his forehead, but he quickly regained control. Typical Connor, always the cool guy. Secretly, I had adored him for quite a while. He was a high-flyer – good-looking, had good grades and was popular with everyone, including me. My skin burned in the places where his hands had touched my arms. 

Pull yourself together Liv, I scolded myself. Only Conner’s back was now visible, as he disappeared into the crowd. Once, just once, he had spoken to me and I hadn't come up with anything to keep the conversation going. I was so pathetic! 

Frustrated, I stomped to the exam room and for the next few hours I forgot about Connor, as well as the danger I had felt. 
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As soon as I’d finished my training session and showered, I drove to work. We all had flexible working hours, which I really enjoyed. 

Before I had my college degree in my pocket, a scout had already noticed me. He had approached me and asked if I wanted to participate in the top secret elite programme. I had agreed immediately because I knew what an honour it was to be able to be there. To this day, I had not regretted the decision once. We could arrive at work whenever we wanted, as long as we delivered results. And I was one of those who always delivered. I was punctual, accurate and full of enthusiasm. From time to time I was appointed to carry out field work, which gave me the variety I needed. This meant that my body had to be constantly ready for action and sport was part of the daily routine of my working day. 

My first stop was the office of my direct superior. I pressed down firmly on the scanner, looked into the device and the laser drove over my iris. 

“Just a moment, please, Miss Rumsfield. Mr Harrison will call you right away,” the electronic voice sounded from a box that was nowhere to be seen. There were almost no human assistants or secretaries anymore, because good staff were a scarce commodity. Our world was still operational, but much had changed after the wars. Since I belonged to the generation born after the great change, I didn't miss anything either; after all, I didn't know any other way. But many of the older ones demonstrated their resentment in public appearances. I just shrugged it off.  

I was too nervous to sit down and stood stiff like a statue, leaning against the wall. In my thoughts I was putting all the arguments in order of which I could convince my boss to give me a few days off. Nobody would be able to dissuade me from my project, as I had already been waiting too long for this chance. Even if I had not been aware until today that I had been waiting for it at all. 

Several minutes passed before the voice was heard again: “Mr Harrison has time for you now. Please enter, Miss Rumsfield.” I had to have my iris scanned again, before the hydraulic door to my boss's office opened with a soft hum. Harrison was standing on a treadmill and running at a decent pace while reading an email on the monitor embedded in the treadmill. He wasn’t sweating, not even huffing or puffing. He seemed frighteningly calm. If I didn't know any better, I would doubt that he was even a human being. Instead, I would have guessed that behind his perfect façade was one of those cyborgs that the government constructed for combat missions. But we all boasted this type of physical condition. Walking long distances was as easy for us as going for a short walk was for any normal citizen.

“Ah, hello, Rumsfield. Come closer. What can I do for you?” He slowed down the pace until the device began to beep, then he took a step sideways and came to a stop, smiling in front of me. His eyes, however, remained unaffected by this movement, which made his smile look more like a grimace. 

“Sir, I wanted to politely ask for a week's holiday. As soon as, in your eyes, I'm free to go.” We were a military unit, so it was good manners to speak to the superior using ‘Sir’. I stood to attention and looked him in the eyes, just as emotionless as him. Waiting and saving any information that could be gathered.  

“You haven’t had a holiday for two years. Of course I’ll approve it. Next week is a good week. Have a great time. Take some time out.” I thanked him and when I was about to turn around, he added: “And relax a little.” Relax? How did he come up with that idea? Why did he say something like that? I just acknowledged this last inappropriate sentence and left the office with a nod. It was one of the unwritten laws that it was nobody's business what the others did in their spare time. That’s why Harrison had gone too far when he’d smacked me in the face with that. Was this guy becoming human after all? 

As I entered the empty corridor, a rare smile flickered across my face. My holiday had been granted. Right, I could now put the first step of my plan into action. 
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I had put several of my men on her. Meanwhile I knew what she had been doing all day, what she had been eating and who she had been talking to on the phone. She slept too little, at least if that was her normal daily routine, and that's what I assumed. One of my most capable computer specialists had found out this much about her and yet not enough. I wanted to know everything about her. It almost bordered on obsession. Since yesterday evening I had no longer been able to think clearly. Everywhere and all the time, a redhead whooshed in and stood there enraged, her hands on her hips.

Olivia Morgan was an absolutely blank page, as I came to recognise after reading her curriculum vitae. Born after the vampire wars and raised on a remote farm. Parents had died early and she had grown up with distant relatives in poor circumstances. Excellent school grades, studying medicine, lived in a dilapidated house. She paid the rent, living expenses and the fees for her studies from her job with my company. She didn't own much.

This woman had absolutely nothing to smile about and yet she struggled hard to fulfil her own dream in life. I quietly admired her. Such people were rare. Many let themselves drift and never made a go of it if they came from such circumstances. And this made what I had planned for her easier. 

But first I definitely wanted to get to know her better. What was it about her that made me react to her in such a way? That dead feeling had been brought back to life. Since last night I had been thinking of her all the time and hoped to see her again soon. And I would definitely give chance a helping hand, just because I never left anything to chance. A smile spread across my lips as I imagined how I would do it. This woman gave me wings, gave me momentum and was pulling me out of my sadness. 

Finally I had a goal again, my hunting instinct had awakened and with it a restlessness that had to be restrained.

* * *
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“Mr. Tensington, I need to talk to you for a moment, and apart from that, I've discovered something interesting.” It was the voice of the best computer specialist my company had to offer and it sounded excited, which was an enormous emotion from this man. At that moment I was curious.

“Come up to my office, right away!” Like hell I was going to talk with my employee about sensitive issues on the internal line. Full security measures had been taken for the company, yet there was always a loophole somewhere and no one could find a weak spot with me, especially not a connection to a woman. I was clean, no strings attached. There was nothing that others could use against me. And that is how it should damn well remain.  

Meanwhile, the entirety of the rest of the day had been settled for me workwise, which meant a vacuum was created in my mind that only provided space for this delicate little lady. Her red hair blazed through my thoughts and her green eyes were piercingly fixated on me. She was a beauty of nature, but she skilfully hid it behind glasses, a tight plait and clothes that no one wore today.

In the meantime, I was angry at myself. Why hadn’t I taken her right there and then? She would have succumbed to my charm and wouldn’t have been able to resist my powers of persuasion, and I would now be the same old guy again – working efficiently and not distracted. But I had hesitated; I’d been shocked at myself and my desires. Simply: I had missed my chance. This one time. It would not happen again! 

A short time later, Dark, as he called himself, was sitting across from me. The name was definitely a statement, as was his clothing, which was also only made of black fabrics. The edges of his eyes were tattooed in the same colour and he looked like one of those villains from the films that were shot at the end of the twentieth century. Furthermore, he was tall and stocky and portrayed an enormous toughness. Anyone who didn't know him kept out of his way, and even those who had already met him avoided him. Dark was not a typical computer specialist, as he also took on quite different tasks for me, and he accompanied me every now and then on short business trips when problems were to be expected. Otherwise, he took care of the office here in Seattle. Despite the many years we had now worked together, we still addressed each other formally. I kept a businesslike distance from all my employees – Oh, what am I saying? – from all living creatures. 

“Begin!” I ordered him indignantly, and did not regret my tone in any way. I simply pulled rank and I had this problem, or whatever you wanted to call this woman, sitting in my gut. I wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible, hoping not to overshoot the mark and destroy something that didn't belong to me.
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I finished the test using my fingerprint on the display to carry out the proof of identity procedure, which confirmed that it was my work I was submitting; at that very moment, the unpleasant feeling returned. It was a feeling that someone was behind me and made the fine hairs on my arms stand up on end. Carefully, I looked around, but again I couldn’t see anyone behaving conspicuously towards me in any way. Most of the people’s heads were still lowered and the students’ fingers noisily swept over the glass of the displays as they gave their answers. The high ceilings made all the sounds reverberate twice as loudly, so everyone was anxious to make as little noise as possible.

Maybe my nerves were slowly going crazy and I was just imagining it all. At a loss, I shook my head at myself. I urgently had to switch off, let my soul relax a little. All the pressure I had been under for months was probably noticeable. There was no other way I could explain this uneasiness. I normally got the feeling for a short period of time that I was in danger, but today it had been going on for hours. And if I was honest with myself, I couldn't call my behaviour last night normal, either. I had never fainted before in my whole life. 

The examination was over, the displays went out and Professor Walthers looked up. “Ladies and gentlemen, as you have already noticed, time’s up, for the examination. Thank God it’s not your time that’s up, if I may say so.” He smiled briefly at himself, but quickly noticed that no one except him reacted to his joke. “You are hereby released for the weekend. See you on Monday!” 

Everybody got up, sighing, and the noise that followed did nothing for my overstrained nerves. I made my way straight outside and eagerly sucked in the fresh air. Birds were chirping and students were scurrying around. I tried to fade out everything around me and focus. Focussing inwards was an exercise my mother had taught me. She had always been very interested in psychology, even though she had never graduated and had only ever done cleaning, she had helped me a lot. Actually, she wasn’t my real mother, but in my heart she was. Unfortunately, she had died two years ago, one year after her beloved husband. She loved him so much that she suffered from a broken heart; at the end, the doctors couldn't even say what had caused her to die. This made it clear to me again and again that there were things between heaven and earth that could not be explained. If I practised medicine later myself, I could not forget that.

Today was one of the few days when I had the afternoon at my disposal. Determined to enjoy this break from my everyday life, I took myself to my favourite café. The streets were deserted, hardly anyone had time to go for a walk. Everyone was busy at that time of day. The closer I got to the house where the café was, the less I felt an immediate danger, yet I was uneasy.

Tascino was situated off the main roads and had developed from a former Italian bag shop, after which it had been named. It was small and very cosy and I liked coming here. I could sit in the corner of the café, sip a cup of tea and watch people or read a good book for hours. But unfortunately, I had that opportunity far too rarely. It was furnished entirely in the style of the last century and various pieces of furniture gave the whole place a feeling of cosiness that I missed in bare, ultra-modern restaurants.

When I entered, no members of staff were to be seen. My feet carried me to my regular place as if by themselves. Shortly before I got to the table, however, I stopped abruptly. Besides me, there was only one other guest at Tascino – a man – and he was sitting in my favourite spot, of all places. He was tall, as I could see from the long legs that were sticking out from under the table, and he had dark hair. As I approached, my breath faltered.

“M ... M ... Mister Tensington?” I stammered, confused, when I recognised the attractive man. He was sitting in the exact seat I had been heading for. He was leaning back casually in the armchair and, nonetheless, seemed as out of place as a butler in a cow shed. Everything about him radiated power and wealth. The café was by no means shabby, but the room still lacked elegance.

He looked up and for a moment I forgot why I had come here. Time seemed to stand still until he stood up and pulled me out of my stupor. “Hello, Miss...?”

Of course he didn't know my name. How could he? I was one of thousands of employees in this city. And there were other branches of his company in many other cities.  So how would he know who I was? The little cleaning lady who had fallen at his feet last night. He had to remember that, or did the women do it more often in his presence? Only then did it occur to me that I still had the turban on my head and that it certainly made me look completely different. My hand trembled and moved upwards, only to fall down again shortly afterwards, unsettled.

Pull yourself together Liv! I thought. “Hello, Mr Tensington, I’m Olivia Morgan. I work for you. Please stay sitting, I won't bother you any further.” The words emerged from my lips, hectically. I was all too aware of his presence and had to control myself, so as not to run away from him. His presence intimidated me. In addition, last night’s fainting was very embarrassing for me. Okay, I couldn't really help it, yet the thought of it was terrible for me. “Thank you so much for putting me on your sofa last night.” What was I talking about? That he put me on the sofa? Oh my God! He must have thought I was a dumb cow. 

His gaze continued to rest seriously on my face, as if considering whether he should talk to me at all, or as if he was looking for something in it. Tensington was wearing black jeans that sat like a glove on his thighs. They were surely made to measure for him, together with the white, long-sleeved shirt that emphasised his well-trained body, which probably didn't have a gram of fat on it. How could anyone concentrate on a conversation at such a sight? The attraction he exerted on me was frightening. Instantly, I felt the need to drink. There was a desert-like dryness in my mouth.

“You are welcome.” His voice vibrated warmly and deeply through my guts and I had to suppress a sigh. “Sit with me, please.” He made an inviting gesture.

The lump in my throat was big and I had to swallow hard to press the next words out of my mouth. “No, no, you don't have to invite me to your table. Um, I'll just sit at one of the other tables, there are still some free. Please excuse me if I disturbed you.” With these words I wanted to turn around and walk, but the gentle touch of his hand on my shoulder chased a hot shiver through my body and let me pause abruptly.

“Miss Morgan?”

I turned to him and looked into dark brown eyes. “Yes?”

“I don't have to invite you to my table, that's right, but I would like to. With this in mind, would you perhaps do me the honour of being my guest?”

Wow! He spoke like the gentlemen from those romantic films and books that I loved to devour. Almost mindlessly, I dropped down into one of the cosy armchairs.
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As I looked around the café, I felt Olivia's presence before she had entered the room. It was like an ache in my chest. My body and, strangely enough, my mind, too, were gripped by a longing anticipation. 

The doors slid gently to the side, Olivia Morgan entered the room and as soon as I noticed her fragrance and finally saw her, my heart hammered in a staccato of beats that made me sick. She was so beautiful and even this ridiculous turban that had been modern so many decades ago could not hide it. 

And now she was sitting next to me, and yet too far away for my taste. She would probably run away from me screaming if she knew how much I had to control myself in order not to pull her into my arms. I didn't even understand myself; how could I have expected understanding from a young woman?

“What would you like to drink? Are you hungry?” I waved to the waiter, casually. Nobody would ever see behind my façade, not even Fria had been able to do that in all those years, and this woman, in whom I was so interested, would not be able to do it, either. I had learned to hide myself behind an iron curtain of self-control.

“Can I get you anything else,” asked the young man, who obviously knew Liv, because a smile set in on his face as he looked at her. “Hello Liv! One of the usual for you?” I could see clearly that she was uncomfortable being approached in this way by the waiter, but she gave the servant a smile that could have melted ice.

It sparked an irrational feeling of jealousy in me. Now this was really going too far, after all, I didn't know the woman sitting next to me in the least. And to demand possession of a woman was not my style. Once bitten, twice shy.  

“That would be great. Thank you, Pierre.” She briskly turned towards me. The smile remained and her eyes sparkled as she looked at me. “Mr Tensington?” 

At first I was confused by the question coupled with the sparkle in her eyes, until I remembered what this was all about. This hadn't happened to me in ages. I was always focussed and knew what a conversation was about. This was definitely going too far. Robert Tensington and confused! “No, thank you. I still have coffee.”

To top it all off, the handsome waiter winked at Liv before leaving to get what she had ordered. Were the two having a relationship? Is that why she visited the café so often? Dark had found out from credit card statements that Olivia Morgan regularly came here on free afternoons. After hacking into the university secretary's computer, it had quickly become clear that she was off this afternoon. Judging by her behaviour, she would be in this café. And Dark had been right. 

No time to research her private circumstances in that space of time. For this, I would have had to get several private detectives on her back over a long period of time. The two guys who had shadowed her today couldn’t give me any results concerning this matter. It would only have worked if the young woman was attracted to a man. His name was Connor. Dark had tapped all the channels and found out that the guy was registered on relevant portals. It quickly became clear that Connor was into the male gender and so he had disappeared from the list of potential competitors. Which, as I had realised in the meantime, since I had become obsessed with Olivia, reassured me tremendously.

I knew it was irrational and yet I had spontaneously decided to wait for her in this very café. To get to know her better. And fathoming out the secret that surrounded her was a must for me. What I would do with her and the findings was written on a different page. 

Although I tried to catch her eye, she ignored me and remained silent. The situation amused me because I could see exactly how unpleasant it was for her. Games like this were extremely amusing. And I was a master of that subject.

“Are you feeling better today?” 

She nervously slipped around on the armchair, and finally, those green cat eyes looked at me. I imagined how those eyes would shine when I held Olivia in my arms. Her red hair spread out like a fan on one of the black pillows in my loft. She had to be a true beauty, but she skilfully hid it under thick glasses and hair that she hid tightly under the turban or tied up in a ponytail or bun like last night. Who still wore turbans like that today? It was something from the early years of the twentieth century. But even with that she had an effect on me like no other.

“Yes, thank you. I am well. I stormed into your office so upset yesterday because I wanted to keep you from firing my supervisor, Mrs Sally Michaels.” Her hands were nervously fiddling around with the strap on her bag until a jerk went through her body and she straightened herself up. There was determination in her eyes.

So that's what it was! “Then I can reassure you, you're not the first to want to help dear Sally. I have cancelled her dismissal.” Dark had wanted to talk me round and only later realised that he was preaching to the converted. I had already sent Mrs Michaels a message and withdrawn the termination.  

“Oh,” she stared at me with big eyes for a moment too long, but I enjoyed it, like a vain peacock. She was a goddess and I desired her with every fibre of my body. “Thank you.”

“Not at all.”

“Listen, Mr Tensington, it's extremely kind of you to invite me to join you, but really not necessary.”

My eyebrows shot up and I replied with the same determination: “It’s important for me. I thought I’d already made that clear to you.” Why couldn't this woman just accept an invitation?

Confused, she stood up to my gaze, which few could do. Most people instinctively lowered their eyes near me and admitted, by this simple gesture alone, that they were on a different level. Such a strength of will impressed me. Could she also stand up to me in other ways?

“What do you mean by that?”

“Miss Morgan, I found our meeting yesterday extremely interesting. Unfortunately, I had to leave – an important appointment. And as chance would now have it, I meet you again, here of all places. I would like to get to know you better.” The coincidence I owed to Dark. In order not to scare her, I put on a smile, although I would have liked to do something completely different with her.
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The smile he gave me did not reach his eyes. He had the charisma of a wild animal on the hunt, which gave me goose pimples. Everything about him seemed dangerous – he had this aura that some people radiated; it deterred me and attracted me at the same time. I consciously went into myself and tried to feel the danger that was emanating from him, but there was nothing. If I could trust my gift this time, then Tensington was harmless.

Harmless? No, he was definitely not that. Using the word harmless in his presence was rather a bad joke. He stirred up a desire inside me and at the same time a feeling of... Yes, of what actually? Everything about him confused me and over-excited my nerves, which began to whirr as soon as he was around. His superiority intimidated me at the same time, and challenged me, as well. I wanted him to accept me as his equal. Another thing that my pride had to answer for. All this contradiction made me take a deep breath, frustrated.

He wanted to get to know me better? I involuntarily asked myself if I even wanted to get to know him better at all. The answer was quite simple. Oh, yes – that’s what I wanted – I concluded, confused. So far I had not thought about it, because I could hardly remember yesterday evening and apart from that I had never seen him before. He was direct, but that was clearly better than beating around the bush.

“Aha.” I wasn’t able to give any more of myself and, actually, I didn't want to fall at his feet whooping with joy straight away. So I had to stay cool, which was not so easy in view of my wildly throbbing heart. It was beating so loudly and quickly in my ears that I feared he could hear it. Nervousness struck me as I suddenly realised that it wasn't he who was dangerous, but what he triggered in me. Nevertheless, I remained seated, did not make myself scarce and looked at him, full of expectation and hope, with a calm expression on my face.

The smile that now so spontaneously swept across his face hit me like a club in the pit of my stomach. Tensington was a good-looking man, but when he smiled, truly smiled – a smile that came from the heart – then he was a dream. A dream I had dreamed many times before. Stunned, I stared at his eyes, which had changed. But as soon as I had realised that, he was the old manager guy again, above everyone else, with women falling at his feet by the dozen. 

“Miss Morgan, are you all right?” 

“I beg your pardon?” I woke up, as if from a trance.

“You just looked as if you had seen a ghost.” With those words he put on the other smile again, the one that didn't reach his eyes and didn't make his appearance change so drastically.

“No, no, everything is fine. I'm just a little tired. The black tea will do me good.” Quickly, in order to cover up my uncertainty, I wanted to reach for the teacup. But Pierre hadn't even served it yet. Embarrassing! Tensington watched me and I felt like an insect under a microscope. I'm sure he hadn't missed what was now driving the redness into my face. My heart was pumping blood into my cheeks over and over. I could feel exactly how I was turning red. It was clearly not my day. It would probably be best if I went home to my dump and lay down in bed. Would certainly do me good to recharge my batteries a little. Constantly ploughing through and fighting the tiredness with black tea wasn’t healthy in the long run.

Thank God Pierre came along at that moment and put a cup of black tea and a piece of lemon tart in front of me on the table. “Enjoy.” He came much too close to me and looked at me vividly. “Everything okay?” 

“Yes, yes... Thank you, Pierre.” Did I look that exhausted? Nervously, I fiddled around with the turban and pushed a red curl back under the fabric.

The waiter gave Tensington a sceptical look before he disappeared. What was the matter with the men today? Usually, no one was interested in me. 

“Your boyfriend?” Was I wrong, or did his voice sound sharper than before? His face seemed closed again and there was nothing more to be seen of the smile he had given me.

“My boyfriend?” A counter question with which I wanted to stall some time to find out whether I had only imagined that Tensington's mood had just arrived at zero.

A deep crease formed between his two eyebrows. “You both seemed so familiar with each other.” 

He didn't take back his question, as most men would probably have done, after all, it wasn't really his business who I was involved with or not. He was definitely in a bad mood, which was spilling over to me in waves.

This was slowly becoming too much for me. I didn't have to justify myself to him; besides, it was my afternoon off. “And why do you want to know that?” 

“Touché!” With a wolfish grin, he leaned back in the armchair and watched me as his thumb pondered over his lower lip. “I had already told you that I would like to get to know you better. Maybe you didn't understand my intention behind it. I don't like to share.” 

My mouth became dry again and I swallowed the non-existent dust in it. What did I expect? A man like Tensington was not pushed into a corner. He was aware of who he was and what he wanted. And he was very direct. But why did he want me?
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Seattle was a hole. I would never have come here of my own free will, but my job had landed me in this city – not a holiday, where sightseeing would be a top priority. I had the chance to circumvent landing on the bottom of the heap. The good times lay long behind this place of horror. There were few newly-built houses, and those that had avoided the destruction that took place during the vampire wars looked more like they were about to collapse due to old age. The population had been severely decimated and the resettlement programme had failed. A few companies had settled here, along with the local university; otherwise, the city was threatened with extinction. This was the case for many of the former big cities, because the mob had hidden there. There had been enough food for the vampires, and for the humans there had been quite a few who couldn’t think things through enough to hide. Or, romantic ideas that had been planted in their brains by vampire romances, had clouded their minds.

Something good had come of the wars – mankind had been thinned out and only the strongest and most intelligent had survived. Darwin’s Law of Evolution. Natural Selection: first, by being selected in the split into the two subspecies of vampire and human, and then, with the destruction of the vampires, a new selection had taken place. Only the strongest and most intelligent humans were left. After the last major survey, it was rumoured that only twenty percent of humans had survived the wars, but there were no official statistics. Presumably, nobody wanted to whip the world population into an additional frenzy. The media normally only broadcast positive news. Freedom of the press had not existed for a long time. However, it wasn’t only students and industrious factory workers who lived in the big cities; the dregs of society also came back here, and they were just in places like this that were doomed to die. Crime surfaced and the police fought fiercely against it, but nobody found out about it. Unless they worked for the government, like me, and belonged to the inner circle. It did not look good for our planet. Democracy and all the achievements of humanity were on the verge of collapse. 

I had done my homework well and found out everything there was to know about Seattle. In terms of research, I was like a vicious hound chasing its prey.

The autopilot of my car stopped in front of the hotel, which definitely suited the rest of the city and had certainly seen better days. Nevertheless, it was the only thing worth me considering. 

I quickly pulled out the small bag from behind the seat and entered the hall. 

“Good evening, Miss.  Can I help you?” the concierge said, with a nasally voice and a prim-and-proper tone. He was just pretending to work in a posh hotel. 

“Ross. I have a reservation.” Nobody here would associate me with Rumsfield, the elite soldier; my complete change in looks alone would distract from everything else.

After a short search in the computer, he apparently found my booking. “Ah, Miss Ross. A single room for one night? Wouldn't you like to take a closer look at our nice little town?” 

“One night is correct. I don't plan on staying any longer.” I looked the older man in the eye with disdain. He finally realised that I wasn't interested in small talk and picked out the chip card for my room. In other more modern hotels, they only worked with fingerprint sensors and programmed the doors of the rooms to the guests’ dactylograms. Not here. It wouldn't have been impossible to manipulate those kinds of scanners, but I didn't want to take any risks, so I had decided on this accommodation.

When I left the foyer, I silently smiled to myself on the inside and flung the long hair of my blond wig over my shoulder.

Everything was going according to plan.
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At the beginning, I’d been furious at her because she had wanted to corner me so much, but the next moment the situation amused me enormously. 

I had quite simply turned the tables. And now she was sitting in front of me and her pretty face had taken on the colour of a ripe tomato, which clashed a little with the green of her eyes and the light blue of the armchair. A true explosion of colour. I couldn’t get enough of it. What a pity her fiery mane remained hidden under this monstrosity. 

“Perhaps I should go further and warn you. I don't just not like sharing, I never share.” I hadn't missed a single blink of her eye. I had absorbed every detail of her facial expressions or gestures, like a thirsty man in the desert. Where had she been hiding for so long? Why had no one ever told me that there was a young woman living in Seattle who seemed so bewitching to me? Was I the only one who could see it? Was I the only one who detected this subtle smell of apricots, which clouded my senses?

She was speechless for a short time and stared at me with a frowned forehead before leaning forward, displeased. “And what makes you assume I would get involved with you?” 

The conversation was refreshing, this woman was refreshing and I hadn't had such fun in a long time. As if she had any chance against me and would not bow to my wishes. She really believed she had a choice. How amusing.

I didn't want to take away her belief that she could decide for herself. The game would be much more fun if she came to me of her own free will. “Of course I can't assume that, but I can hope so. You can't deny me that.” With pure delight, I’d registered that she hadn’t categorically rejected me. Just at the thought of Olivia Morgan in my arms, I had to move to the side a little in the armchair, so that she didn’t immediately notice my body’s reaction. Could this really be possible after so long? 

Her gaze fixed on mine and then she smiled coldly. My confidence shattered like glass when she stood up. I had completely misjudged the situation. I had completely misjudged her. Or rather, I had overestimated myself. And this made me speechless for a moment.

“Goodbye, Mr Tensington.” With her head held high, she left the cosy little café and I had to suppress the urge to run after her with all my might. Desire, lust and greed would not make me grovel in front of a woman. Ever! 

* * *
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I had her monitored; she was accompanied on her every step by one of my men and had been for a week now. They were the best staff I had and they would tell me everything and still remain invisible to Olivia Morgan. Basically, I just had to sit back, but something was pulling me to her. An inner turmoil was torturing me and I wasn’t able to think clearly. The hope that she was as attracted to me as I was to her was obviously unfounded. Every evening I worked overtime in the office in Seattle. It was completely pointless, because everything I had to do could have been done from my private laptop. The staff weren’t present at that time of day to answer my questions. Olivia Morgan was there. Every damn evening I could feel her presence. She was there and yet she didn't come to me; instead, I just got to see this Sally, who in some mysterious way was dear to Dark. The Dark that generally had no heart. Although I couldn't attest to that one hundred percent anymore, because the real reason Dark wanted me in Seattle was because Olivia caught his attention. Just the thought that he might be interested in her caused an unbridled jealousy in me. He had told me confidentially that there was something about Olivia Morgan that might be interesting for our company. Nothing more, as we were interrupted. So far, I hadn't asked him what he meant by that. I didn't want him to notice how much this red-haired woman controlled my thoughts.

“And here you have the side view of the building.” The architect looked at me indignantly, while a redheaded whirlwind buzzed around in my brain and laughed at me. “Mr Tensington?” With his eyebrows contracted, he pointed to the projection. I looked up. The impatience in my eyes made the man recoil and take a step backwards. Satisfied, I noted that this man had indeed recognised the danger. From time to time I could still get by with what the dear Lord had given me. Unfortunately, not all too often anymore. “Send me your entire exposé; I'll decide by the end of the week!” I pushed the chair back, ignored my conversation partner and left the meeting room.

“Get me a safe line to Dark,” I instructed the pretty secretary, who had been working for me for five years and whose name I still didn't know today. Why should I? I had seen so many come and go – was I supposed to clutter up my brain with all that? She worked well and fast, kept quiet and earned twice as much for it as any other executive secretary on the planet. Once a year, she had to do a lot of overtime, otherwise we just talked on the phone. I knew what she looked like and that was enough.

Tensely, I dropped down onto the comfortable sofa and just the thought of Olivia Morgan lying on this piece of furniture elicited an irritated groan. How was it that I was so obsessed with this woman?

Within a minute, my mission had been carried out and I had Dark on the phone. “Boss?” As always, the guy didn't spend time beating around the bush, which is what I liked most about him. Dark would have to do another job for me that wasn't on his official payroll. In two days I had to be in New York and leave Seattle behind for the next few months. And like hell was I going to give up this fight. In my life, I had always got what I wanted. If necessary, this time, I would violate all the principles I had imposed on myself and not wait until she came to me of her own free will.

“I want the woman in my loft tomorrow evening. I don't care how you do it.” My good intentions were implicit: not to give Dark any indication of my state. My weak body had zeroed in on Liv and I could no longer fight it. The animal in me had awakened and was demanding what he thought was rightfully his.
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One name was constantly whizzing around in my head and everywhere I looked I saw his face, framed with dark locks of hair. Every evening I struggled against the enormous urge to storm into Robert Tensington's office and throw myself around his neck. I hardly recognised myself. 

He was there today, too; light was burning in his room as it had every evening of the previous week. As soon as I came close to the impressive building complex, I could pick out the bright lighting. Top floor, far left, the office with the huge terrace. It almost looked like an invitation. As if the big boss was calling me personally. Which he wasn’t doing. He had probably long forgotten me and was consoling himself with another woman. Soon, he would be travelling to one of the many offices on this continent which he called his own, and not waste a single thought on the plain Jane that had only temporarily caught his eye. 

I was nervous; the feeling of being watched had been bothering me for days, yet I hadn't been able to spot anyone anywhere, not for one single moment. My overwrought nerves were probably playing tricks on me.

Tensington – not a single man I had ever met had caused such a mess inside me. Not even Connor had created such an invasion of butterflies fluttering around in my stomach. And I’d been crazy about him the whole time I’d been at uni. But in direct comparison to Robert Tensington he looked like a dull, ordinary boy. 

Suddenly, I collided with someone – I had been so caught up in my thoughts that I hadn't been looking where I was going. “Hey, watch it, you stupid cow!” Chrissie pushed me back so forcefully that I landed harshly on my behind. “You don't need to strain your neck like that. The terrace is empty, the boss can’t be seen and believe me, he’s definitely not interested in little girls like you.” The women who were standing with her giggled. Chrissie looked at me with big eyes that accentuated her feigned astonishment well. One of her fingers with the long painted nails pointed at me. “Or did little Livvy give her heart away to the gay boss of all people?” 

I stretched my chin out a bit and looked at her angrily. “Mr Tensington is anything but gay.”

“Oh, oh! And how does our little dreamer know that? From her daydreams?” Chrissie looked around, seeking approval, and promptly reaped the laughter of the colleagues gathered together.

I felt the humiliation in every fibre of my body, yet I didn't want to explain how I knew. These stupid women wouldn't have believed me anyway, and I didn't want to share the afternoon in my favourite café with Tensington with anyone. Especially not with the women present. I would have preferred to remain sitting on the cold floor. The day had already been exhausting enough as I’d had to complete an additional internship today. I was tired, so infinitely tired. Tears were burning in my eyes, but I didn't want to give in to that in front of this blonde vixen. If Sally had been here, this wouldn't have happened. Even Chrissie wouldn’t have dared to do this in her presence. 

All of a sudden, there was movement in the crowd. “Olivia, my darling. There you are, finally. I thought you were going to stand me up, like all the other evenings last week.” I would have recognised his deep voice anywhere – Robert Tensington. What was he talking about? And where did he come from so suddenly? The door to the safety air lock was still locked and he certainly hadn't taken the bus. The car park was on the other side, and between the building and the bus stop there was only the enclosed path, on the floor of which I was sitting. Was he able to fly?

The women immediately fell silent – no giggling and chattering could be heard any more. Only alarmed gasping. All of them stared at the tall, broad-shouldered man from bulging eyeballs. 

Conspiratorially, he bent down to me, gently stroked my cheek, then reached out his hand to me and winked. A wink? That didn't suit him at all. Nevertheless, I carefully put my hand into his. His strong fingers immediately closed around mine. A feeling of security gripped me when he pulled me up so I was standing in front of him, much too close. I could feel the warmth of his body, could feel the energy he radiated. Mr Robert Tensington had rushed to my aid: Olivia Morgan, the cleaning lady! Why? And how had he even known that I was in trouble?

As soon as I was standing in front of him, he placed a gentle kiss on my forehead. My whole body began to tingle. I would never have believed him to possess such tenderness. Again, I was aware of suppressed gasps from the crowd that had formed around us.

My eyes were fixed on a spot in front of me – his broad chest. Too confused to even look at any of the women, I let him lead me to the car park, where his car was. Silence accompanied us part of the way, then the excited, incredulous chatter erupted. But at some point they were so far away that even that could no longer be heard. An amused snort next to me penetrated the night. At least one of us found this situation funny. 

Shortly before we reached the silver bullet, which probably cost more than the whole cleaning crew earned in a year, the chauffeur jumped out and opened the back door. Robert pushed me into the car.

“Sam, please find the head cleaner Mrs Sally Michaels and let her know that Miss Morgan will be with me today.” Only then did I realise that I was sitting in Tensington's car, starting my shift right away, and Sally would probably go mad with worry if I didn't get there in time.

“Um... Sam,” I called to the man in the blue uniform. He stopped and looked around for me. Now two pairs of eyes were looking at me, full of expectation. 

“Yes, Miss?” 

“Tell her I'm fine and that she doesn't have to worry about me.” The smile I gave him made him blink, and he nodded before continuing on his way.

My boss slid towards me on the leather seat. The smell of his aftershave wafted around me and took my breath away. For a moment, the scent even clouded my senses and my heart thumped fiercely in my chest. Pure luxury could be felt inside the car. Everything smelled of lots of money and was polished to a mirror finish. 

Many decades ago it had been forbidden to kill animals for leather or fur. Tensington must have paid a fortune for the interior. You could only get such things on the black market. Once again I realised how immeasurably rich and powerful the man next to me was. And what social differences stood between us. 

The door of the car closed automatically with a quiet hydraulic noise and it instantly went quiet. Too quiet. It seemed to me that even my breath was too loud when it left my mouth. I tried to breathe shallowly, but as a result there was too little oxygen in my lungs. 

There was a soft clearing of the throat next to me. “Would you like a refreshment?” He pressed a button and a small hidden bar opened. 

I tried not to be impressed and, instead, asked him: “Why did you do that?” Burning with curiosity, I stood up and looked at him questioningly. I was a little out of breath and decided to stop worrying about the noise level, and eagerly sucked the oxygen into my lungs.

A bold smile was playing around the corner of his mouth. “Since I am a polite person, I’ll offer something to my guest first, before allowing myself what my body desires.” Clearly an ambiguous response that did not answer the question I had asked him. His right eyebrow had slid up a little higher, paired with the haunting look he’d been giving me, this made me suspect that he had something completely different in mind than having a drink.
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The building was decked out with the latest security measures, but as a member of the elite team, I had experience with these installations and the obstacles were quickly removed. Satisfied, I put the tools back into my special suit and opened the back door, slipped through, and silently scurried down the stairs.

The corridor on the lowest level was dimly lit by the emergency lights ahead of me. The cleaning staff wouldn’t enter the area for another hour and, presumably, nobody else went in or out until then. This was the best time for my attack.

The heat sensors, which I had brought along, had no chance between the walls. All the rooms had been built in such a way that it was simply impossible to detect activities from the outside using a thermograph. Internally, I was cursing the security officer who seemed to have thought of everything. The doors in this area of the building each had a separate security system. I’d hoped to have disabled the whole thing when I entered the building, but I’d been wrong. The architect of this laboratory had exhausted every possibility available to him and had been well advised. I had only been able to eliminate the first barriers I came up against because my boss was informed of all the loopholes by the security companies at the beginning. Accordingly, all members of our team were trained to bypass such systems before they were installed for the first time. This had been regulated into law, since many thousands of people had died in the vampire wars due to such false or unavailable information.

This type of lock, however, was completely unknown to me, despite my years of training. I stopped, flabbergasted, when I heard a quiet whirring behind me.  

This couldn’t be happening! I had paralysed the system, and now the doors that I’d already passed through were being activated again? How was this possible? Apparently, I’d thought that it was going to be far too straightforward to break into this building.

I had never experienced panic before; as soon as my heart rate increased I subconsciously applied the breathing technique I had learned and my brain was free to think clearly again.

The hologram of the minicomputer I always wore on my wrist flashed frantically. I stared at the projection in disbelief. However, no matter how many times I blinked, the warning indicated that the cameras were powering on. Any moment now, I’d be on display and appear on the security guards' screens.

This was just getting better and better!
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I had sat down in my office with a few invoices that I wanted to check, as the mountains of paperwork were not getting any lower. My concentration left a lot to be desired. Everything was as per usual. The shelves full of books, and a few of the personal things I had set up in here, however, seemed dull. Just as my whole life suddenly seemed bland.

Like every evening, the window was open because I didn't want to miss Olivia Morgan coming to work. The night air forced its way into the room, and with it, a few noises that I didn't want to investigate. All my senses were focussed on one person. I felt like a stalker, who was longing to catch a glimpse of Liv or a whiff of her fragrance. This was already bordering on obsession, but as with so many other things in my life, I didn't care.

I didn't care if I was obsessed or if anybody thought I was. I had a goal and I would reach that goal sooner or later. Better sooner, because the word patience, essentially, wasn't part of my vocabulary. 

I could hear that the bus was on time, as its ancient brakes screeched, announcing its arrival. Then, everything happened very quickly, and I found myself halfway between the bus stop and the company building, without really knowing why. My instinct had acted before my mind had even realised what had happened. With iron discipline, I had to suppress the desire to break busty blonde’s neck. How dare she have become violent towards Olivia? I had already dismissed her, but unfortunately I wasn’t throwing her out until the end of the month. If I’d been harder on her and had fired her without notice, this wouldn’t have happened. I was noticeably getting soft. 

Nevertheless, I didn't want to overreact and give new fuel to the rumours about me, just because I couldn't control myself. Well, I obviously could have saved myself that, as my appearance would guarantee a great, hot topic of conversation. 

What I had just heard hadn't hurt me in a long time, but I didn't want Olivia to get the wrong idea about me. I didn't care about the present scum that was humanity. I wasn’t homosexual and never would be. And in fact, she had stood up for me, taken sides for me. This caused me the urgent desire to snatch her into my arms and thank her in my own way.

She sat in front of me in the dust, her cheeks had turned red; however, she wasn’t angry. Instead, Olivia Morgan seemed broken, unshed tears shimmering in her eyes. And I resolved that I never wanted to see that again. Dark would get a new assignment, where I would give him a free hand. The mere thought of how this sombre man could cast the bad behaviour out of this blonde witch cheered me up and a diabolical grin spread across my full lips before I showed myself. 

The look she gave me when she realised that I was helping her was my reward. I would put up with any kind of gossip just to see that expression on her face again. My heart swelled and, in horror, I realised that Olivia had already claimed a part of it as her own. She wouldn’t suspect it, but it frightened me to see how much power this petite little woman had gained over me in a very short space of time.

* * *
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“Since I am a polite person, I’ll offer something to my guest first, before allowing myself what my body desires.” I gave this clearly ambiguous answer deliberately, in order to help her forget the role of victim a little.

I wanted to see the courageous gleam in her eyes again and lure out her fighting spirit, even if I’d be the one to reap it. My right eyebrow shot up – an emotional sign on my face that, ordinarily, was oftentimes motionless, and which I just couldn't get under control. She fascinated me, and in her presence I was unable to manage all my body’s reactions. Favourably, I observed that I had achieved what I wanted and leaned back calmly in the leather upholstery. The show could begin. Or should I say ‘the fight’?

She was beautiful, and even more so when her green eyes spewed fire. My hands were eager to take off her glasses and run through her red hair to free it from the tight plait. I had to hold back – hold back very strongly, which definitely wasn't easy for me. It wasn’t my intention to frighten her; I wanted her to give me everything of herself, of her own free will.

Indignantly, Olivia straightened up and glared at me; I couldn't help grinning because my plan was obviously working. “I’ll have a mineral water, nothing else.” 

With a restrained smile, I reached for the bottle and as I opened it, I said: “Sometimes just giving is also nicer than taking.”  

Anger was boiling inside her – even a blind man could see that. She reached for the door to get out, but since the car had already started to move, the hydraulics were switched off for safety reasons. It would have been easy for me to open this ridiculous door for her, but that would have greatly restricted the fun, so I refrained from handing her the glass of bubbling liquid, without comment, and watched her reaction.

The girl opposite me snorted in frustration, and grabbed the drink. Secretly, I was prepared for the immediate cold shoulder, but the young woman surprised me once more and drank, instead of giving in to the urge that was undoubtedly raging inside her. I could read her emotions in her face as if I had flipped open a book. Her self-control was phenomenal.

How could a person appear so provocative with such a simple action? Her full red lips pressed on the glass and I ardently wished for nothing more than to kiss her. She didn’t let me out of her sight for a moment, and licked a drop of water from her lower lip. I vigorously expelled the air from my lungs; so much for self-control – I was slowly losing mine. Her eyes shone with amusement, for she had noticed my reaction before she handed me the empty vessel.

“It seems to me that you need a bit of this wonderful cooling off, too, Mr Tensington.” Her tone was sweet as sugar and her mischievous smile inflamed me with even more desire for her. 

Oh yes, she was absolutely right. I desperately needed a cooling off. The ice in the crystal glass rattled as I took it out of her hand and poured myself a generous sip of whiskey. With pleasure, I put my lips on the part that had touched hers beforehand and drank hastily. God, I was acting like a teenager! The burning liquid that was running down my oesophagus only partially helped, but it distracted me from her somewhat. 
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Slowly, I was even beginning to enjoy playing with fire. And Robert Tensington was clearly the inside of the flame, where it burned the hottest. At first, I had felt panic, which had rapidly turned to anger, because I couldn’t open the door.

But I quickly realised that it was only a standard safety feature of the car so that you couldn't unlock it while driving. This car glided so smoothly over the tarmac that I hadn't even noticed it had started to move at all. 

When I had emptied my glass, I handed it back to him and leaned back, relaxed. Amused, I registered how his Adam’s apple jumped up and down and he was guzzling the whiskey down with great speed. I had made him nervous. Me? Olivia Morgan? It was almost unbelievable and yet I could see from his clear physical reactions that it corresponded with reality. 

One of America's most eligible bachelors was sitting next to me. He really looked damn good and I would be lying if I claimed he wasn't interesting. His body was large and muscular – without appearing bulky – and his face could have come right out of one of those mushy Hollywood romcoms I loved to watch. I felt attracted to him, but I would definitely not give in to him. Perhaps this man wasn’t dangerous, but he wouldn't leave much of me when he was done with me. People like him, who were at the top of the food chain, were not made for lasting relationships and anything else was out of the question for me. Tensington was powerful, and I had probably awakened his ambition because I hadn’t immediately become a slave to him like so many before me. Yet I enjoyed his presence. He made me feel desirable.

I was frightened and decided to leave before I fell for his charm, so I stood up a little and looked him in the eye. “Once you're done, it would be nice if you could tell your driver to drive me back. I started my shift two minutes ago. The top boss may not be gay, but he has a reputation for severely sanctioning staff shortcomings.” On the one hand, I really wanted to go to work – the women would probably be tearing their hair out. On the other hand, I wanted to keep teasing him, it was just too much fun. And for a short moment his right eyebrow shot up again, but he had quickly got a hold of himself and now, once again, he was putting on his slightly arrogant, unapproachable facial expression. “This boss must be a real tyrant.” 

A little amused, I leaned back and enjoyed the cosiness of the luxury-drenched vehicle, but I didn’t want to be as relaxed as before and was on my guard instead. I firmly decided not to let myself be wrapped around his little finger. “I think that’s his right. He pays very well, and we are all employed by him to perform the tasks for which we are very well remunerated.” 

“I like your attitude.” He obviously did, because he ventured one step further and asked: “Why do you clean? You can articulate yourself, you obviously weren’t born yesterday. So why not start in another department?” 

Amazingly, I wanted to be sincere with him and not tell him fairy tales; I wanted him to know who I was and what my goals were. “I like working in Sally's team. It's hard but honest work and I can work at night. During the day I study at the local university. If I didn't have this job with your company, I wouldn't be able to. Thank you.” It had been a long time since I’d had such a good conversation with a male being. Often my own insecurity put a spoke in my wheel, but here, with him, things were different.

She slowly leaned a little closer to me and looked me in the face. “And when do you sleep?” 

A hard, sarcastic laugh escaped from my throat, as he had instantly put his finger on the flaw in my lifestyle. “That is exactly my problem. Unfortunately, much too seldom, more specifically, too little.” 

The seriousness, which now filled the air, was cause enough to tense up again. What did he want from me? Apart from the obvious which I had clearly denied him?

“Then you should change something. There are deep shadows under your eyes. You definitely sleep too little.” His voice was quiet and gentle, yet anger surged in me. I’d always had one weakness – my rebelliousness. As soon as someone told me what to do, I automatically lapsed into a defensive attitude, even if the objection was justified.

“Maybe it's quite simple in your circles, but if you don't wake up every morning having been born with a silver spoon in your mouth, it's almost impossible. If I change anything, I can say goodbye to my dream of becoming a doctor.” 

Robert Tensington showed no reaction, even though I’d become loud. That frustrated me even more, because it made me feel like a hysterical cow. Why did I lack that stoic calm? Why did I constantly let such small things get to me so much? 

“Sorry for getting loud, but believe me, I have no other way of having a roof over my head and studying at the same time,” I admitted, meekly.

“Please, Miss Morgan, there’s no need to apologise. I must beg you for your forgiveness for interrogating you so.” A wink, a smile and I would have forgiven him for everything. What exactly was this man doing with me? “Have dinner with me and we’ll try to find a solution together.”

When he noticed my hesitation, he added in a confidential tone: “It’s all right, I have a good connection to your boss.”

Robert Tensington had a sense of humour. Why shouldn't I have dinner with him? I couldn't think of a plausible reason. He was charming and knew that I wasn't interested. Besides, I hadn't eaten anything since breakfast because my fridge was empty. Since there were still a few days until the end of the month, it wouldn’t be filled that quickly.

I therefore said, “I’d love to,” and gave him a smile, despite all my reservations and the uncertainty of making the right decision.
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The only hiding place I could find quickly was the large cleaning machine, which they hung from the outside of the façade to clean the gigantic window fronts. Today, however, it was in the middle of the corridor. Presumably, it was going to be serviced in the next few days. Hastily, I opened a flap and climbed into the metal monstrosity. Inside, it smelled of lubricating oil and some chemical cleaning agent. I was certainly going to have to dispose of my clothes, but that was the least of my problems at this moment.

How was I supposed to get out of here without being discovered? In a few hours a new working day would begin, and the employees certainly wouldn’t see the humour on a Friday morning if someone suddenly just jumped out of the machine.

My brain was working at full speed. Anger was welling up within me. Why hadn't I packed the tab? With it, I would at least have been able to hack the security system one more time and would’ve been able to buy myself a few minutes in which I would’ve got out of the building unnoticed. 

Now, however, I was trapped, and the only possibility that came to my mind was the small computer on my wrist. It surely had to be possible to reprogramme it and, in doing so, gain access to the company's intranet. 

I could hear footsteps coming from outside my hiding place. Heavy boot soles squeaked on the linoleum. I breathed evenly and tried to adjust my heartbeat to my breathing, too. It wouldn’t help if I started sweating now.

Muffled voices penetrated my ear; unfortunately, I didn't understand what the conversation was about. But I could imagine what it was about. Hopefully, the security staff would assume it was a false alarm, then I’d have enough time to come up with a plan B. 

For a while I remained completely motionless, but at some point I felt safe enough and came out of my torpor. I hurriedly started programming the small, high-tech device on my wrist. This had to work, otherwise I’d be sitting in a hopeless trap in the near future. 
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Over the past years there had never been a day when I’d felt as close to as comfortable as today. Here and now in Olivia's company, for the first time, I had the feeling of being alive again. Not only mentally present and physically functioning – no, I felt the need to tear out trees from their roots and announce to the world that I was happy.

It seemed as if she enjoyed my presence as much as I enjoyed hers. Olivia told me about her studies and I was amazed at her commitment and grit. In spite of the adverse circumstances, she did not let herself be distracted from her path. Her whole life she had worked towards becoming a doctor, and now she was fulfilling her dream. Deep admiration for her and her stamina was intermingled with my physical desire for her. Together with the scent she radiated, it formed an aphrodisiacal cocktail in my bloodstream.

Her laughter left me breathless. One look and my heart began to race. I desired her more than any other woman before. Fascinated, I watched her and wondered what was wrong with me. I didn't recognise myself.

“And you, Mr Tensington? What dream in life do you still have that you want to fulfil?” She looked at me curiously, and took a sip of the Chardonnay. It was the first time she had drunk wine, she had confessed to me. Wine had become a pure luxury, only the rich could still afford the drink, so it didn't surprise me when she told me. 

We were sitting in the small, private room in one of my favourite restaurants. I had noticed that Olivia thought she wasn't dressed properly. Even if she’d been wearing a sack, she would’ve been the most beautiful woman in the city. Nevertheless, I had given in, and whispered the request into the waiter's ear, who had led us into the exclusive VIP area. The restaurant was open the whole night and granted the well-paying guests quite a number of their wishes. The place belonged to my company, but nobody here suspected it. This city, like many other cities, was mine. Nobody knew where exactly I had my hands, except Dark. He was the only one who had access to all my company’s internal affairs, since we had both survived an utterly dicey situation together. Otherwise, I spread information very discreetly and got on very well that way. 

“Perhaps we can be less formal with each other now. I’m Robert”. I looked deeply into the green eyes, submerged in them. When I thought I was going to drown in them, I sat up regretfully and held my glass against hers. After some short hesitation, she toasted with me. If I hadn’t believed I knew better, I would’ve almost thought that there was magic involved – her closeness was like an elixir of life. But my existence wasn't a fairy tale, and even this woman wasn't a gift of fate, as fate had never meant well for me. Why should it change now? Of course, outsiders would disagree because they’d be blinded by my wealth and power. But I – Robert Tensington – had to painfully realise that life, which was only based on material things, was not fulfilling.

“Olivia – you can call me Liv,” she said, bringing me back to reality. 

“Liv.” I let her name bubble over my lips, almost as if it were a forbidden sweetness.

“Robert,” she replied, and gave me a smile that immediately shot me in the guts. How could she achieve, with this simple gesture, what other women could not even achieve with the use of all their existing charms?

“So?” 

Irritated, I asked: “Yes?” 

“What are your goals?”

The goal I had set myself for the next two days looked at me openly. She seemed so relaxed. She had no idea who she was sitting opposite.

“At the moment, my only goal is getting to know you better.” I tried to package my plan nicely.

Her warm laughter made me hope, and for the first time in ages, I knew what it felt like to have hope.

“And you think there’s so much to discover? I'm not one of the exciting women you usually meet.” I could literally feel her self-doubt. She was making fun of herself.

“You underestimate yourself enormously.” 

Carefully, I grabbed her hand. The places where my skin met hers began to quiver and her hazy look demanded the same thing as me. Slowly, to give her the opportunity to retreat, I leant over towards her; Olivia's pupils were dilated, but she remained silent and waited. Just before my lips could conquer hers, there was a knock at the door to the private room. 

I couldn’t believe it! At first, I wanted to ignore it, but she had noticed it just as I had, and withdrew. Her gaze was lowered and I would have loved to grab her chin and finish what I had planned, but the magic was gone. Unfortunately. 

Disappointed, I sat back. “Yes?” I shouted, with a loud, rough voice. Spencer came in as I was clearing my throat to get rid of the lump in it. I knew immediately that it had to be something urgent because I had made it clear to my chauffeur that I only wanted to be disturbed in an absolute emergency.

“Sir? Mr. Dark is on the phone.” Spencer handed me the phone. His face showed no emotion. 

Tense, I listened to Dark, who provided me with the necessary information. My body froze and coldness spread through me.

“All right! Yes, we’ll do it like that. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” Liv didn't let me out of her sight. “I'm sorry, Liv, I have to go back to the company. Someone has broken in there and tried to undermine our security system. We don't have any further details yet.”

“What?” Liv sat up in shock. At first I didn't understand her reaction, but she immediately enlightened me with the next sentence. “Has anything happened to Sally?”

“No, nobody’s been hurt. But I have to go. Would you like to accompany me? If you like, you can wait in my office. As soon as I find Sally, I’ll send her to you. Then I'll drive you home, of course.” Provided she wanted me to. Otherwise, I had something completely different in mind for her.

She hadn't yet completely put aside her fear for this older woman, and just nodded as she automatically grabbed her bag and followed me. When my hand touched her back, it took my breath away – I wanted this woman so much.  
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What kind of sophisticated system was this? Why had the owner of this company not made his security measures available to the government? Something was not quite right! There had to be more hidden in this dive than I had first thought. Vampire or no vampire, it seemed to me as if I would uncover something much bigger, if that was at all possible. In any case, all my internal sensors sounded the alarm. Thus far, I had been able to be extremely proud of my intuition, which is why I was taking it very seriously this time.

The hologram on my wrist computer only showed me the old image – the superficial security features, but by now I knew, one hundred percent, that a much more sophisticated computer program was being used in this dump. Where were the other systems installed? I hacked into the subsystem at a rapid speed, recognising the complexity and beauty of the programming. I held my breath in awe. Only a true master of his trade could have created this. Never before had I found something so perfect and I ought to know, after all, because I had access to all the security systems in America. I cursed my negligence; I would’ve liked to see this programming on my laptop. This was unbelievable. Incredibly ingenious. I tried to memorise everything exactly.

Robert Tensington – I definitely had to take a closer look at him, and then find out who was behind this software development. This could only be someone from the hacker scene; there was no other explanation for this degree of genius. If the programmer wasn't from the dark web, he would certainly be employed by the government. Never before had I not been able to crack a system.

The boss, in any case, had a clean slate – one like from a picture book. I had been annoyingly struck by that from the beginning. After the wars he suddenly appeared and took over his family's business, but where had he been before? Where had he studied? The net hadn't coughed anything up, which wasn't unusual. A lot of information had been lost or, during a certain period of time, not even registered. Humanity had simply had more important things to do. Nevertheless, I jumped on it like a guard dog on an intruder, and I had learned to listen to my pronounced intuition. Something about the man wasn’t right. 

“Yes,” I muttered under my breath. I had managed to shut down the cameras in the basements and on the ground floor for exactly five minutes. Meanwhile, they already knew that someone had gained unauthorised access to the building, so it didn't matter that the action couldn’t be carried out invisibly. The only thing that mattered was that I got out of here. Who knew what these guys were capable of doing to protect their secret. 

Continuously looking for cover, I hurried from one alcove to another, paying very careful attention to see if anyone came out of any of the doors. It remained silent, though. 

When I got to the ground floor I heard voices. A man and a woman were talking quietly and intimately; a short time later I could see them both. They were leaning against the wall next to the lift, intertwined with each other. At first, I thought I had involuntarily become a spectator of some kind of flirtation, but then I realised that the guy had grabbed the woman by the neck and, slowly but surely, was squeezing the air out of her. Since he was rendering her unable to move, with his body pressed tightly against her, she could not defend herself either.

Deep hatred rose within me. Men who mistreated women were complete scum in my eyes – not worthy of living. 

Silently, I sneaked up on the man and shot the stun gun in one fluid motion into his kidney area. That’d send him to the happy hunting grounds, or at least make him an invalid for the rest of his life. You couldn’t live that well with one kidney and organ donors hadn’t been around for a long time. He got the full load, but he only started to stagger. The woman looked at me from horrified eyes, and instead of fleeing and being grateful that I had come to her aid, she grabbed the man's arms and held him tight.

“Why did you do that?” She wanted to know from me, screaming. “You piece of shit!” Hatred spewed towards me. Slowly, the woman let the much younger man slide to the ground, held his head in her lap and lovingly stroked his face.

I looked at the woman, baffled. What was wrong with her? After all, I had probably saved her life. This was a wrongly-placed accusation; on the contrary, I would’ve expected some gratitude. But I didn’t wait any longer for the insight of this confused soul; instead, I ran into the dark hallway to my right and disappeared from the brightly lit hall. The five minutes would be up very quickly. I had to get out of here as soon as possible.

Nevertheless, I was utterly confused and didn’t understand the woman’s reaction.  Unbelievable! Just what kind of a crazy world was this? 
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The way he looked at me went through my entire being. It was good that I was sitting on the restaurant chair, because my knees were trembling quite violently. He would probably have had to support me if we’d been standing. 

The scent he emitted, his warmth, those dark brown eyes – everything was drawing me even closer to him. I was barely able to breathe; I held my breath tensely as he leaned closer to me. In a moment he would kiss me and I fervently hoped that my nightmare would not repeat itself. But just before his lips touched mine, there was a knock on the door. I breathed deeply, in shock, and didn’t know whether I should be disappointed or relieved.

It was Spencer. The chauffeur seemed tense. It had to be something important; you could see that very clearly in his face. When Robert made the phone call with one of his employees, it was obvious how the gentle man who had just eaten with me and who had been so charming was transforming into the tough businessman.

I learned that the company building had been broken into. An irrepressible fear for Sally seized me and the smell of the food that was still in front of us, at that moment, only caused me nausea. Robert had assured me that everyone was fine, but I wouldn’t be able to calm down until I’d seen Sally for myself and convinced myself that she was okay. Sally was the only person on this planet who represented anything like a family to me. For that reason, and because a selfish part of me didn't want to part with him so quickly, I immediately agreed to accompany Robert to the firm’s building.

* * *
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On the way to the company building Robert seemed absent and hammered wildly on the keyboard of his computer that was built into the car. I held myself back and didn't bother him any further as I could well understand that he was worried about what had happened. 

I was worried about Sally and what had almost happened between me and Mr Tensington, whom I was now calling Robert. Just by thinking of his face so close to mine, my heart beat faster. I was clearly disappointed that the kiss had not come about.

Robert looked up briefly and looked me in the eyes, as if he’d guessed what I’d been thinking. Our glances had firmly locked into one another’s and neither of us was able to detach ourselves from the other.

His hand gently stroked my cheek. Then he moved his thumb tenderly over my lower lip. While he spoke to me, he wore a melancholic expression on his face. 

“We’ll start back at the point where we were interrupted earlier. As soon as possible.” This was a promise that drove the heat up into my face. Robert stayed serious, and kept looking at me with this intensity that made me so nervous.

And then I will slowly undress you.

I opened my eyes wide in disbelief, and stared at him. What on Earth had that been? I’d heard his voice, but his lips hadn’t moved. 

He seemed irritated by my reaction, had a frown on his face. “What’s wrong, Liv?”

“Nothing, everything is fine. I just thought for a moment I’d forgotten an important deadline for my essay. But I was just being silly.” My antennas remained calm – no danger – but everything in me screamed. Something was wrong here! How was it possible for me to have heard him? Was I already having hallucinations due to lack of sleep? No! I was absolutely sure. I’d heard it. You could not imagine something like that. Or could you? 

His sceptical facial expression clearly expressed that he didn't believe a word I was saying. What was I supposed to tell him? That I was hearing voices in my head? No, I definitely wouldn't tell him the truth. But he didn't probe any further, which made me even more insecure. With a frowning forehead, he turned towards the monitor again and remained silent. An insurmountable fight was raging inside me.  
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I had screwed up – damn it! Now they’d been given a heads up. Another plan had to be formulated. That had been so close just now. It was only by reprogramming the cameras that I had managed to leave the building complex at the last second. And then the thing with the couple – that had been completely insane and I still didn’t understand what had been happening there. Meanwhile, I was in one of the bushes that lined the company premises, hiding myself, when a car came closer. 

I’d never had to suffer such a defeat before; this frustrated me and challenged something in me. These people had something to hide and it was not just a vampire. There had to be something huge behind it. The security measures were those of a government building and I would have to be crazy if they weren’t. But these buildings didn’t need to be checked and connected to the system. All of the others were under the control of our unit. But why didn’t any of my people know about this one? I’d researched the internal network, of course, with the boss’s access number, as he was the only one who had permission to carry out such enquiries. The man seriously thought I’d be deterred by banalities like these. If there was one thing I enjoyed, it was cracking codes.

Nothing, there was definitely nothing in the government network about the company being government property. And yet my intuition said that it was the case. 

For a moment I paused to think, and looked over at the car that had been parked in front of the main entrance. The dark guy, whom I had actually checkmated, ran towards the car and opened the back door. In such a way that it looked as if he hadn't got the full load of my SR5702. That was impossible!

Joined by an inconspicuous redhead, the boss of the company got out – Robert Tensington. He was probably being informed right at that moment that I’d brought the massive guy down, albeit not as I’d hoped. He had to be tough. Never before had I heard that a person had withstood a load like that unscathed, let alone walked around again shortly afterwards as if nothing had happened. Most of them died at such high doses, or drooled and wet the bed for the rest of their lives. Sceptically, I screwed up my eyes; I had already heard of guys who were taking drugs and were invincible because of them. Still, he didn't give me the impression of being a junkie who was high. But what did I know? Perhaps there was something here in Seattle that was worth taking if you wanted to be stronger than the average person. 

I quickly took a photo of the man who, in normal cases, wouldn’t be able to run around anymore, as well as of the young woman, whose appearance, on closer inspection, could no longer be described as ordinary. She had a good camouflage, but she couldn't hide her beauty. The zoom of my camera was merciless.

I would find out who they were, and perhaps it was precisely in them that I’d found a weakness in the Centrodynamics system. My eyes darted to the impressive building into which the three had disappeared – perhaps I should start working on it right away, today. Weak spots were blocked far too quickly and those responsible were still busy with other things. After all, my mistake had to be good for something. 

The smile that was forming on my lips probably didn't reach my eyes, because in place of it, sheer hatred blazed within me and ate its way through my guts.
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It wasn't easy for me to leave Olivia behind in my office. Especially not after I’d heard from Dark that there was a crazy woman running around the building, taking people out with a stun gun, which could’ve killed a human. Was she the one who had broken in? Was she working alone? What did she want? What was she looking for? And why had she attacked Dark? How had she even managed to get to my head of security unnoticed? I only knew him as highly focussed and untouchable. These questions were just whirling around in my head, though unfortunately, I couldn't find an adequate answer to any of them. 

To be sure that nothing would happen to Liv, I activated the additional security barrier. Nobody, except me, could enter the office unless Liv opened the door from the inside. Not even Dark. Although that was probably a misapprehension on my part. My security chief could probably get into any room, after all, he had written and installed the programmes himself. He would let nothing and nobody stop him in an emergency scenario. Nevertheless, it gave me some sort of peace of mind to know that this extraordinary woman – Olivia – was safe for the time being.

And should Liv leave the office, I’d immediately receive a signal. All these precautions and the feeling of having to protect her irritated me enormously. Where had it come from so suddenly? Why was I reacting to her like this? Sure, Liv was a beautiful and charming woman with a captivating intellect and an engaging nature. Nevertheless, it was unusual for me, and Dark had also looked very surprised when he’d noticed how strongly his boss was attaching himself to Olivia Morgan. But I had to deal with that later; now I had to find the intruder and interrogate her.

It had to be a professional we were dealing with. Never before in the history of Centrodynamics had anyone managed what had happened here today. Not in Seattle, nor in any other city! 

Dark had gathered the cleaning staff in the canteen. When I entered the large room, all conversations immediately stopped. I immediately noticed that Sally was missing – the woman who was so dear to Olivia's heart. My own alarm system struck me immediately.

I kept close to Dark. “Where's Sally?”

Dark was pale, which irritated me. “We can't find her, she's logged in, but she hasn’t been seen by any of the women.” That couldn’t have been possible! I sincerely hoped that nothing had happened to the energetic little woman. How would I be able to explain this to Olivia?

I looked at the dark man who was turning his head towards me at that moment. We looked into each other's eyes and communicated without words. It was clear to me that this realisation meant nothing good, but Dark winked at me. He came closer until there was not even an inch between the two of us, and whispered so quietly that only I could understand him. “She’s safe.” 

A huge stone fell from my heart, yet I wondered why Dark was making such a secret of it. I left it at that for now; there had to be a reason, which I would find out as soon as we were alone. Then I turned resolutely to the women and began the interrogation. Somebody must have noticed something.

Anxiously, the blonde beast looked at me as I walked towards her, but before I reached her, I received the internal signal that someone had opened the door of my office. 

All the possible alarm bells shrieked in my brain and all my thoughts had only one focus – Olivia. 
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I nervously chewed on a finger while prowling back and forth in the swish office. Robert had disappeared at least half an hour ago and since then nobody had stumbled upon me. I was impatient and secretly annoyed at the fact that I was so fixated and dependent on him. Why couldn’t I reach Sally?

In the small refrigerator hidden in one of the cupboards I found a bottle of mineral water, which I emptied in one go. Nevertheless, I felt like I was dying of thirst. The ventilation system had to be defective somehow; such dry air didn’t even exist in the university library. Or was I getting ill?

My thoughts raced to the incidents here in the building. What had happened here? The security measures in this building were so intense that normally nobody would even dare, let alone manage, to overcome the barriers. But as I understood it, that was exactly what had happened. That could only mean that it was a well-targeted attack. Only on what? Did an industrial spy want to destroy the research lab? Stealing results to sell elsewhere? Could someone possibly be after Robert? Plagued with worry, my heart contracted for a moment. This man was getting much too far under my skin.  I couldn't answer any of these questions, which frustrated me, and if I only had a hint of a clue, I’d feel challenged to solve the mystery. However, I was left in the dark and only had the task of waiting here. I hated inactivity; sometimes I wished for it, but as I was finding out now, this was definitely not for me.

Troubled by the fantasies that were coming to the fore of my mind, I sauntered alongside the bookshelf. There were all sorts of non-fiction books on it – nothing that really aroused my interest – but then my gaze fell on a small wooden toy. It seemed worn, as if the owner had carried it around with him for many years of his life. The wood was worn out and shone in the brightness of the man-made light. It was a car – an old vehicle used in the early fifties of the twentieth century. Was it a toy from Robert's childhood?

A smile flitted over my lips when I realised which model it was supposed to be. It was a Porsche 550 Spyder and a very beautiful piece of work. The artist had gone to a great deal of trouble to precisely carve out all the fine details.

At that moment I stopped short. How did I know the model at all? It was a car that was made more than a hundred and forty years before I was born. I wasn't interested in cars, especially not in those that didn't exist anywhere anymore, not to mention in a museum. A queasy feeling spread in my stomach and I got soft knees. With trembling hands I put the small work of art back on the shelf and, staggering slightly, walked over to the couch.
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Dark and I both reached the executive floor at the same time, and checked the hallway. The carpet swallowed our already very quiet footsteps until nothing more could be heard than the rustling of clothes. The light burned warmly and cast no shadows; no one was to be seen. What had happened here? The fear for Liv was choking me and preventing me from thinking clearly. All logic had disappeared from my brain.

In front of the office door I stopped and signalled to Dark with a nod to follow my lead. We both pulled out our weapons in sync – weapons, which complied with the latest standards – and silently gave each other a sign before Dark eventually pushed the door open. Gun at the ready, he stormed into the room. Suddenly, his posture changed and a smile spread across his face. I wasn't sure if I had ever seen this man smile. I was irritated and followed the other man's gaze.

Two women were sitting on the couch staring at us and our drawn weapons in horror. Sally and Liv quickly became calm, however. Then the older woman stood up, with her index finger outstretched, she was pointing at Dark. “Daniel Malcolm Higgs, how dare you scare me like that?” 

Incredibly, Dark flinched and looked down towards the ground. I could hardly believe my eyes and had to suppress the impulse to open my mouth. Was this Dark? I quickly turned my eyes to the object of my desire, though. My mind was obsessed with the woman, who was still sitting on the sofa. She attracted me like a magnet, and I slowly walked a few steps towards her, but she pressed herself harder into the cushion, just as if she wanted to evade me. I stopped, alarmed. What had happened? When I left her here, everything had been fine between us. Something must have shaken her; her facial expression looked disturbed, almost as if she was afraid. Of me?  

“Everything okay, Liv?” I asked, quietly.

“Please take me home.” She lowered her head so as to not have to look at me. I knew very well when people were closing themselves off to me and Olivia was doing so at that very moment. It just wasn't clear why.

* * *
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My stomach cramped at the thought of letting her go. Meanwhile, it was no longer about the sex I’d originally wanted to have with her. I couldn't even imagine not seeing her for more than an hour. This was really bordering on obsession. We’d been sitting in the car for ten minutes and she hadn’t said a word to me. I didn't dare ask why her behaviour had changed so suddenly. In my mind, I ran through the last hours we’d spent together; everything had been harmonious, only Olivia's fear for Sally had clouded the evening, which I had quite understood. But the supervisor was doing well, even though I hadn't sussed out Dark's secretiveness yet, but I would take care of that problem later. By all means, the security chief's behaviour had briefly attracted my attention, because it had been more than unusual. When the car stopped, I got out and held my hand out to Olivia to help her; she grabbed it, hesitantly. Her skin, which hit mine coolly, ignited a real firework in me, and I saw her head rise, meeting me with an astonished look. She felt it too? All the blood shot into my lower body regions; my brain was swept empty. I wanted her and had to get a hold of myself so as not to press her against the metal of the car on the spot and conquer her lips. What did she taste like? As sweet and innocent as she seemed to me? Although she looked more like a witch with her fire-red curls, wrapping every man around her little finger, her eyes reflected another kind of woman. I was face to face with insecurity, but also curiosity and desire. I was waiting for a sign from her, but she only looked at me from those beautiful green eyes that touched something deep inside me. They challenged me, and at the same time they let the need to surrender emerge within me – to sacrifice myself for her. Slowly, I was losing my mind because of this woman. Tenderly, I put my palm to her cheek; she leaned her head to the side, snuggled up to it and closed her eyes. “Liv”, I whispered, so as not to destroy the magic of the moment. 
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For several minutes, I’d been trying to find something out about the guy I’d just knocked out with my stun gun instead of sending him to the happy hunting grounds. But there was nothing. It was as if the man had never existed. The only thing I found out, through an email to Centrodynamics, was that there was a security chief named Dark who was also responsible for the computer system.

The description fit. He probably had his finger in this pie and had deleted all his data from the systems by the time he’d got there. Not an easy task; you had to think outside the box for that. In any case, my curiosity had been irrevocably awoken. 

Thank God I’d packed all my equipment, without even considering that I might have to march into a shop and buy the stuff here. The FBI would receive security messages within minutes if I even managed to get the smallest amount of what I needed. 

Generally speaking, it was a fantastic security system and I was in favour of it, but here and now it was putting some obstacles in my way. 

First, I’d thought it’d be unnecessary to pack all the stuff, but my gut feeling seldom cheated me, and so, the big box had been filled to the brim within a very short period of time. Now I was glad to have listened to my inner intuition. I’d need a lot of what I had packed.

The only problem I had now, was to take the devices up into the hotel room unnoticed. Before tackling this, I also had to inform the concierge about the extension of my stay. Not that I would soon be without a roof over my head. The whole thing was turning out to be a tricky operation and I needed a base for the next steps. 

From a distance, I could already see that this time a different man had taken over the shift at the reception. His fat face looked at me with narrowed eyes. It was only then that I became aware of my appearance. I was dressed completely in black, which generally wasn't so extraordinary, however, I was also covered in dirt. Hiding in the hedges of Centrodynamics had not passed me unscathed, and I still smelled terribly of the grease and chemicals from the window cleaning machine. Since the guy had never seen me before, he must’ve assumed I was a drifter or something like that.

He raised an eyebrow, affectedly, and looked at me as if I were a cockroach in his lunch. “Ma´am, can I help you?” 

I would’ve liked to have shot him in the neck with my stun gun and made him feel the full power of it. What was the snob thinking of, treating me like I was beneath him? “I’m Ms Ross, staying in room 358. Please excuse my appearance, but I fell down a staircase earlier.” 

He hurriedly typed on the computer's hologram keyboard. His face lit up a little afterwards. “Ah, Ms Ross! Good evening, how can I help you?” 

“I just wanted to let you know that I intend on staying in town for a few more days.” 

He typed on the computer again and then looked at me with a fake smile on his face. “We’re happy to hear that. Unfortunately, the prices for overnight stays from tomorrow are twice as high, because there’s a big trade fair taking place in town. I hope that's alright for you?” 

What a grubby guy! He probably put the extra money in his own pocket or shared it with the others. Or even worse, he was the owner of the dump and did with it as he pleased. A fair! That was ridiculous! There were no such events in Seattle, because there was simply no clientele who would have visited one. And nobody came here from outside. Trade fairs were only held in New York or Los Angeles and had been for decades now.

I had no choice but to agree; at the end of the day, I had the problem of still wanting to remain anonymous. I couldn’t be defeated because of the money – I had enough of that.

“That's all right. I probably wouldn't be able to get a room anywhere else anyway,” I said, feigning joy. Maybe I shouldn't exaggerate, it was just as noticeable. I quickly swept the smile off my face. “If my stay were to be extended by more than three days, could we possibly negotiate a discount?” 

A twinkle of greed appeared in his eyes. “Since I’m the owner of the hotel, I’m always available for negotiations of this kind. My office is in room 555.” 

“Thank you, how kind of you. 555? I can remember that very well. I’ll definitely come back for your offer!” I fluttered my eyelashes a little, which prompted the man to lick his lips. Oh man, such primitive monkeys were simply repugnant to me. “I still have a big box of my books and clothes in my car. Would it perhaps be possible for one of your people to bring it to my room? It's very heavy and I'm not sure I can do it alone.” Another flutter of my eyelashes and he eagerly grabbed the intercom device. 

“My porter will be right here. Don't forget – room 555,” he said, this time winking at me. I would’ve preferred to vomit, but now I was playing a role and pulling on the strings of this puppet, so I giggled stupidly and lowered my gaze. If I ever had to enter room 555, this greasy lurch wouldn't survive. 
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My name coming out of his mouth was like warm chocolate melting on the tongue. I wanted more, wanted him, but I was also simply afraid of my own reaction. So far, I’d only kissed a man twice, and both times it had ended abruptly. The terrible experiences I’d had did not exactly help me to relax. The hand on my cheek gave me the feeling of being at home, of finally having arrived, and it helped to dispel the memories. How was that possible? After all, I had only known him for such a short time and much of him was still a mystery to me. A few hours in a nice restaurant didn't necessarily help me to forget my fears. How was I supposed to know if I could trust him? Perhaps he’d only been pretending and was a completely different person in reality. And yet this feeling of solidarity remained, in a way I had never felt before. Not even with members of my family. This realisation astonished me, and timidly, I raised my head to take a closer look at Robert. I could perceive desire in his eyes, and all of a sudden, this feeling leapt across to me.

There was nothing I could hide from those eyes that seemed to look into my soul. He saw through me, and a bold smile appeared on his lips before slowly approaching and leaning over me. My heart was jumping into my throat, my skull was pounding, my knees were turning soft and I was getting scared. I would’ve preferred to have run away, but I stayed.

He even recognised that with one look, as if he could read in my mind. He gently stroked my lower lip with his thumb. “Hey Liv,” his dark velvety voice penetrated right through me. “You’re so beautiful. I feel impossibly attracted to you. So much that I'm probably too hasty. I’m sorry.” 

“No, you're not too hasty.” Sadness spread through every fibre of my body. I wanted to kiss him so much; I could not imagine anything better. Everything in me wanted it.

“Then why are you looking at me like I'm scaring you?” The insecurity in me was like poison. How could I explain this to him?

Should I tell him that in emotionally charged situations I tended to do strange things? That I did something to the other person when I kissed them? “I’m not very good at kissing. So far I've chased everyone away.” At least that wasn't a lie, but it didn't do justice to the truth. 

“Oh honey, hold still and I'll kiss you, and if I don't cause you to run away, you can try me in return.” I stood still, not daring to breathe anymore. The next moment, his lips were pressed against mine before I could say anything else. Flashes of light exploded behind my eyelids, which had closed completely of their own accord. And then I forgot my irrational fears; I wasn’t aware of anything else except this breathtaking kiss, and I gave myself to him.

Robert gasped, which brought me back to reality, and when I realised that I had done it again, I drove back, in horror. But he held me tightly in his arms and ignored the fact that I had just bitten his lip. No, he didn’t even react to it. No blood flowed like it usually did, either. Astonished, I looked up at him and met a look that was marked by bewilderment.

“Liv? What are you doing?”  

Everything in me cried out to run away, but his embrace didn’t allow me to escape, although I resisted.

“I ... I don't know,” I stammered, helplessly, and waited to see how he would react. I was afraid that he’d push me away, disgusted, as I’d always been. 

His right eyebrow shot up. “You want to tell me that you bit my lip with such force without knowing why?” 

I could understand him so well. Since this had first happened to me, I’d tried to get to the bottom of this reaction my body had. I didn’t understand it; I didn’t understand myself. I was unable to do more than shrug my shoulders. 

He took a deep breath. No, he smelled me. What was he doing? He came closer, sniffed at me and, the next moment, took a step back. He looked at me in a dumbfounded manner. “That’s impossible!” 

What was impossible? Why did he smell me as if he were a sniffer dog? What had confused him so much? Where his arms had been before, I could now feel the cold of the night, and I began to tremble, feeling alone. I longed for him to hug me again, but he seemed hostile instead. 

“Sleep well, Liv.” Almost as if he was on the run, he threw himself into the car. Not on the back seat like before, no, he sat down in the passenger seat, slammed the door shut and the next moment he roared away. Since I’d been standing so close to the vehicle, I felt the blast of air blow a few strands of my hair into my face. Sadly, I watched the lights of the back of the car. Another kiss that had backfired. What wasn't right in my head? Why did I go crazy like that as soon as a man kissed me? This time I hadn't noticed anything at all, had completely drifted away, and had dropped all protective mechanisms. It had felt so beautiful, so perfect.

A single tear ran down my cheek, but instead of giving in to sadness, I wiped it away, furiously, with the back of my hand. Five years had passed since the last time, and I hadn’t changed. I swore to myself that I’d never kiss a man again and if I had to die a spinster, then that was just the way it was. I would not endure this disappointment and humiliation ever again. 
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This could not be! It was simply impossible. I really should’ve known something about this. And yet everything was now making sense. Finally, I understood my own irrational reaction. I desperately tore at my hair, while outside, the night-time Seattle lights raced past the car. 

Her scent had hit my nervous system like a bomb. Why hadn’t I noticed it before? Had my senses been so diminished, humanised? Would I soon start to age? And die someday? Until now, I would have welcomed this fate, but now there was Liv.

Liv, who had brought more puzzles into my life than ever before. Liv, who had enchanted me from the very first moment. Liv, who belonged to me – had to belong to me. I wanted her so much that I could hardly control myself not to give the chauffeur the order to turn back. Should I do it? Should I accept this gift? Was she even a gift, or rather a curse?

Since she had come into my life, nothing of any relevance existed in my brain. Only three letters had taken up residence there, leaving room for nothing else: LIV! I had principles that I wanted to adhere to in the future. But the magnet was strong, very strong.

“Turn around,” I growled at the chauffeur, and my instructions were followed immediately. With screeching tyres, the car made a turn. The rubber let off smoke, but these were minor issues that didn't interest me.

Only when we came ever closer to the dump of a house, did I notice the knot in my stomach, which had painfully tied itself up. That was probably the moment I realised what she was, or who she was.

On the first floor, lights were burning and a window was tilted open to let in the cool night air. I wouldn't take the front door, as she needed to slowly understand that I wasn't a normal man. Just as she, too, wasn’t normal, but she probably didn't even know that. It was a miracle that neither of us had been noticed by anyone except Dark. 

A few seconds later I was sitting on the windowsill and knocking. Behind the half-opened window I could see a shimmer of light glowing from one of the other rooms, and the next moment, I saw Liv's figure. As I had expected, she entered the room with eyes wide open.

When she saw me, she gasped in shock and stopped abruptly. “What are you doing here? How did you get up here?” She was afraid, and the words left her lips only as a whisper. 

She looked so enchanting in the short, white nightdress. And I thought I’d enjoy this sight very often from now on. She belonged to me, even though she was not yet aware of it. Sooner or later she would be aware of it. We were meant for each other. How that came to be, I didn't know myself yet, but I would find out.

“You're playing a risky game with me Olivia Morgan,” I said, dangerously quietly, and looked down at her body once, provocatively.

“Me?” She squealed, and involuntarily took a step backwards, unconsciously igniting my hunting instinct.

“Yes, you.” With a fluid motion, I jumped into the room, her living room. An old worn-out couch and a cupboard that was about to collapse couldn't look much homelier, even with the loving decoration Liv gave them.

“Listen Robert, I'm sorry that I bit you. This has unfortunately happened to me twice before. I don't know why I flip out like that. At least you didn't bleed. Please forgive me.” She tried to be cool, but her voice trembled. Meanwhile, my sense of smell had got to work again and I could detect her fear. I could detect everything that was now plainly in front of me, which before, I had either repressed, or had simply not been able to spot. 

I came a step closer, not letting my prey out of my sight for a moment. “And the others bled?” Actually, the question was superfluous, but I wanted to distract her, not wanting her to notice how I was drawing nearer to her. And I had to keep my own emotions in check, because the thought that Liv had kissed another man drove jealousy like hot lava through my veins.

A sarcastic snort escaped from her nose and mouth. She seemed dejected in the face of the failed kisses. I was happy again, because she was mine. But I wondered whether she’d loved someone and had been hurt? “Oh yes, I bit one guy so hard that he had to be stitched up.” Embarrassed, she shrugged her shoulders. “Both men, or rather boys, have never spoken to me again.” 

The extent of the jealousy that was quickly becoming apparent was enough to confuse me. Annoyed, I shook my head to shake off the negative thoughts, which she completely misunderstood.

“Yes, unfortunately. I’m not quite right in my head! I’m not able to have a relationship, not able to love.” With such words, many women I’ve met during my long life started to cry. Not Liv! She glared at me angrily instead.

“And you haven't kissed a man since?” Perhaps I was being masochistic, but my curiosity drove me to ask her this question.

“No.” With her arm stretched out, she pointed to the window. “I don't know how you managed to sit on my windowsill, but now, get out of here and find another one.”

Olivia turned on her heels and disappeared into the back of the shabby apartment. With her flowing red hair she looked like a witch princess, clearly showing that she didn't belong here. A temple would need to be built to do justice to her beauty and grace. She would not spend another night in this hole. I couldn't let that happen and I wouldn't just disappear, even if she wanted me to. And there was no way I would find another one. She was the one I wanted. I gave her a minute and then followed her calmly, although I was anything but calm.

The water was already boiling, but instead of pouring her tea into the cup that stood next to the stone-aged kettle, she only stared at the steam that was floating away. Olivia seemed vulnerable, and the sadness she felt was washing over me in waves. Since when was I so sensitive to human feelings?

“Pack your things, we’re going,” I ordered, quietly, yet my voice showed no tolerance for back-talk. My patience was exhausted. 

With a frown on her forehead she turned to me. “Stop this nonsense! Why are you still here? I told you to go, didn't I?” 

“And I said, pack your things.” With burgeoning impatience, I pushed myself away from the door frame and stepped into the kitchen. Why was she reacting in the wrong way? After all, I wanted to help her.

“What, are you crazy? Are you going to kidnap me, or what is this going to be now?” Green flashes of lightning shot out of her narrowed eyes. Preferably, I would’ve thrown her over my shoulder and carried her out of here.

Oh man, if she didn't finally put her things together and put on something decent, I couldn't guarantee anything anymore. This minx already had me under her control and somehow I even liked it, I realised, amused. 
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I restlessly rolled around in the hotel bed, which was far too big. There was sweat on my forehead when my upper body suddenly shot upright. Awoken by a nightmare, I opened my eyes and looked around, agitated. In my hand I was holding the weapon that I’d routinely put under the pillow before falling asleep.

I’d been talking quietly in my sleep and had awoken from it. I hoped that nobody had been able to understand what I’d been babbling on about. The walls of the rooms in this hotel were not exactly thick.

My panting penetrated through the hazy light of the night as I tried to calm myself down. A look at the clock told me that I’d slept just for a few minutes. I looked at the wall opposite me in disbelief, on which some cheap imitation of a Picasso painting was hanging.

Now I understood! How could I have been so blind? What had unfolded before my eyes had been something completely different to what I’d suspected. And it was the nightmare that had struck me right on the head. That guy in the hall of the Centrodynamics building hadn't been trying to strangle the older woman. He’d been drinking from her! He was a damn vampire and I, Anne Rumsfield, hadn’t realised! I was such an idiot! I’d been searching for these bloodsuckers for years, and when one was standing right in front of me I didn’t spot him. How stupid could someone be?

I hastily swung out of bed, in order to put the part of the plan I had scheduled for tomorrow into action today. My inner being was quivering. Anticipation was manifesting itself, and I had to smile as I put on my dark clothes.
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I was beginning to doubt the common sense of this man. What was he doing here at my place? How had he landed on my windowsill? And what was he talking about, saying that I should pack? And why did he look so damn good in everything he did?

“What, are you crazy? Do you want to kidnap me, or what is this going to be now?” I looked at him from narrowed eyes, as I hoped, angrily. 

“If you don't do what I tell you soon, I’ll do exactly that. Get dressed! Pack! Come on!” With folded arms, he was leaning against the worktop in my miniature kitchen. He radiated dominance, but there was also care and warmth in his gaze. I thought of what it must be like to have such a rock behind you. Would my own demons disappear? As soon as I was near him, I felt safe. My inner alarm system remained silent and I simply just felt good. 

A clearing of the throat brought me back to reality.

Apparently he wasn't joking, yet I didn't see how I could give in to him. So I copied him and also folded my arms in front of my chest. Then, I looked at him impatiently, exactly as he was looking at me. 

A picture of two deer, just before the final battle, manifested itself in my brain. Taxing, waiting, radiating superiority. A grin spread across my face at the thought of this comparison. His mouth turned to a loving smile, and in his eyes I could see that warm glow again. That look made my heart beat faster and I was almost ready to do anything for him. Why was it I didn't want to go with him again?

“Okay Liv. Let's start all over again. Please, pack your things and come with me.” Gently, his hand brushed over my upper arm, which immediately began to tingle. “I'd like to have you near me.” 

“I hardly know you at all,” I replied, breathlessly, when I realised that I would’ve preferred to agree. What was going on in my head? I didn't recognise myself anymore. Basically, he was a total stranger to me and I was attracted to him, which was not really surprising in view of his alluring appearance. Nevertheless, the fact that I was actually willing to follow him didn’t necessarily say much for my sanity. 

His fingers wandered further up, tenderly caressing my susceptible skin, until they finally slid into my hair and bent my head back a bit. Shocked by the feelings that were raging inside me, I looked him in the eye and watched every movement, partly suspicious and partly full of anticipation. My heart was beating wildly in my chest, and everything in me was longing to touch him in the way he was touching me, but I held myself back with iron discipline. I didn't know whether to be proud or disappointed at the strength I had.

“Give me the chance to show you who I am, who I really am.” That warm voice was like a magnet, attracting me, drawing me deeper and deeper into Robert's spell. But it wasn’t possible. This was all totally crazy. I couldn’t just go with him so easily. 

Sadly, I shook my head, and withdrew from his grip before turning away and turning on the kettle again, as the water had become too cold to pour the tea. “I don't know what you're hoping for, Robert, but you won't get it from me.” 

“Everything! That's what I want!” His voice was much too close, his breath lightly stroking the naked skin of my shoulder and causing a tingling sensation in my stomach.

I paused in irritation, turned around carefully, but before I could look into his eyes, he had taken my lips and kissed me.

A whirlwind full of passion tore through me and shook my life upside down. There was a hoarse moan as my teeth bore into his lower lip. Alarmed, I tried to retreat, but the kitchen cupboard behind me and the strong arms holding me made escape impossible. His mouth did not let me escape, and Robert kissed me so devotedly that my body gave in. Soft and secure, I remained in his embrace and enjoyed the attention. Never in my life had I felt such a deep connection to a human being. Pure lust ran through my veins, coupled with the feeling of having found something important.

Robert moaned. “Where have you been all my life? Had I known you were waiting for me, it would’ve been easier for me to survive the torment.” 

I raised my head and saw a deep tenderness in his gaze, which sent a tremor through my body. It was like another aphrodisiac. Knowing that this wonderful man desired me caused a throbbing in quite indecent places. My face flushed with a pulsating redness, which elicited a wicked laugh from him.

Tenderly, he smoothed his fingers along my neck, drove them over my upper arm so that they lightly touched the curvature of my chest. I moaned and clung to him, looking for reassurance. Immediately he pulled me into a stormy embrace as our tongues duelled. Finally I had found someone who was physically suited to me and could handle my reactions. No, he hadn’t fled, he’d even welcomed it, and I felt like I was in seventh heaven. I would give him everything, tonight. I would finally experience what it meant to give one's own body to a man. Full of anticipation, a tremor ran through me and I could feel Robert smiling on my lips. I slowly pushed his top up and drove my hand underneath it. His skin felt silky and warm. Instantly, I felt the need to stand here naked with him skin to skin – to feel him everywhere and to become one with him. The pull of passion was so strong that I forgot everything around me.

Strong arms lifted me up and Robert carried me into the bedroom, where he carefully lowered me down. My heart was beating at a gallop as I pulled him down towards me. That was what he’d been waiting for – an invitation, an agreement on my part. And, as if he’d heard my thoughts before, he removed his shirt. My fingers explored every inch of his exposed skin and then I became daring, pressing my lips to his nipples. I nibbled on them, tasted them and then caressed them with my tongue. A throaty sound came from Robert’s mouth – a moan that gave me goose pimples and spurred me on. But he held me back, kissed me, and we slowly let ourselves fall back. The mattress gave way under the weight of both our bodies. Robert held my hands with one hand while he gently stroked my upper body with the other. His fingers found the way to my skin and went on exploring until they finally found my breasts. He circled the curvature again and again. A finger wandered under the fabric of my bra and almost drove me crazy. Impatiently, I writhed beneath him.

“Oh Liv, you’re so beautiful and so demanding. Slowly, enjoy it.” Beautiful? No, he was beautiful. He looked down on me like a Greek god and I wanted nothing else but to be there for him. The best thing was that he wouldn’t stop touching me.

I was enjoying it. Every second with him was the greatest pleasure. He kept stroking my skin, kissing me, and without me having really noticed I was suddenly lying in front of him in my underwear. His gaze glided over my body, and in his eyes I could see that he liked what he saw. I felt beautiful, desirable. 
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I'd never seen anything more desirable in my life than Olivia Morgan. She was lying in front of me, half naked. Only the white cotton underwear covered her breasts and her femininity. I had to hold myself back, so as not to rip them off her body instantly. 

When her narrow fingers got tired of the belt on my trousers, I couldn't help but snarl. But she wasn't frightened; instead, she looked satisfied, like a cat who had finally got her hands on an eagerly awaited treat. Her red hair lay on the pillow, and once again I admired it. My fingers found their way to it by themselves and grabbed a tuft. I pulled her up with it, to give her another passionate kiss. This woman was pure fire in my veins, just as her hair promised. 

As soon as she’d freed herself from my lips, she started to work on my trousers again. Did she not notice how much she was depriving me of my self-control?

“Liv, I can't hold back at this pace for long,” I confessed to her. 

“You don't have to.” One look and I was a goner. I decisively pulled my clothes off my legs. She smiled as I lay down again, naked against her, though I could see fear in her eyes for a fraction of a second.

So I asked “Everything okay?” And looked at her vividly.

“Mmh, yeah.” 

I could tell from her carotid artery that her heart was beating fast. Because I didn't believe her, I broached the subject again. “We can stop if this is going too fast for you.” I said this as delicately as possible, although stopping would go against the grain. But I’d still be able to do it. I dared to doubt whether I’d still be able to do it later.

She took a deep breath and confessed: “I’ve never gone this far with a man.”

What did she say? Surprised, I raised an eyebrow, having to digest what she’d just told me. Meanwhile she had put her arms around her upper body and was looking at me with big eyes. But this couldn’t be true! I’d finally met a woman who excited me, who I wanted. A beautiful woman, and then she was untouched? Then I remembered again what she’d told me about the kisses. She’d never gone beyond a kiss because she’d simply not been able to.

She was made for me. Everything about her was, for me, the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I devoutly laid my hand on her cheek and said: “Are you sure you want to give me your very first time?” 

She nodded, and when she gave me a timid smile, I bent down to her again, and kissed her as if there was no tomorrow and the world would turn only for us.

My hands wandered over her velvety skin and conquered it centimetre by centimetre. It felt so good. My body was more than ready, but given that it was her first time, I would take my time until her body was as ready as mine. She should never regret giving me this gift. She should always remember it. And me – only me. 
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I had often imagined what it would be like to be taken by a man. I’d spent several nights wondering whether sex really was what was commonly called the icing on the cake of life. But I’d never have thought it’d be so wonderful. 

Robert was so tender that it drove tears of happiness into my eyes. Every inch of my body vibrated in joyful anticipation of the final step. But he shook his head in disapproval as I tried to pull him into me. 

“Slowly,” he whispered, with that deep voice that set my blood on fire a little more.

His mouth wandered from my mouth to my neck. Carefully, he nibbled at it. I could no longer suppress a moan, and clung desperately to him as the throbbing between my thighs continued to increase. His lips explored every inch of my skin, wandering further and further down. They caressed my belly. Meanwhile, Robert pushed one hand up my leg. Further and further, until he reached the centre of my desire. His fingers gently brushed over my sensitive flesh. Then his mouth conquered the terrain and my senses faded. I moaned, screamed and clung to him. 

“Oh Livvy, you’re so beautiful,” he murmured, and bridged the last gap, pushing himself into me. It only hurt for a fraction of a second. I forgot, and captured the beauty of the moment, feeling more alive than ever before. 

The tenderness with which he made love to me lifted me up again, aroused me. His hands devoutly skimmed over my breasts, playing with my nipples. The feeling he evoked in me drove me to the peak of lust. It took my innermost being, and then the first orgasm of my life overpowered me. 

Robert, who kept calling my name and kissing me as if I were the centre of his being, came shortly after me. 

Exhausted, he lay next to me and held me in his arms. His lips pressed on my crown. I felt like I was on a deserted island. There was no one else but us.

“Thank you!” His rough voice penetrated every pore of my body. I looked at him, irritated. “For what?” 

“For that very special gift.” The honesty in his eyes was beguiling. Only then did I realise what I had done. I’d had sex for the first time in my life, and with my boss. What would happen now? Would he lose interest in me? 

When someone suddenly hammered vigorously on the apartment door, I came back to reality with a groan. This was slowly becoming the norm. As soon as we got closer, we were interrupted. Though this time it wasn’t a real interruption. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to be disturbed. I would’ve preferred to exclude the whole world and would’ve stayed with Robert forever, here, in my tiny apartment. Just the two of us, for a very long time.

“What ...?” Robert grouchily released himself from my mouth, however; then he looked at me again, affectionately, before trying to fathom out who was disturbing us right here in this wonderful moment. Hastily, he pulled on his trousers as he walked to the door. 

I stayed back, confused, with burning lips that demanded to be kissed again, and a body that was buzzing and yet pleasantly satisfied. Slowly, I awoke from the trance, dressed myself and followed him into the hallway.

“Aha, I understand, but where did you get these insights from, Dark?” Robert was on the phone, walking up and down like a wildcat in captivity. His face seemed so serious that I immediately realised how fragile that little bit of pleasure between us was.

And once again it was that guy, Dark! One might think he was a jealous lover. He always called at the right time and distracted Robert from me with important information. Nevertheless, I was grateful that he’d waited until I’d lost my head and given Robert Tensington everything, just as he’d requested. Was I in love, like I’d never been before? Just the thought of what we’d done caused another wild pulsation in my body. 
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The moment I heard the loud knocking on the door, I already suspected that something else had happened. Nevertheless, I could hardly control my frustration, and almost ripped the door off its hinges when I opened it. Liv and I were always being disturbed. I’d reached my goal this time. My whole body was tingling with energy, so much so, that it demanded that I claim this young woman again for myself. But I had to be patient. There’d be another time and many more after that. I wouldn’t release little Miss Morgan so quickly. 

Spencer looked me in the eye, silently, and handed over the phone without any further comment before hurrying back down the stairs to the car. The man knew me well, and secretly paid me a certain level of respect since Spencer had recognised the danger I, his boss, was posing and yet he remained loyal to me. I carefully closed the door and only then accepted the call.  

“Dark, I guess.” Sarcasm, which was not appropriate, dripped from every syllable as I spoke, but it was inevitable. I was too self-absorbed to be able to ponder why I was being stopped by Dark yet again. 

“Yes, sir, you’ve guessed correctly.” 

“What’s going on,” I asked, dangerously quiet. My voice was more like a growl. 

“I have a problem here. Sally’s been kidnapped.” Dark's words shook my brain and immediately put me in a state of emergency. Where was the ice-cold analyst who never lost his temper? Dark was becoming an ever-increasing mystery to me. I hoped that I hadn’t been wrong about the man. Something connected him with this manager. Only what? Actually, all employees had to disclose their relationships with each other, but I would eat my hat if there wasn't something like that behind it. Or did he perhaps love the woman? She was clearly a human being. That hadn’t gone undetected, even with my ailing sense of smell.

“Aha, I understand, but where did you get this information from, Dark?” I’d noticed that Liv had come over to me and I didn't want to upset her unnecessarily, which is why I was speaking very vaguely. 

“One of her sons saw it. He was woken up by a noise and then looked out of the window. A darkly-dressed figure, dainty, not very tall, was holding a gun to Sally's head and pulling her into a car. The description would fit the woman who attacked me in the Centrodynamics building.” 

I stopped short. “And why did the boy call you of all people?” There was a moment of silence – Dark was obviously hesitating. 

“Dark?” I pressed him, impatiently. 

“She’s my sister, actually my half-sister,” the pain in his voice was almost palpable. “She isn’t one of us, she feeds me and I think we were observed earlier when I was drinking from her.” 

“What? Why didn't you tell me about this? Who saw it?” This couldn't be true! First, the announcement that Sally was my security chief's sister, and then this. Why did she work as a cleaner at all? Dark definitely had a very lucrative job. All the vampires who worked for me were royally paid and held all the important posts. Accordingly, there was no reason for a relative to work as a cleaner. Were the women in Seattle all keen on cleaning at Centrodynamics? 

“To be honest, I don't know. It was a woman, that's all my sister was able to recognise.” 

“And why didn't you get a look at her?” There had to be someone who’d be able to describe her.

“She shot me from behind with a stun gun. It must’ve been the full load, otherwise the thing wouldn't have been able to harm me.” 

I let out a long “Okay,” and pulled my free hand over my face in shock. This was definitely news that curbed my desire for Liv – at least for now. No one was allowed to know that there were others besides the vampire we were holding in the company building. Mankind assumed that the entire species had been exterminated, and wondered why and how any of them could survive. But now there was a woman who was obviously one of the people who had broken into Centrodynamics here in Seattle today, and she was walking around kidnapping people. “Dark, we'll meet at my loft in an hour. Bring your nephews.” We had to get the boys out of the danger zone before they were used as leverage, too. I was absolutely sure that Sally was exactly that for her kidnappers – leverage.  

When I’d finished talking, I slowly turned to Liv, who’d been standing still next to me, waiting. Her scent rose into my nose and I would’ve loved to have pulled her into my arms again, locked her lips with mine and protected her from the cruelties of the world. But that wasn’t possible, I would have to tell her the damn truth, even at the risk of tearing her heart apart. I knew by now how attached she was to Dark's sister.

“You seem so serious. Is what happened so bad?” she asked me, gently, and put her small hand on my forearm. I looked deep into her eyes but didn’t answer immediately, causing her to let me go. “You can leave if you wish, I understand.” 

A sarcastic snort escaped from my mouth before I started talking. “It’s not that simple. Liv, you don't seriously believe that I’ve changed my mind after those wonderful hours? You’re coming with me. There are complications.” 

“Complications?” 

Carefully, I wrapped my arms around her so that she had to put her head back into the nape of her neck to look me in the eyes. To my delight, she didn’t try to free herself by trying to push me away. She felt so damn good beneath my hands. I took a deep breath and let the bombshell drop. “Sally’s been kidnapped.” 

Horrified, she flinched. “What? But ...”

“My best man is on the case.” 

“Dark!” Did she know he was in charge of security and that he was related to Sally?

“Yes, he's good and he'll find her.” I drew Liv a little closer to me, graciously, and I noted that she was confidently putting her head to my chest. A slight tremor ran through her body. “Sally’s related to Dark. Did you know that?” 

“No, I didn't know.” She seemed genuinely surprised and I wondered why she didn't know anything about Dark, after all, the two women were friends. “Do you know who kidnapped her?” Olivia was tense, like the tendon of a bow shortly before it was shot, which I couldn’t blame her for in this situation. 

“We don't know that yet, but we'll find out, and then we'll get her back – alive!” I fervently hoped that I wasn’t promising too much now. For Liv, for Sally and for Dark, too.
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It had been so easy, almost too easy. The older woman had come home in a poby and when she came to a stop in front of her door to open the lock with a fingerprint, I attacked. Mercilessly, the way I had it drilled into me during my training. Everything went exactly according to plan – a plan which I’d put together in a hurry. The many years of planning I’d done for this mission were now making an impact and were proving more useful to me than all the stuff I’d learned at school.

The stun gun was set in such a way that it would simply weaken the woman, so that she wouldn’t suffer any permanent damage. She was just a chess piece that was being carefully moved around. It was important to avoid collateral damage. At least, that’s what I had to attempt. I’d already killed several people during my missions and learned to deal with the subsequent emptiness in my brain. These days, I no longer hesitated, like I did the first time. Nevertheless, it was certainly not an activity I enjoyed. 

Sally Michaels was a wiry person but even grown men had no chance against me. The short scream had died away, and as no one was about to rush to the woman's aid, I got her to my car, undiscovered.

It had been easy to track her down; I’d done this kind of thing hundreds of times before. I just had to wait until she’d left the company building. A photo was quickly taken. Using the facial recognition software, I’d quickly found out her name and where she lived. Her name was Sally Michaels and she had two sons.

There was no way that I wanted to hurt the children. That’s why I took the risk and intercepted the woman in front of the house, instead of choosing the safe option and waiting for her in her own apartment. The area was not quite as run-down as I’d first thought. The residents kept the pavements here clean, and there was no smell of faeces like in most other neighbourhoods. The houses were all in good condition, and not much of Seattle’s decay was to be seen. When I’d read that the woman was a cleaner at Centrodynamics, I’d automatically assumed that she was a destitute lady. Far from it! How could someone with such a meagre salary afford such a place? That only led me to one conclusion: she was being supported by the bloodsucker.

Before doing this small thing, I’d gone through every possibility. As far as the guy I’d caught gnawing at the lady earlier was concerned, I wanted to catch him alive and at some point he would need food. And voila – Sally would be the link. I decided not to do anything to her, at least not for the time being. I knew the sense of smell of such an individual was strong and sooner or later he’d find this Mrs Michaels. And I already had the perfect place for the next encounter. 

There were some questions I couldn’t find an answer to despite the chances I had to investigate. What did they have in common? She’d been married and her husband had died two years ago – an accident at work. The good fellow had worked in the fire department and one of those rancid buildings in this even more rancid city had collapsed on him. So it couldn't be love, and in any case, the vampire was quite a few years younger than Sally. He could almost have been her son. Maybe it was sex? It was supposed to be hot and passionate with one of those creatures. You got almost all the answers on the net, but one more question remained unanswered. Why hadn't the woman been immunised with the serum? How had she been able to avoid it? And, if she’d succeeded, were there any more people who hadn’t been vaccinated?

I was always thinking about solving these puzzles. I loved secrets, and the fact that it was about a vampire was yet another incentive. A challenge that I gladly accepted.

Smiling, I turned into the street where the old industrial building was located. Tonight I would finally begin the game of my life. I’d been waiting so long for this that – I was surprised to notice – even my pulse was accelerating a little. 
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Robert had indicated that I was in danger as well. He also needed someone to take care of Sally's boys while he and Dark went looking for my friend. How could I have said no?  

Never before in my life had I packed so quickly. I didn't own much anyway, but I also planned on coming back. Some clothes, some photos of my parents – what else should I pack? There was nothing that was so important that I couldn't do without it for a short time. So, I packed very lightly. I took a last, melancholic look into the bedroom; I’d even made my bed, everything looked neat – just as it should be. Resolutely, I took a deep breath and closed the door before I went to my visitor, who was really so much more than that.

“Done,” I said, to Robert, and entered the living room with the small suitcase in my hand. It had never been particularly nice here, but in his presence the room had an even uglier feel to it. He seemed completely out of place, like he didn't belong here, as he was definitely in a completely different league. We didn't go together, I concluded, sadly. Sure, there was this tremendous attraction, but it couldn't last. Someday he would get tired of me and then dispose of me quicker than I could handle. I didn't want to risk him breaking my heart. I wouldn't let it come to that, even if my lips were still burning from our passionate encounter and were longing for it to happen again.

Smiling, he stood up and came over to me. “Give me the suitcase, I’ll carry it.” The tenderness in his voice exposed my thoughts as lies. Or was that not the case? I was being torn back and forth, wanting to believe in a future with this charismatic man. But for how long would it work between us?

Wait a minute! What was I even thinking here? So far, nothing had happened that would have indicated anything in that direction. Only sex, and a few promises that shouldn't necessarily be taken at face value, in view of the passion that was seething between us. And I, dummy, was worried about the future in the arms of one of the richest men in the world. Oh man, the effect of all the romantic movies I’d consumed was slowly rearing its head. My brain must have been disintegrating. The guy wanted sex, he’d never talked about the future; only my idiotic, little-girl heart was reading more into it. I didn't regret having slept with him. No, never. However, I also didn’t want to get lost in a dream that would never come true.

I resolutely pushed the scenarios in my brain aside and handed him the luggage. Although I closed myself to him and put on a poker face, he didn't fall for the mask.

His eyes looked sceptically into mine. “Remember exactly where we were when we stopped,” he said. This sentence, the memory, the hope for more – a slight tremor ran through my body. The subsequent chaste kiss he gave me was more of a promise than any word he could have said. Then I stood there alone; he had turned away and had marched off towards the front door.

Out of breath, I ran after him, turned off the lights and locked the door behind me. I was curious as to what his loft would look like, and grateful that at least Sally's boys would be there. Thus, for the time being, I was also spared the decision of how far I wanted to open my heart to Robert.

* * *
[image: image]


The tension between us was tangible, and during the whole drive my heart was beating in a wild staccato rhythm. Robert was a businessman again and had completely discarded his soft side and was hammering on the holographic keyboard of his computer. The technology he used was the best on the market. He controlled the different pages with his eyes, and in the meantime, he phoned Dark, whom he had on a permanent line. So far, there was no news from Sally. The fear for my friend was crippling me, and when the car finally stopped in front of the skyscraper with Robert's loft on the top floor, I got out with my knees wobbling. I eagerly sucked the air into my lungs, happy to have finally escaped the confinement of the car.

“Come on, Liv. Dark’s already upstairs and the boys will be happy to see you. I want you to be safe as soon as possible. Out here I can't guarantee that.” He gently pushed me into the house entrance and we passed an infinite number of security gates. Why was he worried about me?

Only now did I realise that I, too, could be in danger. And again, the question of why Sally had been kidnapped rooted itself inside me. What did this woman have that someone else wanted? Was Dark wealthy and able to be blackmailed with Sally? In any case, Sally didn’t have enormous sums of money in the bank. At least, if I was to believe what she said. We had often talked about what we’d be able to afford if we were ever to make money. Also, it was partly very simple things that Sally wished for, which weren’t exactly typical for someone who was swimming in money.

Shortly after the elevator doors closed, I asked, “Robert?”

“Yes?” He looked at me, completely mindfully absent, as he too, had been lost in thought. 

“Have you already informed the police? Are they already searching for her?” I had noticed that nobody had mentioned that yet. Not a single word!

“No, and for the time being we won’t be doing that either.” Robert said this with such force that I stopped for a moment because I had the feeling that I shouldn’t ask any more questions.

But that didn't last long, because a tsunami of questions was raging inside me. “Do you know why Sally was kidnapped yet?” 

His eyes widened, just a little bit, but I had seen it clearly, and I was aware that he was lying, the next moment, when he simply answered, “No.” 

“Aha.” Was all I said, but it was enough for him to realise that I’d detected his lie.

He objected: “I’m sorry. As soon as I know more, I’ll fill you in. But at this point, unfortunately, you’ll have to wait a little longer.” His words allowed no contradiction – that was immediately clear to me – nevertheless, I was glad he wasn’t telling me more lies. After all, we hardly knew each other, yet I had the feeling that he trusted me.

“Great!” I firmly drilled my index finger into his chest. “Never lie to me again.” Without giving him a second glance, I stepped out of the lift directly into the penthouse apartment when Mark and Tom, Sally's sons, came running towards me.

“Aunt Liv,” they chimed out, as if from one mouth, and the next moment I found myself in a hug with the two twelve-year-olds. They sobbed and clung to me like people drowning.

“Shh. Everything’s going to be alright, boys.” Helpless, I patted them on their backs. The twins had grown to be as tall as me now, for which reason I had to provide myself a little space, in order to get enough air before I looked into their eyes, seriously. “We’re going to get your mum back.” I sincerely hoped that Sally would be alive. 
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I'd never had a problem lying to others before, and I’d perfected the art of not getting caught. At least that's what I thought until just now. Olivia had seen through me the moment I looked into her eyes.

On the one hand it was nice that she could do that – that someone apparently knew me – on the other hand, it was a risk that I had to bear in mind for the future. For all purposes, who knew what would happen in the next hours. 

She had no idea who I was or why she was special. Dark must have figured it out a long time ago because his instincts were extremely strong, his senses sharper than many others of his kind. He was some kind of a highly gifted bloodsucker. And he had kept it to himself. Why? Because of Sally? Because she was friends with Liv?

As soon as I caught him and we were in private, I would have to ask him to speak. Something wasn’t right there. Why hadn’t Dark tried to claim her for himself? He could seduce any human woman with ease. Liv would probably have fallen for him at some point.

When I imagined that, a rage clenched in my stomach that made me nauseous. 

And now, here, with the two boys, with Dark's nephews, as I now knew, Liv was showing me another side of herself. A caring, loving side that made me even more attracted to her. Feelings were further complications, clearly. And there shouldn't have been any such complications. I wanted Liv from the first moment on, but in the meantime, I’d been putting my own principles to a hard test. Because I had only intended on possessing her body, however, in the meantime, my mind was thirsting for recognition from her, as a partner.

This was clearly going too far. And yet the prospect was promising just that – sweet joy. Annoyed at myself and the thoughts I was having, I shook my head as I stepped into the apartment. Me and a girlfriend, no, that wasn't to my taste at all. Or was it? 

Marc and Tom were staring at me; their eyes were wide. Children still had very pronounced instincts and recognised danger, even if they were not open to it. One boy, the one wearing the Superman shirt, was standing in front of Liv as I approached. I couldn't resist an amused smile, but the child didn't return it. He stayed put and tried to make it clear to me where the line between me and him was.

“Hey guys, this is my boss, Mr Tensington.” Dark grabbed the two of them by the nape of the neck and pushed them forward, where they stood in front of me, quietly. They looked me in the eyes, not looking to the side, which showed a strong will. Genetically speaking, they had probably been blessed with it, assuming that Dark came from this very gene pool. Alphas who knew what was worth fighting for. Admirable, but inappropriate in my presence.

I looked each one of them in their grey eyes and said, “Your uncle and I, we’re going to get your mother back. You can count on us. As long as you stay here in my loft. I don't want you to leave the apartment. Do we have an understanding?” Because Dark was still holding the two, like a female dog holding her puppies, they had no choice but to nod. Nevertheless, one could see the slight defiance in the face of the one who’d already so courageously pushed himself in front of Liv. Secretly, I admired the little fighter's heart. Such lion courage was rare at this age. “Well, then we’ve got that clear. You will listen to Olivia and take care of her at the same time. I’m counting on you.” 

The boys now nodded eagerly; I had obviously struck the right tone and appealed to their sense of honour. They would do anything for Liv even without my words, I knew that – it was clear. They were physically quite weak but I suspected that they would fight. That was more than I trusted most to do. Dark could be proud of his nephews.

From the corner of my eye, I could see how Liv had followed my speech and something inside me hoped that she’d liked it. This woman was slowly but surely driving me to some sort of obsession. Somehow, I was even beginning to like it, I noticed, in astonishment. Oh man, in the last few hours I’d been tumbling around in a true whirlwind of emotional chaos.

“Dark?”

“Yes?” He looked at me, questioningly.

“Departure in five minutes; we have to take advantage of the darkness.” Time was working tirelessly against us.

“Understood.” Dark disappeared into an adjacent room and the two boys followed him. They admired him. And I? I envied Dark for having a family, even if it was a mortal one. 

Now I was alone with Liv, who was fascinated by the interior of my apartment, but when I approached her, wanting to whisk her up into my arms, the elevator doors opened and Spencer came in. Once again he was proving to be a troublemaker. The chauffeur was loaded with shopping bags. Since I hadn’t had any food in the house, good old Spencer had first had to be sent to the next supermarket. Liv took the bags from him, carried them into the open kitchen and inspected the contents. She was kind enough to realise that everything she’d ordered had been obtained. I secretly made a note of giving Spencer a raise. Olivia's satisfaction was reason enough for that.

“Then there's spaghetti Napoli afterwards. And a chocolate pudding for dessert. I’ll be able to cheer the boys up a little. It’ll soon be morning but at that age you're always hungry, aren’t you?” The smile didn't reach her eyes, yet she bravely held herself up in view of the situation, for which I had great respect. The concern for her friend was written all over her face. 

Immediately, Liv started putting water in a pot and then put it on the stove. She seemed experienced and moved around my apartment as if she had always lived here. This also made me happy, and the small human part in me saw her growing old with me at her side. Wait a minute! What was I actually thinking? ‘Never again’ was what I had once decided. Not in that way anyway; for a night, yes, but there shouldn’t be any more women in my life. People died faster than was good for the salvation of my soul. I could not endure that again. 

“Thank you Spencer, you can call it a day.” The older man bowed slightly and went to the lift. He would stay close by, as always. Spencer was like a ghost; he was present, but no one really noticed him unless he wanted them to. 

I hoped that he would withdraw this time, because the mission that Dark and I had to accomplish, we had to do alone. We did not need witnesses in this case.

I slowly moved towards Liv, wrapped my arms around her waist and stuck my nose in her hair. She smelled so wonderfully like apricots. Instantly, the tension disappeared from me as she leaned back against my body and caused a different kind of tension.

“Oh, Liv, you're playing with fire.” In order not to frighten her, I pulled my lower body back a bit from her, because the lust shot through my veins as if it were pure alcohol. I felt the need to snatch her from me and take her right here.

Smiling seductively, she turned to me and put her petite arms around my neck. “I know,” she whispered. These two words made me even hotter. Groaning, I put my lips to her mouth and our tongues danced together to the tune of a wild melody. She reached into my hair, held my head and kissed my mind into oblivion.  

Breathless, I withdrew a few inches. “I love you!” What had I just said? And while I was still asking myself this question, a warm feeling spread through me. I had told the truth. I loved this little lady. Stunned, she looked at me and the smile she gave me afterwards made me happy, and she took hold of me again. Could it be that she loved me, too? Her smile had expressed it, but she didn’t know what I was. Who I was, and what I was capable of. I had to talk to her. But not now and not here. As soon as we had Sally back I would explain everything to her, and if she still wanted me then I’d bring the stars down from heaven for her if she wanted me to. 
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The prisoner was tied up in one of the cold storage facilities, where the thermostat hadn’t worked for a long time, and therefore had a normal room temperature. She hadn't had a chance to ask questions because I wasn't the type to talk to prisoners. Having said that, I didn't want and couldn't risk anything happening to Sally Michaels. At least nothing life-threatening. If the vampire didn't show up tonight, I’d have to interrogate the woman the following day. If not, I’d interrogate the vampire, which was much more my style. 

There were dozens of ways to make him submissive, and I would get answers, I was sure of that. After all, my father's notes had to be good for something. They mentioned all the vulnerabilities that a vampire had and gave me some powerful tools. By now, two hours had passed and the sun would rise in about seventy minutes, which wouldn’t stop the bloodsucker, but would hinder it. If my father's research was correct, then the sense of smell of these individuals would be so strong that they could find their food sources anywhere. And the dark guy would definitely want to find his dinner, due to the lack of food that prevailed on Earth. If not, I would have to think of something else as a result. Either way, he belonged to me. A clatter directly behind me made me turn around. A rat crawled out from under an old iron pipe. The weapon with the silencer was in my hand so fast – the shot hitting the victim without hesitation – you might have thought you’d seen a robot sitting there instead of me, a darkly dressed woman who blended into the background. I was one of the best snipers in the unit, if not the best. It used to fill me with pride, but by now I knew it was due to my extraordinary cool, which always kept me calm and hardly ever drove my pulse above the resting pulse range of other people. Satisfied, I put the gun away when a vibration on my wrist stopped me. Expectantly, I stretched my muscles and a smile spread across my lips. The game had started, the motion detectors had been triggered, and I bet my little, bony arse that it wasn't an animal this time, at least not one of the usual kind. I skilfully swung myself on the struts up above, directly under the roof and let myself dangle down ten metres above the ground upside down, so I had my hands free to fire the two precision weapons. The years of practice on the parkour ground were useful to me now. My blood vessels were turning into sluggish ice; adrenaline was no longer shooting through them, because the guy could have detected that. My breath went flat and my concentration was intensified like never before. I was grateful for the excellent training I’d received over those countless months. 
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The boys wolfed the spaghetti down as if they were on the verge of starvation. It was only four o'clock in the morning but they were as hungry as two bears. Just as I’d predicted. Finally, as they each sat on the large comfortable sofa with a bowl of chocolate pudding and stared at the TV with an empty look, I could see that the two boys’ worlds had been thrown off their hinges.

I sat down between the two and put one arm around each of them; they immediately cuddled up to me. They were just children, even if they seemed to be quite big, physically. The fear for their mother could be seen in their still far-too-young souls and I, too, could not escape its clutches. I comforted them. 

Why had Sally been kidnapped?

What was special about this Dark guy? Was he really the uncle of Sally's sons? Strictly speaking, he was far too young. Her parents had been very old at the time of her birth and Dark was at least twenty years younger than his alleged sister. Theoretically, they couldn't have been related, at least not in that way. Sally's mother wouldn’t have been physically able to give life to a child at that old age. Something was not right about this story.

“Say, Tom, is Dark really your uncle? Your mum’s brother?” Tom raised his head and looked at me, his gaze revealing the inner conflict. He was obviously in a fix and still didn't want to lie to me. “You can tell me, I'm mixed up in all of this anyway.” 

The small body collapsed and I immediately felt the weight of his head on my shoulder. “Yes, he is. But nobody’s supposed to know. I'm not allowed to talk about it.” 

Aha, a family secret. Maybe he was the illegitimate child of Sally's father – the black sheep of the family, hence the name and the dark clothes. Nevertheless, it didn’t fit his age. Psychologically, the man presumably had a problem. He never laughed and was always dressed in dark clothes. Amateur psychology was wasted on me, I thought, sarcastically. Any idiot could have come to that conclusion. 

The boys next to me must have fallen asleep because their breathing was sluggish and regular. Carefully, I peeled myself out of their embrace and placed each of them in a corner of the sofa. Unfortunately, there weren’t any blankets within reach, but I would find something to cover them up with, I thought. I curiously strolled into one of the adjacent rooms. It was a study; an antique lamp was still burning on the desk and gave the room sparse light. It was an extremely masculine room, dominated by dark woods and colours. I could very well imagine Robert sitting at the monstrous table and working on his laptop. As beautiful as it was in here, I still couldn't find a blanket, so I continued my search.

Behind the next door there was a bedroom, whether it was Robert’s, I couldn’t say, because I didn’t find anything personal in there. I couldn't find any blankets either, and I definitely didn't want to look for them in the cupboards, so I took the large cover from the bed and went back to the living room with it. Carefully, I spread the mountain of fabric over the boys. 

The view from the window was phenomenal, but that didn't really distract me from my thoughts. Actually, I ought to have lain down for a little while, but I couldn't think of sleep, even with the best will in the world. New questions kept going round and round in my head. Why had Robert and Dark not informed the police? Where were the two men at that moment? Hopefully nothing would happen to either of them. I was clearly far too worried about Robert Tensington; I had to get out of that habit as soon as possible. My heart, however, was beating torturously at the thought of all the terrible things that could happen to him.

I turned away from the nocturnal panorama of Seattle and went back to the study, where I had just discovered a small library. Perhaps reading would help stop this constant ruminating. 

Just like his company building office, Robert had a good selection of written works here. I ran my fingers devoutly along the spines of the books as I read the titles. There was at least one classic from every genre, but there was more modern fiction, too. Only wealthy people could afford books; all other people resorted to electronically recorded literature.

A very old-looking binding caught my eye. Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet was its hardly legible title. Carefully, so as not to damage the old book, I took it off the shelf and opened it. Several photographs slipped out and sailed to the ground. Frightened, I took a step back and hoped that I wouldn’t damage any of them. However, I’d been able to catch one of the photos. Robert was looking back at me, and yet it couldn’t be him. He was wearing a uniform that the English had worn during the Second World War, and it was clearly a very old, yellowed photograph. Nevertheless, the man in it looked exactly like Robert. Maybe it was one of his ancestors. The resemblance was astonishing.

When I bent down to pick up the other pictures, I held my breath as I grabbed the photo that was closest to me. It must have been taken in the eighties of the twentieth century. It was Robert in a mesh shirt, with a backcombed blonde on his arm. The woman was wearing neon-coloured clothes and was heavily made-up. The photo’s print date was on the back – 6th June, 1985. There was an intimacy between the two that I didn't like. Hey, what was wrong with me? I was looking at old pictures and getting jealous of some of Robert’s relatives? This was ridiculous!

The next photo I got my hands on depicted a man who also resembled Robert like an identical twin. This supposed twin had a hairstyle from the fifties of the twentieth century, called a quiff. The small, square, black-and-white photograph from another time looked as if it would crumble right between my hands. Carefully, I put it back in the book.

And so it went on. There had to be over twenty photos, most of them showing Robert or one of his doppelgangers, and on each of them you could clearly see that it was a shot from another age. They had definitely not been photoshopped. 

What did this mean? How could it be that all of Robert's ancestors looked exactly the same as him?  
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Sally's trail hadn't been hard to find. Dark had quickly found clues as to which direction the kidnapper had gone with his sister. There were a few myths that were told about vampires which had definitely sprung from erroneous belief; some others were true. One of them was that if a vampire had drunk the blood of a human being or a vampire, he or she could sense them better. Even from afar. Dark had fed on Sally, and accordingly, he was able to filter out her trail, her smell, among millions of others. The woman who had kidnapped Dark's sister couldn't theoretically know that, yet we had to be on our guard. Maybe she had insider knowledge from somewhere.

Nevertheless, she must definitely have a plan, because the trail in question led Dark and myself to the old industrial area of Seattle. Had I been interested in setting someone up, I would have lured them right here.

“What do you mean, Dark – are there any more life-wearies involved, or is she working alone?” My whispers were barely audible to human ears.

Dark's face showed the expression of highest concentration, then he shook his head. “I think she’s alone. I can't smell any other people. However, Sally and the woman's scents are very faint.” 

We had discovered motion detectors and cameras everywhere. The woman was well equipped, considering the fact that she was apparently working alone. This was clearly typical military equipment. The highest quality and the newest the market had to offer. Something wasn't right here – it didn't quite add up. Maybe she would call for reinforcements as soon as she let her trap snap shut. And then the vampire held in the Centrodynamics building would be the least of my problems. 

“What goddamn bullshit!” Dark was already running off when I only slowly came to understand why my head of security had got so upset. “She’s been given an advance warning. I missed one of the motion detectors. Sorry, Boss! We have to go in. Sally’s hidden somewhere at the end of the hall. Look for a room that's hermetically sealed in some way.” We must have triggered one of the sensors without noticing it. Dark's fine hearing had probably picked up on something that had remained hidden from me. On the way to the industrial area, we’d already agreed that the kidnapper should not be killed under any circumstances. Because we had to urgently find out who was behind it, and if she was working alone, how and why she had become aware of us.

We walked silently over the grounds and paid no attention to sensors and cameras. The woman had already been warned anyway. Now we had to be fast. We had to get Sally out of here before any reinforcement arrived.

I could only see Dark in front of me; I saw how he climbed up the roof like a cat and gave me a sign from there. I was supposed to go in and distract the enemy; Dark would then take care of her. I trusted Dark more than anyone else on the planet and so I opened the door, without knowing what to expect.

The hall lay sombre and silent in front of me. Once again I cursed my handicap and wished for my powers back. I missed them at moments like this, like a human missed a hand that had been cut off. I didn’t detect much. It smelled musty, like old oil and dust.

I hastily stepped into the room with the typical high ceilings of an industrial building and let the door quietly close and lock. I pushed myself, metre by metre, closer to the rear wall. Where was Dark? There was no sound at all. I was aware that I was sneaking around on display. With the equipment that the woman had, she certainly had heat sensors, infrared cameras and night vision devices with her. I consoled myself with the fact that she would’ve eliminated me long ago if she’d come after me. What did she want?

When I got to the back wall, I could detect Sally's smell as well. I was damn close to her and located a door in the darkness that my eyes were slowly getting used to, obviously leading to a cold storage facility. She had to be in there. A very well-chosen prison. I courageously reached for the metal lever and unlocked the hermetic seal; then I heard a soft click next to the hissing of the decades-old hydraulics and I recognised my own grave error. I was still trying to push the massive door back as hard as I could, when the night was lit up with a blazing flash of lightning and an enormous explosion went off around me. I flew through the air and landed hard, all the air pressed out of my lungs. 

The smell of burnt flesh was then the only thing that still gripped my senses – the smell of my burnt flesh. Pain consumed me and lacerated my nerves in its merciless grasp. Shortly thereafter, unconsciousness wrapped me in a protective blanket and I gratefully sank into a deep darkness.  
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Everything was working exactly as I had planned. All I had to do was wait until the vampire finally showed up. Sometime, the hunger would drive him here; after all, I had interrupted him before during his feeding. But when I looked through the night-vision device, which was integrated in my small special glasses, I saw a completely different image than I had expected.

Centrodynamics’ top boss was sneaking into the building right at that moment and purposefully heading for the back wall. What was he doing here? Was he in cahoots with the vampire? He was definitely not one of them, because I’d found several photos of him on the Internet that had been taken during the day. Vampires didn't die when they were exposed to sunlight; instead, they suffered, as a human would if they were to hold their hand in very hot water. And he couldn't really be a sympathiser of these hideous creatures, otherwise he would never in his life have agreed to house the captured vampire in his company building. Or was this some kind of false trail? To the outside world, he appeared as the committed, honourable citizen. Was he, in reality, trying to undermine the human system in order to gain even more power himself? Did he perhaps want the prisoner to make him immortal? Such crazy people were supposed to have existed before. Unbelievable! He was up to something, otherwise he wouldn't be here.

I had learned to cope with unexpected situations, yet I was irritated about how I should proceed, in the face of this new development. Should I warn Tensington? Then I would risk being discovered if the guy was here with the vampire. But if I let him open the cold storage facility door, there probably wouldn't be much left of him. I was astonished to find that I still had a conscience, although I hadn't felt it for a long time.

I had made a mistake that I became aware of the moment someone tapped on my shoulder from behind. When I turned around and looked into an angry face, there was a deafening bang, and the next thing I knew, I was caught up in the middle of a combat situation. 

I fought with everything at my disposal but I had no chance. Vampires were faster than I had ever thought possible, and with the element of surprise on the other side, it was quickly clear who would win this unequal fight. The guy must have been trained right down to the last detail, exactly like me; no, even better. Because with one grab he had checkmated me – a grab that I didn’t yet know and couldn’t have foreseen. He had quickly put the shackles on me. He knew that my feet were at least as dangerous as my hands, because he tied them together, too. 

“So, Lady, now we’re going to another floor. If anything serious has happened to anyone down there, I'll make sure you get what you deserve.” Quickly, he grabbed my waist and jumped onto the ground with me as if it were only a few centimetres, not ten metres, we had to cross. The vampire threw me onto one of the heaps of fabric without giving me a second glance, and ran to the other end of the hall at a hell of a pace. What would he do to me? I’d been vaccinated with the serum; he definitely couldn’t drink from me. But I knew that there were other things he could do to me. Things that made my blood freeze in my veins.

I could detect how he spoke quiet words into his boss’s ear, but he didn't move anymore. I couldn’t tell from my positioning whether he was still breathing. Collateral damage – that was all it was – I tried to convince myself. Nevertheless, it was not so easy to accept that I might have killed a man who was perhaps innocent. I had to consider the whole picture, and what was important was that there would be no more vampires on this planet. Not for experimental purposes, either. They were unpredictable and no one should be harmed by them anymore. I had learned from my father's fate. Unfortunately, I wasn’t fast enough and strong enough to defeat this giant.

With a terrible roar, the dark vampire tore the door to the cold storage facility off its hinges and disappeared into the darkness. Shortly thereafter, he came out of the room again, his face angrily distorted. The woman I had kidnapped was in his arms. Her limbs and head hung down, lifeless.

My guilty conscience swept over me without warning. If she died, it’d be my fault. Just like with Tensington, this had not been my intention. The detonation was intended only to take out the vampire, not the human; no one else should have been hurt. Had I calculated the thickness of the door incorrectly? Theoretically, nothing should have happened to Sally Michaels in the cold storage facility. 
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I was still wondering whether the pictures didn't show Robert after all. Perhaps they were very good fakes? That was the simplest of all explanations and also the most sensible, at least that's how it seemed to me. They had to be forgeries or, rather, photos that had been taken in some kind of studio, perhaps a stunt. Something like that, and then they’d been trimmed and cropped to make them look old. Of course. Anything else wouldn’t make sense. Why did I let it fool me like that? Nevertheless, the smile I wanted to conjure up on my face in view of this interpretation did not appear. When I heard a rumble at the lift door at the same moment, I quickly packed the photographs back into the book, but the far-fetched explanation was causing butterflies in my stomach. Things somehow didn't quite fit together, but I didn't have time to get to the bottom of the mystery. This would have to wait for now.

I hastily put Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet back on the shelf and hurried to get out of the room before anyone noticed what I’d discovered here. I almost felt as if I’d been caught with something forbidden. This was all madness; after all, I hadn't been snooping around. But despite the explanations I gave myself, a dull feeling remained inside me.

I hurried out of the study and entered the hallway at the same time as Dark – he was holding Sally in his arms. She was dirty and smeared with blood; a soft groan could be heard from her. My heart stopped for a short beat.

“Oh my God, what happened to her?” I immediately ran as fast as I could to my friend and carefully put my hand on her sooty cheek. It was freezing cold. My stomach contracted.

“It’s all okay, Liv,” but the words only left Sally's mouth as a whisper. 

I didn't believe a word she said. “Dark, we have to take her to one of the bedrooms. The boys are lying on the couch and it's probably better if they don't see their mum like that,” I said.

“You're right.” Dark went ahead and laid her on a bed covered in lemon yellow satin bed linen while I ran into the bathroom and fetched towels and a wet cloth.

“It looks worse than it is,” Sally tried to reassure me as I stepped towards the bed. I handed the utensils to Dark, who cleaned the wound and revealed a deep cut under all the blood. I felt sick. Not due to the sight, but rather the concern for my friend. 

“It does look very bad, Sally!” I, who had no practical experience, could see that the wound had to be sutured, otherwise Sally would probably bleed to death. “We need to get you to a hospital – a doctor should definitely take a look at that, and they’ll definitely have to stitch you up. You might need a booster of your vaccinations, too. Who knows what bacteria you’ve come into contact with.” 

“No way,” resounded from Dark and Sally's mouths at the same time, as if the two had agreed on it beforehand. 

“Alright – no doctor, no vaccination. Everything’s alright and you want to go through it alone. I get it. Do you at least want to tell me how this happened?” 

“Later!” Dark's answer was more a growl than a word. His face was distorted. Was he in pain?

“Did something happen to you, too, Mister Higgs, or may I call you Dark?”

“As you’ve already said, everything is fine! Dark is perfectly sufficient. I'm okay.” 

I was slowly losing my patience. “Fine, but Sally needs to be treated properly. That should be disinfected as soon as possible. Robert must have... Wait a minute, where's Robert?”

“Still in the car. Spencer’s taking care of him. I'll go and fetch him in a minute.” Dark looked at me as if I was an annoying insect, but I just ignored that. I wasn’t going to let this go that quickly. If I’d already been dragged into this, then I wanted to know what I was up against.

“What does you mean fetch him? Can't he come up on his own?” My voice was a whisper at the last syllables, when I realised that Sally was probably not the only one injured. What had happened there? Had there been a shooting? A car accident? Had the men killed someone? 

Sally's hand lay on the man's arm to calm him down. “We can trust her Davy.”

He answered her with a snort and I wondered if I wanted to be trusted at all. As soon as I knew more, I made myself liable to prosecution if there were illegal things going on. The curiosity that was spreading its wings, however, was of a different opinion.

“I'm going to bring Robert up now, but please don't be scared, Liv.” He did seem to have some feelings, otherwise he wouldn't have said that, I thought. And, turning to Sally, he added: “If you’re wrong, you know what has to happen.” 

Very quietly, so quietly that I wasn't sure I had understood the words correctly, Sally replied: “I know.” 

After he had left the room, I restlessly paced back and forth in front of the bed. “Should I call a doctor?” 

“No, Liv. We can take care of it even without a quack. We have to manage.”

“Why? Did one of them kill the kidnapper?” 

“What?” She looked at me in disbelief.

“Well, you're making such a fuss that I’ve suspected something’s gone terribly wrong.” 

“No, nobody’s been killed. To be honest, things have been well taken care of.” She laughed quietly, but you could sense a certain hardness to it. 

This couldn't be happening! My friend must have been in shock, otherwise she wouldn't laugh about such a thing. A kidnapping would be enough reason to catapult all those involved into the labour camp for a long time or even worse – into a rehabilitation programme. Was I really serious about this? How well did I actually know Sally? “Please don't get upset, little one,” she tried to calm me down.

“I shouldn't get upset? When the police get wind of it, we’ll all be in deep trouble. We’ll end up in the rehabilitation programme.” Once I’d read a message about the programme. It was an anonymous report that had disappeared from the Internet two days later. The government had erased it, removed all traces and only in the memories of some who had read it did it still exist. It was undoubtedly cruel there. The prisoners were treated like animals and women were abused in every way imaginable. Whoever came out alive was no longer the person they had been before. Not rehabilitated, but mad, only an empty shell.

“Shh, don't say that. Neither Dark nor Mr Tensington will let that happen. Trust us.”

“You believe that!” She looked at me indignantly, but said nothing to that.

Us? Since when were the three of them a team? Okay, Dark was related to Sally, but was it less dangerous because of that? Was it for that reason not criminal? Not illegal? My head buzzed when I thought of Dark, his dark aura, his unapproachability. He looked damn aggressive, just like I imagined someone who worked in criminal circles. He frightened me, especially in this situation. Nevertheless, my antenna remained calm and showed no present danger. Perhaps they no longer worked and my prayers had been answered. Finally free from those panic attacks. Today, though, I wanted to be sure that there was really no danger, but there was no green light coming on and signalling that to me. 

“I’ll go to the front and open the door for them,” I explained to Sally, who was still looking at me as if she couldn't understand why I was acting like this. I had to get out of the room because I had the feeling that I was being drawn into something from which there was no escape, even without my antenna signal.

As soon as I arrived in the corridor, I could see the lift doors opening again. Spencer and Dark each had one of Robert’s legs and arms in their hands and they carried him into the apartment. They headed purposefully towards a locked door. I hurried to get there ahead of the other three and opened it. Robert's head hung down lifelessly and the need to support him made my movements look jerky. The lighting worked just as it did in the other rooms, with motion detectors, and when the light shone discreetly from the walls I could see the beauty of the room. However, my gaze did not linger on the antiquarian furniture, but flitted to the man I had kissed what felt like an eternity ago. Was that really just a few hours ago? Robert's scent hung everywhere in the air; it impregnated the room and not only took my breath away, but also affected my mind. When I saw that he was a chalky white colour, an iron fist wrapped itself around my heart. He must have lost a lot of blood, but I couldn't see a single wound at first glance. At least, nothing was visible on his head. The rest of his body was hidden under a blanket. As soon as he was put down on the bed, I lifted the large piece of cloth and saw the gaping wound below his shoulder. Around his thigh, his trousers were torn and showed, likewise, a dark, wet surface. 

“Robert needs a doctor, otherwise he’ll die,” I said, as decisively as I could, and reached for my mobile phone. As soon as I had the small device in my hand, it had already disappeared from my fingers. Shocked, I raised my head.

“I'm sorry, Ma’am, but we can't have any more witnesses.” Aghast, I stared at Spencer, who switched off the phone and dropped it into his jacket pocket. What had I got myself into here? 

Panic was building in me. “But he‘ll die!” 

Dark looked me in the eyes, earnestly. “Yes, he will die.” Fearfully, I sucked in the air, which was suddenly far too tight, but it didn't help. There was no more oxygen in this room. Someone had to regulate the ventilation system. There was one of them in every modern room. My gaze darted around, restlessly, in search of the regulator. My world seemed to be turning upside down. “Unless he gets blood. And I thought you were a medical student?” 

“Yes, yes, and I am. But I’m at the very beginning of my studies and have no practical experience,” I explained, agitated. 

“Well, in my opinion, the only way he can be helped now is with a blood donation.” Dark looked at me from narrowed eyes, as if he was weighing something up in his mind. 

The quiet words seeped into my consciousness. “So he’ll have to go to hospital after all.” I, myself, recognised how cajoling my voice sounded. What was I supposed to do to get these people to reason here? I could not possibly wait until Robert had taken his last breath on this bed.
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A lightness seized me and dragged me with it. I knew that the time had come. Finally, I could go and escape this never-ending anguish. How long had I waited for this? Hundreds of years! And yet I had never found the courage to take the step myself. But now I was free to do it. Nevertheless, I had the feeling I was leaving something important behind. Someone. I hesitated. Why? Fria suddenly came to me, stepping out of a fog. Fria, my wife. A human woman, like no one I had ever again met in my life. She smiled that innocent smile that I’d loved so much about her. My diaphragm trembled because I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. I couldn't hear any noises, just as though we were both trapped in a vacuum here in this ominous fog. 

“Raphael,” Fria breathed my name. The name my mother had given me. I couldn't answer; I just kept staring at her without being able to move. “I’m letting you go and hope that you’ll be happy. Your time has not yet come. Go, live and love.” Sadness was visible in her eyes, and again, I could see her angelic smile. Fria closed her eyes and faded slowly but steadily away.

Had I been able to, I would have followed my impulse and reached out my hand to her. But then I suddenly saw Olivia's face looking at me in horror. She was afraid. Afraid for me. What a bizarre dream, I still thought, as I sank back into the blackness. 
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The constant roar in my head increased, the more the wobbly state of my brain adapted to gravity. Nausea seized me and I had to control myself so as not to choke. When my eyelids fluttered, I couldn’t see anything. Darkness, nothing but darkness existed around me. Horrified, I noticed that my arms and legs were tied up so well that I couldn’t free myself on my own. What a shitty situation! How had I ended up in this predicament? Oh yes, my own arrogance had catapulted me right to where I was!

At top speed, the memories of the past days shot back into my consciousness and stopped at one point. This vampire had taken me by surprise, had defeated me easily and without any effort. I had never doubted that I would emerge victorious in this duel, and yet it had happened. The defeat tasted bitter, like bile. Cold anger crept into my body. How could I have been so convinced of myself? The first rule I’d learned with the unit was never to underestimate my opponent. I had made an idiotic beginner's mistake.

Where was I? The narrowness of the room told me that it was a box or something similar, but I didn't believe that. My instinct and sense of smell told me much more: that I was tightly bound and in a car. Tensington drove a luxury car that had a luggage compartment big enough to hold a person in it. It smelled of chemical cleaners and plastic and when I pressed my feet against the side, the metal noise it made reinforced my suspicion.

The CEO of Centrodynamics and the dark vampire! In what way were these two men in league with each other? I’d seen Tensington seriously injured, or even dead on the floor, after triggering the explosive device. If he were a vampire, too, I would only have been capable of confusing him, which I had originally intended with the trap. I wanted to distract the vampire, Dark – just until I had put him out of action, so that I could later torture and interrogate him. I wanted to know everything about him.

A vampire and a human being. This constellation aroused my curiosity and I intended on satisfying it. The only question was, how would I get out of this prison? 
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“What’s his blood type? Maybe one of us could be the donor.” Immediately, I switched into doctor mode. I had finally discovered an opportunity to do something, even if it was only to check the ID cards of those present. For several decades, all relevant health information had been stored on chips in American citizens’ passports. I could read the data instead of sitting there doing nothing. I had already learned this in the first semester and was able to handle the technology very well. There was a good chance that one of us had the right blood group. “If Robert has AB positive, that’d be great, then his blood would be compatible with any other blood type. It wouldn't take us long to find it,” I euphorically explained to my counterpart.

Dark looked at me in amazement, but as quickly as his face had taken on the stunned expression, the man returned just as quickly to his usual facial expression. Unmoved, he looked down at me. What was that all about? Did he want to make clear to me what he thought of me? “Don't worry, he can handle pretty much any blood type, as long as they take care of the donation.” A trace of sarcasm could be heard in his words, but I simply ignored it. If I argued with the guy now, Robert wouldn't be helped, either.

Relief flowed through me and for a short time my knees felt like they were going soft, so much so that the tension dropped from me the moment I heard that he probably had blood type AB positive. Only this blood type was compatible with everyone else’s. That was a real stroke of luck. Perhaps we’d manage to get Robert enough donated blood in time and save him with it. “Well, then we need a transfusion, a doctor, a hospital, something. The bandages won’t keep him alive, at least not permanently. I've never been in a situation like this before, and we certainly don't have the equipment we need for it here, either.” I put as much emphasis into the words as was possible for me in view of this situation, yet my voice trembled uneasily. My hand wandered, as if by itself, to Robert's forehead. His skin was ice-cold. After I’d felt his pulse, it was clear to me that he needed help urgently and quickly. Dark had put several bandages on him, which I had to admit looked quite professional. But no one was responding to my words.

Dark and Spencer weren’t even listening to me anymore; the two of them stormed through the apartment and closed the shutters as if the devil was after them. Up here in the penthouse, they were completely hidden and the sun was about to rise. So why were they doing something so irrational? 

Somebody had to be able to help me to steer the situation towards normality. I hurried into the adjoining room where Sally was lying. I urgently needed to talk to someone who still had a touch of compassion. My friend was starting to get colour in her face again, yet she seemed very weak. The shock was deep and the injuries on her leg had really got to her. But it would heal, and she would feel better soon. At least that's what I hoped. 

“Are the boys asleep?” Sally's voice almost broke at the short sentence as she was so powerless.

“Yes, they’re still sleeping. Thank God! I cooked something for them earlier and gave them some cuddles. It's OK, considering the circumstances.” I breathed heavily, so as not to add too much hysteria to the following words. “You have to convince your insane Davy to call a doctor. Robert’s dying next door!” My efforts had been in vain, the emotional chaos that was raging inside me resonated in every syllable and Sally looked at me compassionately.

“I'm really sorry, Liv, but I can't and won't do that.” 

Powerless, I let myself fall onto the edge of the bed. Had everyone lost their minds here? My heart hurt at the thought that Robert could die. I had only just found him, was only just about to open myself up to him. Something connected me with him. Something I could not deny. And that something had nothing to do with the amazing sex we’d had with each other, what seemed like a lifetime ago. My shoulder hurt; like a phantom pain, it burned in the same place as where Robert had been injured. I was clearly going crazy, but I didn't know how to escape this whole thing here.

“Liv?” 

“What?” Aggression was replacing despair and I stared at my friend, full of spite. How could she possibly help let a man die? So far, I’d always assumed that Sally was one of the most compassionate people around me, but now I was afraid I was wrong.

“You have to listen to me.” Sally's words were wafting forcefully over to me. “Come, slide a little closer to me.” Her hand patted the space directly beside her on the mattress, and I sat down next to her. What else could I have done? Should I have refused and then disappeared from this apartment? Should I have left Robert with his alleged friends, to forget him as soon as possible?

The smell of blood was in the air, ripping me out of my thoughts – back to reality. Sally must have lost a lot of it, if I could even smell it. The metallic aroma floated through the room, causing me to feel slightly nauseous. 

“What's the matter with all of you, Sally?” Desperately, I put a hand on her forearm; she trembled, but again, I only got a pitiful look. “Don’t you see that he’s dying? Are you all so heartless to just let this happen? I don’t understand you!” My eyes began to burn; resolutely, I pushed the tears away; that wouldn’t get me any further and would help Robert even less. I was slowly running out of arguments. The people in this apartment were obviously mentally ill. Perhaps they belonged to some obscure sect. Such a thing probably existed – blinded souls who thought they would end up in hell if they tampered with God's craft through medical intervention.

Sally grabbed my arm and her cool hands enclosed my fingers mercilessly. Something bad was coming now. I just knew it. Sometimes we humans have a sixth sense. You perceive something that’s there, but our other five senses cannot grasp it – a kind of intuition, a premonition. In certain situations we notice things that are not tangible to others. Nowadays, we know that there are clairvoyants and telepaths. The world population used to think this was nonsense, but at that time it was also assumed that vampires were a product of fantasy, too. Well, and I, Olivia Morgan, accordingly possessed an extraordinarily pronounced form of the sixth sense. Is that actually the seventh sense – if I have these extreme fears and know precisely that danger does lie ahead? Yet this had nothing to do with my danger radar, but rather, with that fine antenna, conventionally called the sixth sense. Sally was about to say something that would rip the ground away from under my feet. I felt it very clearly. “We know he's unwell, very unwell. Robert needs blood, that's the only thing that can help him. On the way here he was in my arms and I could see the life slowly slipping away from him.” Her shoulders slumped down and she stopped talking.

Had I been wrong? I could have sworn that Sally wanted to tell me something very important. However, I pushed the thought aside because there was a rage inside of me that wasn’t letting me think clearly anymore. “Damn it; if you know that, give me your phone so I can call a doctor! Spencer took mine away from me.” I got out of Sally's grip and jumped up from the bed. I almost felt like I had to stomp my feet to emphasise my words. I was desperate, powerless and, slowly, I was going mad. “Dark said he could handle any blood type, but for this kind of transfusion we need a doctor. I can't do it. We don't have enough medical equipment here.” 

“Just calm down. You're on the verge of hysterics.” Sally had struck a strict tone at that moment. But the next words feebly left her mouth. “It isn’t what you think. Calm down and listen to me.” I’d been doing that the whole time! They weren’t listening to me! “Sit down! What I have to say to you, one experiences better with a chair under their bottom.” Aha, now she was finally going to speak plainly. So my intuition hadn't betrayed me after all. I sat down, obediently. “Liv, Robert Tensington is a vampire,” Sally let the bomb drop so suddenly that I suffocated. 

A vampire? Of course. Now everything was clear. Clear as day!

I became very calm, because suddenly I had realised what this was. I was probably lying in my bed dreaming. None of this could be true. My fantasy had always been very pronounced. And vampires had been in it all the time, since my youth. My mum had had to convince me of the reality several times, if I had been scared at night and had lain in bed screaming. It had taken a lot of persuasion to calm little Liv and assure me that it had been a dream and not a memory that had made my heart race. But this was something of entirely different proportions.

“Do you understand what I’ve told you, Liv? He needs blood. I’d let him drink from me, but first of all I lost too much myself. And secondly, he wouldn't tolerate it.” As if on command, she became very sleepy, and I was about to fall into hysterical fits of giggling. This was all crazy! Maybe it was Sally fantasising due to the high blood loss, and not me.

“This is one of the most realistic dreams I've had in a long time.” Grinning, I was shaking my head when Spencer came into our room.

“Spencer?” said Sally, and immediately the chauffeur stepped next to the bed. “She knows.” 

The nice man turned to me. “Ma’am, thank you so much for wanting to help us! The boss needs you badly.”

“Sure, I'll come and let him drink my blood.” I said, acting dramatically, and opened my eyes wide. “He's probably immune to the vaccine and I'm saving his life with it. Hey, wait a minute, are vampires alive at all?” Now I couldn't hold back the giggling anymore. Cackling like a pubescent girl in a horde of other teenagers, I ran after the chauffeur. Looking for help, he looked around for Sally.

“It's all right, Spencer. Miss Morgan’s probably in shock.” 

He briefly shrugged his shoulders. I wondered what else my idiotic brain would do.

“Ma’am, he's by no means immune to the vaccine,” he said.

Still grinning, given the absurdity of the whole thing, I asked: “And then how does it work? Do they have an antidote ready?” 

Spencer shook his head. “No, we've been trying for years to make such a drug, but we haven't been able to do it yet. But we won't give up, and are continuing our research. One day we’ll have a serum in our hands that’ll save the vampire community.” 

“We? Are you also a... a vampire?” Vampire community? How many of these ‘undead’ were there in my dream? Undead? At that very moment I remembered that Robert had had a pulse. And his hot body had warmed me when I had pressed my naked body against his. 

“No, but I'm still part of the vampire society.” 

Aha, now it was getting really confusing. I saved myself the trouble of going into it, so I asked the obvious. “And how exactly is your boss supposed to survive by drinking from me?” 

“You haven’t been vaccinated. Your blood is pure, like that of the Virgin Mary.” Smiling, he turned to me and opened the door to the room where his boss was lying.

Before my eyes fell on Robert, a number of thoughts were whirring through my brain. Pure? That was absolute nonsense! Every child was vaccinated within a few minutes after birth, so that such an apocalyptic catastrophe could never again befall mankind. And this had been practiced for considerable time, as long as I could think. It was impossible that I hadn’t been vaccinated. What was I doing here? Was I seriously breaking down the facts of this dream into its individual parts? At some point, I’d have to wake up and laugh at myself in the face of the idiocy that was raging in my subconscious. Shaking my head, I walked past Spencer and decided to approach the whole thing a little more casually. After all, it couldn't hurt to play along and see where the story would take me.

I came to a standstill at Robert’s side and admired myself for my truly brilliant dream. It was really bubbling over with attention to detail. The man I had miraculously fallen in love with looked horrible, but now I knew better. I knew what I was seeing here wasn’t real. Did Robert even exist? Since when had I been dreaming? But the resolution to play along and to see where this fantasy would lead me was becoming more and more difficult for me, because the thought that I might have imagined it hurt me more than I liked. “And now?” I asked Dark, amused, who was watching me, sceptically. He seemed like a panther to me, a black, shiny predator waiting to kill. Kill? Me? Or Robert?

The next moment Dark was standing in front of me, raising my arm. He held it tight. It didn't hurt, but he left no doubt that, if necessary, he would hold me in place by force, in order to actually ensure I accomplished the task I was supposed to. I hadn't even noticed him coming to me, even though my eyes hadn't wandered away from him for a second. Strange. I was certainly not consciously controlling the events here in this dream.

“Thank you, Olivia. This will save Mr Tensington's life. You, and only you, will be able to save his life. He’s too weak, hasn't drunk human blood for decades. He’s almost a human being himself, and without you he would perish just as miserably. He’d bleed to death like a weak human. That’d be a real shame for him, and for all of us.” Dark gave me a smile that somehow didn't match the sentences he had just spoken. After all, I too, was just a weak human like that. And I noticed that I had never seen a smile on him before, either. I smiled back carefully, aware of who was standing opposite me. Suddenly huge fangs came out of his jaw and with one of them he slit open the vein on my wrist while I was still busy opening my eyes wide and thinking of an intelligent answer.

The pain was so realistic that I involuntarily sucked the air in between my teeth. The laughter passed and fear spread through my body. Since when did injuries hurt so much in dreams?

When Dark put my bleeding wound to Robert's mouth, I tried to pull my arm from him, but I might as well have tried to pull a poby. My arm didn’t move a single inch. Nothing happened at first; my skin was on the lips of the man who’d taken my heart by storm, and I slowly awoke from the shock the pain had caused me. But instead of realising that it was just a dream, something came to me. A memory deep inside me. Deep inside, I knew that none of what I was experiencing here came from my imagination. I suspected that what I was doing was right. I wasn’t dreaming, I wasn’t fantasising. No, all my life I’d been heading towards this precise point.

Robert's lips began to tremble after my blood wetted them and seeped into his palate. Suddenly, his mouth opened. Fangs came out of his jaw. With a growl, he bit into my flesh, but it wasn't the pain I felt. It was something much more powerful that threatened to tear me apart and yet, at the same time, was pulling me into swirling darkness. 
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I was dreaming, dreaming of past times. Dreaming of when I was bound to a partner and was nourished by her. Nothing like the miserable food I had been eating for decades. No, it wasn't that. I felt the taste of vanilla, honey and a hint of marzipan on my tongue. It was so sweet, so pure. Even in the many centuries of my existence as a fully-fledged vampire, I had never felt anything so delicious on my palate. A moan left my throat, blissful, satisfied – this was what it felt like to be perfect. This dream should never end, the woman should never be separated from me, for I was sure that it was a woman who was nourishing me. From now on she would belong to me. Never again could I renounce this gift that the God of human beings was giving me. Or had I died and was now in the place that was called heaven? No, I probably would have ended up in hell much sooner.

But suddenly, through the fog of ecstasy, pain came into my consciousness; something tore my chest. I moaned again, but not out of lust this time. 

“He’s coming to his senses.” I could recognise Dark's voice very clearly; it betrayed wild determination. I appreciated that so much about this guy. Dark always knew what he or I wanted and implemented it immediately. We were similar in that respect. Very similar. I hoped that we would never have a conflict of interest, because then I’d have a real problem. Especially in this weakened body.

“Take her away from him.” That was Spencer's voice. He was a good man, even though he was slowly getting older.

The wonderful flow of life and power dried up. In the next moment, I couldn’t help but show my fangs and growl. I felt robbed, and an urge grew within me that I could hardly suppress.

Not even with Fria had I shown this animalistic feeling of greed. Fria, my companion, my support. And yet it had never been the same as in this very moment. What was going on inside me? Something was wrong. My spirit awoke and rebelled against this foreign rule. I, Robert Tensington, was not a person who believed in fate or predestination. So, what was causing me to behave like an animal that wanted to bind itself to a partner, when I didn't even know who she was?

I opened my eyes resolutely, ready to rebel against any interference with me. But when my gaze fell on Dark, who at that moment was licking the wound on Liv's wrist as she hung numb in his arms, something in me calmed down. In one second, I had jumped out of bed. I ignored the pain caused by my wounds – no, I didn't even notice them at that moment. How could this guy dare touch her, taste her blood? She was mine – only mine! The lust for murder rose in me – pure lust for murder – and I would achieve my goal as soon as my hands touched the skin of this madman. A preview of what I intended to do with him was already happening in my brain when the man turned around and looked into my eyes, laughing.

“Well, look how quickly the boss has recovered.” I didn't think a few words would stop me acting on the urge to kill, but my body was weak and just bounced off the outstretched arm of my security chief. The woman whom I desired more than any other before awoke from her trance and looked at me anxiously. “Stay calm, Tensington,” Dark hissed. “You’re scaring Olivia.” 

I realised that I was still behaving like an animal in attack mode, my fangs were fully extended and my face enraged. Slowly, I breathed in and tried to control myself a little, which I didn’t manage to achieve particularly well. Spencer hurried to help me relax by leading Liv out of the room.

Her whole body was trembling. I realised that it was my fault. I, the vampire. And then I realised the consequences of what had just happened here. Finally, my mind cleared completely and I understood. My tongue slid around my mouth – the delicious taste of Liv's blood was still omnipresent.

To my astonishment, I observed that Liv had never been contaminated with the vaccine. Dark had known. He must have known. But even that did not explain why I’d been able to drink from her.

With a deep snort, I let myself sink powerlessly onto the mattress. First, I had to digest this, in the truest sense of the word. 
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I had to stay calm, I couldn’t start panicking, but it was becoming more and more difficult for me. How long had I been unconscious? I had lost all sense of time. It could still be the middle of the night, or already the following afternoon. The worst thing would be if I slowly ran out of oxygen. So, breathe calmly and shallowly! Just don't hyperventilate. Fainting would be the worst thing to happen right at this moment.

The dark vampire had taken my little wrist computer from me. Smart, but not smart enough. I knew it wouldn't do any good to kick against the back seats, because they were steel clad. After all, the interior of such a luxury car was extremely well secured, even against a possible attacker from the luggage compartment. Or against a gunman trying to shoot the owner.

Somehow I had to manage to get out of here; but how? I was still wearing my steel-cap boots! Why didn't I think of that earlier? Like a savage, I kicked again and again against the metal of the body and hoped that nobody would hear me. At least nobody who wasn’t on the right side. I knew I couldn't do much with the kicks, but I only needed a few dents for what I had planned. After a few more kicks, I rolled up and slipped through the compartment like an eel until I reached the spot where my boots had damaged the metal.

Relieved, I breathed a sigh of relief. It was working, but I wasn't finished yet. I crawled back into my starting position and repeated the whole thing. When I was sure I had used enough strength, I slipped back to the spot again. As I had hoped, the metal was dented in such a way that a sharp edge had formed. With clenched teeth I now rubbed the cable tie over it. Over and over again. I ignored the blood leaking from my wrists because I was constantly slipping, as well as the pain caused by the cuts. I had to get out of here before one of these animals came and picked me up. By now I was sure there was more than one of them. There were probably still some of those bloodsuckers left and they must be working together in some way. Maybe Robert Tensington was something of a mediator – a person who held the strings in his hands and took on some of the jobs vampires weren't capable of. Anyway, they were in cahoots and I would find out what the two men’s uneven friendship was all about.

A relieved sigh left my lips when the tension of the plastic gave way and my hands were finally free. I hastily grabbed the steel cap of my boot and opened the secret flap. This was built into our combat boots as a standard procedure. I pulled a sharp blade from the boot, which I then used to cut the rope that was tied around my legs. 

Whilst lying in the luggage compartment, I’d gone through all the escape plans I’d learned at the Academy. Not many of them had specialised in escaping from the boot of a vehicle; after all, there were hardly any private cars left. However, sombrely, I could remember a lecture which had dealt with just this kind of case. At that time, some people had laughed at the superior, thinking he was using outdated teaching material. But now I was glad that he hadn’t let himself be dissuaded from teaching us that. Even the model of the car had been similar to the one I was trapped in. I thanked that man in the silence of the darkness that surrounded me, because, in my head I had the plans of the car like a picture laid out in front of me. 

My eyes darted around. The instructor had said something about a light near the locking mechanism, but nothing here was lit up. Maybe the bulb was broken? My fingers felt all the bumps, but there was no button or toggle switch. Damn! It could have been so easy.

I forced myself to rest; a lack of oxygen was still the most pressing problem. I couldn’t be tempted into panicking. Keep calm, my dear. 

What other option was there? There was another way to open that damned flap. My mind was working at full speed and my body now remained very calm, because I remembered and knew very well that there was a way out.

Then the idea came to me; I crawled to the side a little, and began to tear the carpet until I could lift it a bit. Carefully, I felt the floor of the trunk underneath, and after what felt like an eternity, my fingers finally detected a kind of cable protruding from under the cover on the driver's side. I pulled it hard, but nothing happened. “Don't give up,” I said to myself, and pulled again in the other direction. The next moment I heard a crack, which was the best sound I’d heard in years. 
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Hesitant, I stood in the hallway, my back against the hard wall and my eyes turned to the door through which I had just stepped. What had happened there in the room was literally pulling the rug out from under my feet. It was so unbelievable and was causing me tremendous confusion. Meanwhile, I no longer believed this was a dream. No, all my feelings were too intense for that. Nevertheless, my mind refused to understand what had happened here. This couldn’t be real. But it couldn't be a dream, either. My heart was still beating violently, and the air was so tight I was almost hyperventilating. The world as I knew it was crumbling into pieces. 

When Robert had started sucking on my wrist, I had plunged into ecstasy. I could feel exactly how my blood flowed out of me and seeped into his mouth. The feeling of power had taken possession of me and a wild throbbing between my thighs had made me groan without restraint. 

Now, with a little distance from what was going on, I felt my face turning red with shame. That couldn’t have just happened! Neither my behaviour, nor that the fact Robert was a vampire and had drunk from me was comprehensible. Vampires had been extinct for decades – at least I thought so until ten minutes ago. Wait a minute, hadn't there been a report in the newspaper a few days ago? A vampire was supposed to have been caught in Seattle. I’d dismissed it as sensational journalism that hadn’t contained a single drop of truth. Articles like that consistently appeared in the press. So far, not one of them had been proven to be true. But what if it corresponded to reality? What if some of them had survived? Here in Seattle... 

If what Spencer had said was true, then why hadn’t I been vaccinated with the serum? And why did Sally know who or what Robert was? My confusion was increasing by the second. 

In order to avoid going back into the bedroom that was attracting me like magic, I went to my friend. I wanted to ask her some urgent questions, which I hoped she would answer willingly. Otherwise I was going to have to find another form of defence, but at this point I didn't know what that was supposed to be.

* * *
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Sally was asleep. Sweat droplets had formed on her forehead and her head was swaying restlessly back and forth. To occupy myself, and to not have to think too much, I went to the bathroom and got a washcloth, which I soaked in lukewarm water before hurrying back to Sally. I carefully cleaned the face of the woman I’d thought I knew very well. What role did Sally play in this scenario? What was her connection to Dark? Was he her lover?

Someone touched me on the shoulder. Dark! It was always him. He was always sneaking up on me, and suddenly standing behind or beside me. His firm gaze was hypnotic when I turned to face him. A shiver ran down my spine, but I wouldn't give him the pleasure of playing the little mouse that was afraid of his species.

“Thank you.” His deep voice blew through the room and made my diaphragm vibrate with relief. His gaze wasn't exactly warm, but he was sincere and that was what mattered.

“You’re welcome.” What else was I supposed to say? I couldn't tell him that at the time he was biting my wrist I thought it was all just a dream.

“You must have many questions.”

What a statement; you didn't have to be a clairvoyant for that. Who wouldn't have a few questions? Still, I didn't answer, and turned back to Sally instead, who was murmuring a few words in her sleep. Her lips were a little chapped. I absolutely had to get some fluids into her as soon as she was conscious.

“If you like, I'll answer them all for you. I'll wait for you in the study if you need to speak.” The next moment he was gone. Silently, like before. Like a shadow that no one noticed. 

Of course I had a thousand questions on my mind, but did I really want answers? Did I want to be involved? In this vampire thing?

I was covering Sally up with the blanket once again, when she suddenly opened her eyes. “Go and have him tell you everything. He won't hurt you. Dark is a sweet guy.” Um, yeah, I could have expected all kinds of names and attributes to describe Dark, but ‘sweet’ was a word that did not seem to fit.

“And I thought you were asleep,” I said seriously, but I couldn't help smiling. Relieved, I noticed that Sally was slowly getting better.

“Up to a certain point I did, too, but then my subconscious became too curious and I listened.” She giggled, but her voice was hoarse, making her sound scratchy.

That Sally was clearly on the road to recovery was a load off my mind, even though I couldn't really explain how this could happen so quickly. “Well, then I'll listen to what this sweet guy, Dark, has to tell me.” I couldn’t avoid the sarcasm resonating in my voice. “And drink a lot, you. Here,” I said, and handed her a large glass of water that was already on her bedside table. Presumably, Spencer or Dark had made themselves useful.

Sally smiled at me with relief and nodded in confirmation as I got up. 

* * *
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Dark wasn't sitting at the huge desk, which is what I had initially expected; instead he’d chosen a leather sofa. His gaze flitted to his side, invitingly – he obviously wanted me to sit next to him. He was clearly not a man of many words, I thought, as amused as I could be in the situation. I obliged him, but chose the outermost corner of the piece of furniture, so that I could then turn my upper body towards him. He looked at me with a grim expression on his face. He certainly didn’t look sympathetic – but why did he want to talk to me? Had Sally asked him to? He didn't give me the impression that he was willingly having this conversation, even though he had offered it to me himself.

“Go ahead.” The words came growling from his mouth. He was a strange guy. Sweet? No, that certainly wasn't it, even though Sally had used that word for him. Little children or cute pets were sweet. 

“So, which of you is completely a vampire?” I watched him with my arms crossed. The cold shine in his eyes made me shiver. The guy was dangerous. And this danger radiated from every single pore.

“Tensington and myself.” 

“What about Spencer?” 

He hesitated briefly, but then he said: “He’s a lackey, which is not meant to be derogatory. That's what we call the inaugurated employees.” Lackeys – yes, that's what I’d read about in vampire novels. Involuntarily, I wondered how many books had originated from reality. How many of the stories I had devoured in the course of my life had really happened? And I’d read a lot of vampire novels.

A thought came to me. Admittedly, a very absurd one, but I had to have certainty. “Sally?” 

“Is my sister.” Now he watched me closely. And most definitely, he recognised how much this news shocked me. “Strictly speaking, I’m the older one.” 

My head turned around to him all by itself. “But...” 

“I was changed when I was in my mid-twenties; my parents and I had not yet been vaccinated. We had the appointment with the vaccination authority for a few days later. It was a time of upheaval.” Dark took a deep breath before continuing, as if he had to steel himself for what would leave his mouth next. Unintentionally, I held my breath instead. “One of the vampires had caught me. He was completely starved and when he realised that my blood hadn’t been contaminated, he almost completely sucked all the blood out of me. I was dying, lying on a wet asphalt road in the middle of Seattle. I thought my time had come, but suddenly the vampire came back.” Tensely, I listened to the words. My stomach contracted convulsively as I imagined the fears the young man must have experienced. “He apologised and explained to me that he’d been terribly hungry, and asked me if I wanted to live. I was only able to affirm with my eyelids by shutting them hard twice. For goodness’ sake, who would have said no?” Dark looked at me questioningly, but I wasn't able to say anything, so he continued almost soundlessly. “Meanwhile, my arms and legs were numb, I felt detached from my body. The vampire bit into his own wrist and then held it to my mouth. I felt something warm on my lips, then everything around me turned black.” 

There was apparently also humanity in these bloodsuckers, I noted, astonished. Compassion and helpfulness were not foreign words to them. But my mind refused to see too much good in this story. All my life I’d been told that vampires were bloodthirsty creatures and that you had to be afraid of them. That was why they’d been exterminated. Or at least, people thought they’d been exterminated. Which the two men in this apartment clearly refuted. But even the hypothesis that they were brutal parasites was untenable in view of the friendship and kindness I’d experienced here. “What happened next?” I asked breathlessly, because I positively needed to know how the story continued.

“I woke up in unbearable pain. I was screaming, and since I was lying right in front of my parents' house, my father and mother came running out. They immediately recognised what had been done to me; we saw friends suddenly change all too often. My mother was pregnant at that time. A pregnancy that had never been planned because she’d already reached the age of forty-five. Nevertheless, we were all looking forward to the offspring. The terrible time of the vampire wars had welded us together, and we regarded the new life in Mother’s body as a good sign.” His gaze was pointed towards the ceiling and he seemed a little bitter as he continued. Spellbound, I listened to his next sentences. “My parents dragged me into the house, straight into the cellar. They ought to have killed me or at least called the guards to take care of me. Instead, they stayed with me until my conversion was complete. My mother fed me as she had when I was an infant. For her, it was the most normal thing in the world. Not for me. I was disgusted with myself.” I could see the revulsion in his dark face. I could understand him completely and imagine how it had been for him then.

“But it wasn't your fault.” Wait a minute, what was I doing here? Since when did I understand vampires?

“I hated the bloodsuckers. They had abused and sucked my first girlfriend to death. She had died before she could celebrate her sixteenth birthday. My heart was like a stone. It still is. After a few days, my mother gave birth to a healthy baby daughter.” 

“Sally,” I breathed into the silence.

“Yes, Sally. She was the sweetest baby you could imagine. I loved her and worshipped her. She was the only one who penetrated my emotional armour.” A smile flitted across his face, and I was enthralled to see how it changed for the better. “Since my mother was breastfeeding, she was exempt from the vaccinations for the time being, as people didn’t know how this would affect newborns. But when Sally was one year old, both were to be vaccinated. At that time, it wasn’t done right after birth, because this practice hadn’t yet been well developed, not like it is today.”

“How did you survive after that?” My curiosity almost took my breath away.

“Sally was never vaccinated.” Dark looked deep into my eyes again. “My mother kidnapped a child from a playground in the middle of the day.” 

“What? And didn’t anybody notice?” I was completely shocked by this twist.

“She went straight to the vaccination authority. The officials assumed that the child was Sally. Both were vaccinated without questioning it. Then – it was only half an hour later – she brought the girl back to the playground. She explained to the angry people that she’d found the child sleeping under a tree, and then hurried home. I’ve been feeding on Sally since that day.” 

What a story! It frightened and shocked me, and at the same time I was fascinated by the whole thing. “How many more of you are there?”

“Several.” 

Okay, that's all he obviously wanted to tell me and I wouldn't probe any further for now. “And Mr Tensington? How does he survive?”

“That's his story. If he wants to tell it to you, he'll do it.” Dark's impenetrable, hard look stared right at me, but I’d be damned if I was going to be afraid of him.

“Why haven’t I been vaccinated?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been asking myself this question for months.”

“For months? You knew that I wasn’t vaccinated? How?” I looked into his eyes, in disbelief.

He tapped his nose. “I could smell it. That's why I brought the boss here, but he found you faster than I could have imagined.” 

At that moment something reached for my heart and squeezed it together. Robert must have smelled it too. He’d only been interested in me because he needed food. Now it was clear to me why such a man would pay attention to someone like me. “Thank you, Dark, for your honesty.” Quickly, I got up and went to the bathroom. My eyes were already burning, and I didn't want any of the others to see me crying. But as soon as the door behind me had closed, tears were running down my cheeks. 
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My stomach contracted convulsively when it was so unexpectedly supplied with the food that I’d involuntarily renounced for decades. At the same time, I felt as if I could rip trees out of the ground, as the blood was very carefully spreading its strength inside me. This is what people who injected themselves with synthetic drugs must feel like. High – yes, that was the right name for my state. I was high on Liv's blood. Slowly, I realised that my senses were getting sharper, that I could hear Dark next door, quietly talking to Sally, and assuring her that he’d answered Liv's questions. 

What questions? Where was Liv? I heard someone sniffling, quiet breathing sounds from people sleeping and the sound of a tap. She had to be in the bathroom. I got up hastily and found myself at the door a fraction of a second later. I partially had my strength back, and obviously had to urgently learn to deal with it again. I had to control my speed, which would now make some things easier for me. Slowly, and with deliberation, I opened the door and went into the corridor. Apart from the background noises, it was quiet, but only a moment later the bathroom door opened and Liv stepped out. When she saw me, she sucked the air in and stopped, as if rooted to the spot. It hurt that she now saw me with different eyes, that she would no longer be open and carefree towards me. I could clearly see the change in her face. I could hear her pulse fluttering excitedly. I detected the slight fear in the midst of her apricot scent. 

“Hi,” I said quietly. 

“Hi.” Then it was quiet around us. I looked at her, saw in her what she would be to me in the future. My heart contracted, taking my breath away in the face of what I was hoping for. “You're obviously better,” she noted, unnecessarily. But I was happy that she was talking to me and wasn’t running away screaming. In the course of my long life this had happened to me more than once. She was a fighter – not someone who allowed herself to be belittled. I admired her for that, and I desired her so much that it frightened me.

So as to look as harmless as possible, I put my hands in the pockets of my jeans and leaned casually against the wall. I knew that I would change in the next few hours. Human blood was a powerful tool for our species. It was like a rejuvenating agent that affected my strength, my charisma and my powers. She shouldn’t be afraid of me now, or at any other time. Instead, she should feel pride in what she had done for me – something no one else had been able to do. I already felt the power pulsating within me. And I was one of the most powerful vampires ever to walk the earth. And not because of the contacts and wealth I had accumulated over the years. 

“Yes, I feel much better. Thank you,” I replied, lovingly.

The way I was behaving towards her irritated her, but what should I have done? Stay away from her? Give her the cold shoulder? All this was impossible for me because I never wanted her to disappear from my life again. “You’re welcome. Excuse me, I have to check on the boys.” She hurriedly turned away from me and I had to control myself so as not to run after her. I was drawn to her like magic, and so I plodded slowly after her into the living room. Sally's two sons were lying on the couch, sleeping the innocent sleep of a child. Hesitantly, Liv stood in front of the couch, clearly aware of my presence. She nervously kneaded a handkerchief between her fingers and looked down at the ground.

I couldn't help but go to her and tenderly put my hands on her shoulders from behind. Tense, like the tendon of a bow just before it was shot, she remained with her back to me. This was clearly a rejection; she was ready to flee at any moment. 

The tender feelings that had previously developed between us seemed to have disappeared. The passion was gone, at least on her side. In order not to have to give in to the impulse to wrench her into my arms, I turned away and went to Sally and Dark. Determined not to run after this woman, I closed the door of the room and hoped to shut her out. To show her that I still belonged to myself, even though her blood was now taking root in me. She had no idea what effect she had on me, how much I’d become addicted to her. It would scare her even more than she already had been. 

“Hello, Sally, I hope you're alright.” It was really hard for me to have a conversation at that moment, but I had to do something, I had to distract myself. Dark was sitting next to the guest bed and reading a newspaper on the tablet.

“Yes, Mr Tensington. Dark helped me.” She gave me a charming smile. Sally was a beautiful woman with a strong will. Now that I was capable of it, I noticed the smell of Dark in her. He’d obviously given her a few drops of his blood to speed up the healing.

“Good.” What else should I say? Should I ask her if her brother's blood had tasted as good as Liv's? Annoyed, I closed my eyes for a split second. The distraction I’d hoped for did not exist here in this room. Troubled, I left the two without another word and moved into my study.

I desperately needed a clear head. Only how? My entire loft smelled of apricots, the smell that Liv so generously radiated without a clue. I tasted, smelled her, heard her and saw her. My body insisted on feeling her as well. If she knew how much I longed for her, she would probably leave the loft screaming. Speaking of leaving, why was she still here? We’d saved Sally and she was on her way to recovery. I was well again. A small selfish part of me hoped that she was still here because of me. Only because of me.

A knocking sound jolted me from my thoughts. “Yes?” 

Of course, thanks to my regained powers, I had already known beforehand who wanted to talk to me. However, I had problems filtering all my sensory impressions, sorting them in my brain and drawing the right conclusions. For too long I had only been limited to what was possible for humans. Accordingly, a cacophony of perceptions prevailed in me, which I didn’t yet understand how to classify properly. Just as if I were a freshly converted vampire.

“Boss, I just wanted to know whether everything’s okay with you.” Spencer hesitantly stepped into my study and then stayed put. 

“Spencer, thank you very much for asking. Everything’s okay with me. I'm not quite a master of my senses yet, but I will be.” I closed my eyes for a moment and heard my chauffeur exhale with relief.

“That's good.” He was pummelling his cap with his hands.

“Out with it. Something is weighing heavily on your mind.” It was perfectly clear. He hadn’t come to me for no reason.

Spencer looked at me seriously, and he was obviously worried. “The woman in the car. What should I do with her?”

Irritated, I frowned. “What woman?” 

“Mr Dark is holding the woman who attacked Miss Sally prisoner in the boot of the limousine. When he brought her here in the other vehicle, I had to help him put the young woman in there. At that time she was unconscious. I don't usually interfere – you know that – but at some point there won't be enough oxygen in that small, isolated space. I don't think her death is what you would wish for.” The older man was now looking down at the floor again. Since when was he so submissive? Or had I withdrawn so much into my snail shell that I hadn't noticed?

“I'll take care of it.” Spencer was already about to leave when I added: “And thank you for informing me.” 

One nod, then he was gone.

When was Dark going to tell me we’d kidnapped someone?  
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I waited briefly, but nobody came to suddenly open the lid of the boot and knock me out again. I could hardly believe my luck. Nobody had noticed that I was about to free myself. Inside, I was already rejoicing, but I shouldn’t be happy too soon and make any more mistakes. I’d already made enough mistakes on this job.

Carefully, I pushed the lid up a little – just enough to be able to peek out through the gap. The road was dark in front of me; only a soft light fell from an illuminated house entrance. The air was pure. Before anyone could even notice me – anyone who only had human powers – I’d slipped out of my prison and had closed the boot again. If the bloodsuckers came back, this would give me some very valuable extra time. A vampire would certainly have picked up on my actions; their senses were much too sharp. 

So as not to immediately stick out as a walking target on the street, I merged with the shadows on the building wall. Not far from me, I could see the entrance of the skyscraper lit up. It was immediately clear to me where I was, after all, I had done my homework on Centrodynamics and Tensington very seriously, and had been very thorough in my research. I stood in front of the house where Robert Tensington resided when he, on the rare occasion, was in Seattle. Everything smelled like money, a lot of money. I disliked rich people, especially those who were obviously involved with vampires. At least, I had to revise my theory that there was one surviving bloodsucker. There had to be at least two. The parasite I’d captured and the one who was hiding himself in Tensington's company as head of security. And I’d eat my hat if there weren't even more of them. In my head, a picture was forming – a picture that resembled a snake's nest. This was something similar. A nest full of vampires. If I should uncover that, I’d secure a medal for myself and my boss’s job would be in jeopardy. A smile slid onto my lips all by itself as I imagined carrying out his job in the future.

But before it could come to that, I had to hunt these guys down. Unfortunately, I’d lost my equipment with the operation I’d just executed. The weapons, which I’d been carrying with me, were surely now all in the possession of my enemies. They had even taken away my wrist computer. Still, it was clear to me that it was only now that I’d have the element of surprise on my side. So what was I supposed to do? Without weapons and equipment, I couldn't possibly face a vampire. My gaze flitted up the skyscraper wall and rested on the top floor. It was dark up there – the sparse light of the sun that was starting to rise was certainly not yet enough to light up the rooms of a loft like that. They had to have shutters on the windows; there was no other explanation. I remembered my father's notes. Vampires didn’t die in the sunlight. No, they only got very intense sunburn within a very short period of time. The sunburn healed quite quickly as soon as they came out of the UV rays. They were all up there for sure, and none of them suspected that I was no longer slipping around like an eel in the car boot. I weighed up all the factors and made a momentous decision. 
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Exhausted, I sank into one of the comfortable armchairs when he had left. Robert had left me alone, just as I’d wanted; yet why was I so depressed? Why on earth did the fact that he didn't fight for me pull me down so much? I’d been crying before our encounter – I hadn’t done that for a long time. There wasn’t really anything that knocked me down that fast. Actually... Until I had met two vampires, one of whom made my heart beat to a rampant rhythm.  

It wasn't about what Robert was – it was much more about the reactions that I was displaying.  One thing I knew for sure: he was more human than many people I had ever met before. My body reacted to him, and so did my mind. I was attracted to him like a moth to a light. I had difficulty staying away from him. Strictly speaking, I could have left this loft long ago. I didn’t believe they would stop me if I wanted to leave. Or would they? But I didn't have to worry about that, because I simply didn't want to do that. I didn’t want to remove myself from Robert. What had got into me? This attraction... 

Frightened, I straightened up as the knowledge rolled over me like a hurricane. Grimly, I suddenly saw the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle slide into place, and a completely different picture was emerging in front of my inner eye. This had nothing to do with being in love and feeling attracted to each other. No! Oh man, how could I have been so naive? Hadn't I devoured enough novels about this species? How many times had I read about vampires not only drinking blood, but also possessing extraordinary abilities? About power of attraction that was nowhere near normal and had nothing to do with love. I’d been blind and had been deceived. I shook my head, sadly. Robert was a vampire, and he had obviously used the powers he possessed unscrupulously on me. Attractiveness: the word alone triggered a sarcastic chortle in me. He’d manipulated me and lured me into his bed, or rather, into my bed.

Suddenly, I felt my alarm system activate and it took the air out of my breath. I had to get out of here as soon as possible. I had to find myself again, because in the last few hours I’d lost the person I was. I wasn't a little mouse that tied itself to a man without will just because he was using his vampiric power. Even if he was such a handsome man as Robert. I would never give myself to him again. Never!

Determined not to be manipulated any further, I grabbed my bag and almost ran to the apartment door. I hastily tore it open, and nobody stopped me. I had the chance to disappear now. I was only leaving my mobile phone, as well as my heart, behind in this luxurious apartment. My heart? Yes, I had lost it. Lost it to a man who wasn't who I thought he was. Who wasn’t what I had taken for granted: a human being. Before my mind had been flummoxed with the fact that the world as I’d seen it was not what I’d taken it to be.

I stopped in the open doorway, struggling with my decision. What if Robert was still the person I thought he was? What if he was the loving man who gave me my first real kiss and with whom I’d had sex for the first time? What if I was leaving behind my chance of happiness?

The next moment, recollections of the pictures I’d been shown as a young girl came into my consciousness with a jolt. Pictures of bloodthirsty beasts and people torn to pieces in a wild thirst for blood. Vampires were not human, even if I’d hoped for it with all my heart. I couldn’t be a dreamer who got lost in her romantic ideas. The heroes from the novels I read had nothing in common with reality, and above all, not with vampires. 

With tears in my eyes, I quietly closed the door behind me and proceeded to the stairwell. You could only use the lift if you entered it from inside the loft. Outside the luxurious apartment there were only the stairs. Cold, grey concrete testified that nobody lived here except Robert. This tower had been built solely for a vampire.

I stepped forwards steadily, placing one foot in front of the other, even if it caused me physical pain to walk away from him. Suddenly, I stumbled as something grazed my ankle. Perplexed, I tried to look down. My alarm system hadn’t warned me of the danger when I was in the apartment. No, she’d been out here waiting for me and I’d blindly fallen into her trap. The next moment, however, I felt a sharp pain in the back of my head and everything around me turned black. 
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The flash of light that shot through my head definitely had nothing to do with the fact that I was about to become the hero again. It didn’t have anything to do with the transformation my body was going through. No, it was much more powerful. Even more powerful than the thirst vampires felt when they didn't get regular blood. I could sing a song about it. No one else had endured life as long as I had without the possibility of getting blood. This here was more like a fire burning in me, causing an irrepressible rage within me and almost causing me to lose my mind. Not the pain itself, but the certainty that something must have happened to the person I loved. It tore me apart and a huge scream left my throat involuntarily.

The next moment, the door was almost ripped off its hinges. Dark stormed in. His face was distorted and he was obviously ready for anything. “What...?” 

Glowing lava flowed through my veins. “Where’s Liv?” I pushed out between pinched lips, and the heritage I carried inside me would’ve preferred to let out a snarl. But I didn't want to deviate so much from my humanity. In the many years of my existence I hadn’t always held on to it, but that had been in my young years. Back when I hadn’t yet gained full control over myself and my actions. But that was a long time ago and I would never sink so low again.

My colleague looked at me, helplessly. “Um, I don't know. I’ve just been patching up Sally.” I could see Dark lifting his nose into the air, sniffing. 

The noose that had caught my heart contracted painfully and robbed me of the opportunity to breathe. “We have to find her, right now.” As soon as I’d finished my sentence, Dark turned around and shot out of the hallway like lightning. I followed him at a not quite so fast pace – I wasn’t yet in full possession of my powers. He stopped abruptly in front of the apartment door, signalled to me to be quiet, and put his hand on the doorknob. He stopped and listened, and I did the same.

I could hear breathing noises, quiet and further away. I could sense two people slowly moving down the stairs. When Dark silently opened the door, Liv's smell penetrated my nose and all the nerves in my body were on alert. He looked at me questioningly and I gave him a sign. Instantly, he vanished from my field of vision and disappeared again into the apartment. As always, we were a well-rehearsed team and Dark had understood immediately what I was thinking.

I proceeded carefully, one step after the other, even though I felt the need to run. I smelled Liv's blood, which increased my aggression immeasurably. Who had hurt Liv? Was it the woman Dark had locked in the limousine? The woman who’d already attacked Sally? Why hadn't he got rid of her? Apparently, this person was not to be underestimated. Who else would have the nerve to step foot on my property and hurt someone? Something like this hadn't happened for years, and it would have been a strange coincidence if, today of all days, two attackers had chosen us as their target. Accordingly, I could safely assume that it could only be Sally’s kidnapper who was taking what I most desired – Liv. 

I heard the emergency exit open further down and, contrary to the safety precautions I’d taken, the alarm didn’t go off. The woman had obviously hacked into our security system; she must be extremely skilled – a real genius with computers. And Dark would clearly have to retrofit the system after we’d found out what that devilish woman was up to. When the door clicked shut, I ran down the last few floors as quickly as I could and tore away the piece of metal that separated me from Liv. The woman with the short hair turned to me, a shard of glass in her hand, which she pressed firmly against Liv's carotid artery. Her look revealed a fighting spirit, which should probably not be underestimated; after all, for a second time, she had taken control of a woman who belonged to a vampire. That she had managed to do that at all bordered on a miracle.

Olivia's blood was seeping from a small wound, and she was feebly attempting to keep still. She seemed disoriented. What had been done to her? The sight was not to my liking, my heart was tightening, but I was sure nothing would happen to Liv. I was faster than this criminal. And, as if to confirm my theory, Dark appeared in the background. He had taken the path across the outer façade, causing our trap to snap shut. Exactly as I had planned. Silently, he sneaked up and courageously grabbed the hand that was holding the shard of glass. A wheeze was heard as he got the woman into a headlock. She had no chance. I quickly stretched out my arms. Not a second too late, because Olivia collapsed as soon as she had to stand on her own two feet. Without any additional support, she wasn’t able to stay upright on her feet. Her eyes looked for mine and our glances interlocked like cogwheels that were finally moving into the right place. 

“Robert,” she whispered.

I tried a smile, which probably didn't work out very well for me. “Shh! Everything’s going to be alright, Liv.” Her eyelids fluttered, and then she softly closed her eyes. She wasn't unconscious. I could tell from her irregular breathing, which sometimes contained a sob. Relieved, I pressed her tender body against mine. Pride surged in my chest in the face of her strength.

“What should I do with her, Boss?” Dark tore me away from my emotions and carried me back to reality. He was pressing himself against the building wall. His body was protected by the leather motorcycle gear he was wearing but his face had already turned red like a lobster. It was red from the UV rays that affected his skin so easily. Amazed, I realised they couldn't do anything to me. This had already been the case in recent decades, but I had assumed that this would change now that I’d consumed blood again myself.

Dark's skin would heal again quickly, but he couldn’t stay out here for too long. “To the loft,” I replied decisively, and Dark did not object for a second; he simply disappeared into the hallway, his prisoner in tow. She neither screamed nor fought back, which made me sceptical. The dainty little woman was probably already working out the next escape plan. As the two of them passed us, I caught a whiff of something I couldn't explain, but at that moment Olivia needed all my attention. I would take care of the other thing later. First of all, I had to look after this trembling lady who had so quickly stolen my heart. 

“I'll carry you up, Liv,” I said, tenderly, and lifted her up. I wrapped my arms around her like a cocoon, “I hope that's okay with you.” 

The woman in my arms nodded, and I was glad she didn't ask me to take her home. I pressed her so close to me that not a single tree leaf could fit between us anymore. I inhaled her scent and kissed her gently on the crown. For nothing in the world would I let her go again. I hoped she wouldn't have a problem with that. Of course, I wouldn't force her to do anything she didn't want. But I wasn't sure yet if I could accept it if she were to disappear from my life again.

“Robert?” Liv's voice still sounded fragile, which was no wonder, given tonight’s experiences. It must have shaken her when she learned what I was. Her friend had been kidnapped. She had seen me dying and then miraculously recovering. All this would have to be a shock to anyone who wasn't a normal part of in my world.

“Yes, my darling?” I put as much emotion into those three words as I could.

Smiling, she opened one eye and winked at me. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me. I would give my life for you. Anytime and without doubt.” I meant every single word as I had said it. I didn’t understand how it was possible that my heart was so overflowing with love, but I was being completely serious. 

She looked at me with an astonishment that made me smile. “Why?” she demanded to know from me.

To take the tension out of our conversation, I smiled and asked, “Why what?” I knew what she wanted to know, but I needed time. Time for me to work out why. And I knew that there was no way back once I had said it.

“Why me?” Her eyes looked at me with a vulnerability that gave me goose pimples. 

I took a deep breath before stepping into the lift, which was opening its doors for us at that moment. When the lift started to move, I said: “Never before have I reacted to a woman in such a way. I want you with every fibre of my body. You make my heart overflow with joy. Your smell penetrates my pores and I have the feeling I can no longer breathe when it’s not in the air that fills my lungs. You make me laugh, dream and hope.” Determined, I bit my tongue. I couldn’t say any more, not yet. She was already looking at me now, like a deer under a spotlight. Slowly, I said to myself, slowly. We still had plenty of time, which meant I could tell her everything that was so impatiently waiting to be said.

Limply, she put her head to my chest, exactly where my heart would from now on beat only for her. 
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Without resisting, I let myself be led away by this guy with the gloomy aura. Trying to defend myself wouldn't even have done any good. He would be stronger and faster than me; I wasn’t a match for him without equipment, I knew that much, too. He was hot, if you liked vampires, which I didn’t. 

It would’ve been so easy if I’d had a hostage, but she was now in the arms of a man who was supposed to be dead. Or at least seriously injured. Never before had I failed so badly as I had on this mission. No matter what I’d planned, I had screwed it up, had been too inattentive and arrogant. In actual fact, it wasn't a mission at all, at least not one that had been imposed on me from the top. Rather, it was my personal campaign in the fight against the individuals who had killed my father, Sir Rumsfield. And everything that could possibly go wrong had gone wrong. 

But I might get some answers to my questions up there in Tensington's loft as his prisoner. Finally! At least that's what I hoped. And I would try to use these answers skilfully against my enemies. God! How I hated being the weaker one! It was simply not my thing to subordinate myself. Especially not to someone I detested. And I hated this gloomy guy with all my heart. No matter who he was or what he was like, he was a vampire; that was perfectly sufficient to drive my hate to the point of immeasurability. 

My gaze turned back to Tensington, who obviously felt something for the young woman I had wanted to kidnap. Feelings like love weren't really my thing, but I recognised them when they were rubbed in my face. And in this case it was sprinkled with sickening pink hearts. It was disgusting! 

The vampire everyone called Dark was walking ahead of me and presenting me with a striking view of the back of him. The guy’s defined muscles, which I could see well even under the leather motorcycle gear, were remarkable. He was holding my wrists with one hand clasped and his skin felt warm on mine. I would’ve loved to snatch it from him, but he probably would’ve broken my wrist, rather than let go. We stopped at the lift. Without batting an eyelid, he looked down at me, scanning every inch of my body. There was nothing sexual in the way he looked at me, only attentiveness. When his brow formed deep furrows, I was no longer sure whether I felt any fear after all. Involuntarily, I lowered my gaze. I would’ve loved to curse loudly. I hated giving in, but my survival instinct was reacting here, which had recognised the clarity of my defeat and knew that every counter-reaction would get a response that wouldn’t be very good for me.

Finally, a soft humming sound announced the arrival of the lift. I was relieved when the guy turned around and I was no longer at the mercy of his piercing eyes. He did what I would have done – not a word left his lips and everything about him radiated calm and self-confidence. That was a tactic I had learned early on. No contact with the prisoner, except visual contact. The first phase of interrogation would probably begin soon. But I wouldn't give in, after all, I knew all about this kind of conversation. I knew what I was in for. No, I didn't want to and couldn’t even think about buckling on my part. The sole fact that I was entertaining the thought made me weaker already. 

They probably wanted to fill any gaps in knowledge regarding the military procedure. Not with me, I said to myself over and over again. And suddenly I realised that my pulse was accelerating, that my breath was irregular and that I was actually getting scared. 
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The heartbeat against my ear was strong and steady. I felt more secure than I had in a long time. Robert's warmth enveloped me, letting me breathe a sigh of relief, and slowly I relaxed again.

I’d been terribly afraid earlier. The blow to the back of my head had only made me see a fraction of a second in black. When I’d hit the ground, I’d already regained consciousness, had got up onto my feet again, groaning, and tried to flee. But the woman, who wasn't much taller than me, had relentlessly grabbed hold of me and immediately held me at bay with a piece of broken glass.

But now, here in the arms of the man who was so much more than a bloodsucker, I felt safe. So safe that my eyelids fluttered and I succumbed to the temptation to close them. I inhaled his scent, enjoyed his warmth, and pushed away from me all thoughts of the terrible reality, the violence and the fear that had so mercilessly entered my existence. For once in my life I just wanted to feel loved and safe.

And then it happened, it was as if I was watching a film. I saw Robert running away from something. He was afraid. Was this a vision? A vision meaning that I could keep him safe from danger? Similar to what I’d experienced for myself until now? Frightened, I sucked in the air and lifted my head. The pictures drifted apart as if a gust of wind had snatched them from me.

“Hey, you okay?” His velvety, deep voice caressed my soul, took away the horror of what I had seen, and suddenly I felt silly that I was overreacting so much due to a daydream. I was obviously in a state of shock and was seeing things. 

As I raised my head, the tip of my nose glided softly over the skin protruding through his open shirt. I inhaled Robert’s scent as his breath whooshed out of his mouth. The reactions I got from him were like sweet chocolate – I wanted more. More of him, more of his reactions to me, and I never wanted to have to give them up. “Yes, to some extent,” I replied, instead of giving in to my desire to press my lips onto his warm skin. A sarcastic laugh slipped out of my mouth. “Given the events of the past few hours, it’s a miracle I'm not falling into sheer hysteria, isn’t it?” 

Relaxed, Robert leaned against the wall of the lift and looked down on me. In his eyes I could sense something that gave me goose pimples. Meanwhile, he thoughtfully furrowed his brow, which didn’t match the look that he threw me. “Well, you're probably stronger than you think is possible.” 

Amused, I straightened up my upper body. “Me, strong? I can't even stand alone at the moment. No, Robert. Once you get to know me better, you’ll notice that I’m not,” I admitted.

A smile stole from his face, which totally irritated me. “So I can get to know you better?” 

I was silent because I wasn't sure of the answer. He was a vampire. He needed blood. If I decided not to stay away from him, I would be in permanent danger of him drinking from me. If the government got wind of the fact that there were still vampires here in America – in the middle of Seattle – I’d probably be put straight into a rehabilitation programme. The death penalty had been abolished decades ago because human life was now too precious to waste. As long as it was possible for a woman or a man to get on the right track, the authorities sanctimoniously tried everything. In reality, the people in these camps were tortured and exploited. Women were raped, men were forced to do hard physical labour until they were completely exhausted. To that effect, I knew my destiny; I knew what I’d be getting involved with.

And I knew Robert couldn't survive if he was caught. People could dismember him. His body on a dissection table and my heart shattered with grief in pieces on the floor. The thought alone led me to press myself firmly into his embrace. Did I want to expose myself to such danger?

Robert cleared his throat briefly. “It's okay. You don't have to answer. You only need to know that I’ll wait for you.” Our relationship with each other had changed as if we’d been in a time lapse. Only yesterday I was his employee, and today?

I softly closed my eyes once more and put my cheek against his chest again. Robert's arms welcomed me lovingly. I comforted myself with the sound of his heartbeat. And again, the regularity lulled me. 

Shortly before the lift door opened, I felt Robert's lips on my crown, his warm breath making my hair stand on end. I knew the bubble we were in would burst. Reality would greet us, and with it, the fear would return. 

Once we were in Robert's loft, he carefully put me down. With wobbly knees I stood there and noticed that Sally's boys were no longer sleeping on the sofa. Instead of her, this terrible woman was sitting where the young bodies had been before. She was casually leaning back and looking at us curiously. She seemed as confident as if she was in her own home. I, for my part, avoided looking at her. Dark had set himself up in front of her, ready to intervene at any time, should she even blink in a slightly irregular way. 

I knew he'd pull out all the stops to protect us. This gave me a feeling that took a little of the burden off my lungs. Lungs that were absorbing only ten percent of the oxygen I needed to survive. But I couldn’t think about breathing a sigh of relief. I still felt the danger – felt that we weren’t safe. My psyche was hanging by a silk thread.

Robert's hand sat gently on my back. I would’ve preferred to flee into his embrace once more, to exclude the world around us and to live in a bubble where there was no violence and no danger. But I knew that was impossible. I knew that this joy couldn’t be granted to me. So I did what I always did – I breathed in, and tried to make myself useful by marching to Sally's room and leaving the men alone with a maniac.

In the anything-but-modest guest room with the yellow bed linen it wasn’t as quiet as it had been during my last visit. It seemed to me an eternity ago, even if it wasn't much more than two hours. Two hours in which my world had been turned upside down.

“Hey, girl!” Sally stood up a little and patted on the mattress next to her. The boys were lying on the floor watching a movie. They stared at the screen, spellbound, and didn't notice anything around them, which was more than fine with me. The less the two noticed, the better. Besides, I didn't know how much they knew. 

I told her in whispers what had happened in the last few minutes. I explained to her that I had an internal alarm system and had visions from time to time. Interested, she listened to everything I had to say. Not once did she interrupt me. When I ended with my description, she put her hand on my forearm and stroked it in a motherly manner. 

“Liv, you don't have to be ashamed if you have such extraordinary abilities. That’s something special. Nothing to hide.” 

“Yeah, but I'm having trouble understanding what my system's warning me about. As with before, when I misinterpreted it. I thought I was in danger here in the apartment, and in reality the evil was waiting outside the door.” I was enjoying her attention and care, and was glad to have her as a friend, particularly at this troublesome time. 

“Perhaps you’ll learn that one day. At least, if you learn to accept this gift.” 

“I'll try to work on it – I have to. Thank you, Sally. I'm glad you're feeling better. I was so worried about you. I love you so much!” I leaned my head appreciatively against her shoulder.

“Oh, stop.” She put her arms tenderly around me, and stroked my back again and again until I had calmed down a little.

“I’m so glad I’ve got you – that I can at least talk to you about everything. I have a million questions.” I raised my head and looked around the room. I did this as I was trying to keep my composure and not burst into tears. There were bookshelves here as well; Robert was obviously a book lover.

“You can ask me anything, sweetheart!” As always, Sally had a feeling for what the person she was talking to wanted to hear most. I probably wouldn't have been brave enough to sound her out on my own.

“Anything?” I asked with a cheeky wink.

“Anything,” Sally replied, seriously, and didn’t respond to my joke.

“Okayyyyy,” I hesitated for a moment, but then it shot out of me like a pistol. “If I’d had the chance to ask you anything a few hours ago, my first question would’ve been whether you were having an affair with Dark.” 

Sally looked at me completely amazed and suddenly started to laugh. It really got her going her and she could barely breathe, until she recovered a little from her chuckling. “Sorry, Liv! But that's so funny.” 

“What's funny about that?” I demanded to know, unsympathetically. 

“Dark’s my brother. My older brother, to be more precise.” 

“Yes, I already know that from him.” That's all I said, because hearing it from her mouth now was something completely different than hearing it said by Dark. With Sally, I knew that she wasn’t lying to me. So far, she had actually done so a few times, but from now on that would certainly not happen again, after all, I was now in on it all. I trusted her.

“Good, then you’re in the picture.” Waiting, she looked at me, and I quarrelled internally with myself. I didn't truly know if I really could ask anything. 

“Yes, at least as far as your relationship is concerned.” Again, Sally giggled and I joined in. It was nice to just forget the stress of the last hours for a short time. A little normality and cheerfulness did us both good. “And what about Robert,” I asked, as I slowly regained my breath. I just had to know.

She immediately became serious. “Tensington is like the president of the vampires.”

“What?” Well great, I hadn't just fallen in love with a man, no, it had to be a vampire. And to put the crown on it, it also had to be the head of the bloodsuckers. “Do the vampires choose their head?” 

“No, but there's always someone to lead them. You get this right from birth. And Robert’s been doing this for quite some time. In the time shortly before the vampire wars he’d been overthrown and held prisoner. Then the situation escalated. You know the rest from the history books.” 

“Well, somehow, not everything. How did they all survive?” After all, all the people had been vaccinated. Well, not me, but in the end that was an entirely different subject.

Sally fumbled around with her blanket and continued: “Most of those who survived were lucky enough to have a partner to drink from. Those who didn’t have that perished horribly.” 

“Robert has a partner?” My heart contracted and I had to admit to myself that this news hurt me. Very much so. Jealousy was spreading through my stomach like acid.

“No, Robert's partner has been dead for hundreds of years.” Never before in my life was I relieved that someone else was no longer alive. But at that moment I felt pure relief. What was wrong with me? “I don't know any more about her. Talk to him and ask him everything.” Motivating me, she pointed outside. “Go on. Go!”  

She shooed me out of the room and I obeyed her. My heart was telling me it was right to talk to him.
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“Search her!” Dark started moving instantly. From what could be found on the net about this person, this computer genius had nothing to hide. So far, she was refusing to cooperate and hadn’t answered a single question. Stoically, she looked into our eyes and remained silent. This was fine with me. She would give in sooner or later – it would just take a little longer, that’s all. We had time. But I couldn’t help constantly thinking about Liv. Her smell, the feeling of holding her in my arms and the way she looked at me. But I couldn’t be distracted right now. Olivia and I still had enough time for each other. 

The woman on the couch was watching me and I was watching her. It was a test of strength. These games had been played by humans and vampires for ages. I was a pro at it. Something about her was confusing me. Her smell had shot straight to my brain and was causing chaos up there – because the conclusion I drew as a result couldn’t actually be possible. Nevertheless, I couldn’t let my reason completely rule my senses. Anything was a possibility. 

To distract myself a little and to use a tactic that wasn't exactly human, I grabbed the small bottle of orange juice. I drank it with pleasure, not letting the woman out of my sight. She was thirsty; you could tell by her chapped lips. With a provocative smile, I put the bottle down again, but she showed no emotion – she was tough, but not tough enough.

The door opening behind me tore me from my thoughts. “Boss?” Dark entered the room with a few pieces of paper and came to my side. I only turned to him when our prisoner looked to the side with a restless look. Dark's facial expression definitely didn't promise anything good.

“Yes?” 

“Her name is Anne.” Then he took a significant, ominous pause and looked at me urgently. “She is the daughter of Sir Rumsfield.” The mention of his name made me nauseous. Dizziness came over me and I was glad I was no longer holding the glass bottle in my hands, as I felt my fingers tremble.

With pinched lips, the torturer’s daughter looked at me. She couldn’t have any idea what that triggered in me. She couldn’t have understood what kind of tornado was raging through my heart. How could she? 

“Welcome to my home, Miss Rumsfield.” I noticed how each of my words emanated from the coldness that was spreading inside me. I didn’t feel bad about talking in such a harsh tone. The woman in front of me knew all the tricks and she reminded me of someone I once knew. Much too well knew. I was thus on the verge of losing my temper. Some things were now making sense and the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place.

Dark's muscles were strung to breaking point, because he knew how much effort it took me to play the calm, civilised human being. He knew my story and it was clear to him what the name Rumsfield alone did to me. Being human was normally not very difficult, but in the present situation my vampire heritage was taking its toll and clawing away at centuries of self-control. The human blood, which was now strengthening my body and driving the humanness out of me, was unhelpful in this case. On the contrary, it was enhancing the animal in me, and thus nourishing the anger and aggression that was fighting to live. 

At the same moment as my body became tense and I was about to pounce on the woman, the door to Sally's room opened and Olivia stepped into the large living room. Instantly, I was able to take control of my actions again. Relief and shame shot through my body, and I struggled not to lose balance. I hadn’t been this out of control for centuries.

Olivia's gaze flitted from one to the other and finally stopped at Anne Rumsfield. The two women looked at each other, and I could see in their faces how there were emotions being swept along with them. What was happening between the two of them? Dark was at a loss, too. The four of us stayed in our seats and waited. But for what?

“Margaret?” Anne Rumsfield whispered her question into the quiet room, disbelief in her eyes. Horror followed, and then I saw her lower lip begin to tremble. This tough woman, who hadn't even flinched at the fact that two vampires had kidnapped her, was close to tears. This was incomprehensible to me. 

Liv awoke like out of a trance, looked at the other woman compassionately and shook her head. “No. My name is Olivia. Olivia Morgan.” The softness of her voice made me proud. Proud of Liv, who had so much heart that she still felt pity for someone who had caused so much trouble. Nevertheless, I was overcome by a strange feeling, as if something didn’t quite make sense. I decided not to interfere in the situation, and just let the skirmish between the two women go on to see where it took us... 

Anne didn't turn her eyes away from her and obviously didn't believe what she had just heard. Had she even heard it? Had she even internalised the answer? Maybe she was mentally confused? Her next words confirmed my guess: “I'll eat my hat if you're not Margaret!” The otherwise completely emotionless Anne Rumsfield jumped up and wanted to take a step towards Liv. Without thinking about it, I stood between them and a growl left my mouth. Thank God she stopped immediately and looked down. The first admission of weakness she had shown that night.

Somehow, this day had snatched any form of self-control from me. But again, it was Olivia who came to my side and put her tender hand on my forearm, grounding me. She had an effect on me that otherwise only the hardest psychotropic drugs could achieve to some degree. I immediately relaxed, breathing deeply.

In her gentle way, she asked, “Who's Margaret?”  

Anne settled on the sofa again. Her old hard façade had disappeared – she seemed sad to me. Exhausted, she drove her hand through her short-cut hair and sighed, “Margaret was my sister. More precisely, my non-identical twin sister. She died on the same day as my father.”

Now it was up to me, again, to keep my composure. “Rumsfield had two daughters?” I’d previously assumed there had only been one child.

“Officially no, but unofficially there were two of us.” 
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What the hell was I doing? Was I telling these complete strangers my family history? When I became aware of this, I closed my eyes again and coldly looked those present in the eyes, one after the other. Olivia Morgan looked very much like my sister. She had my mother's red hair and fine facial features.

The posture of her head alone reminded me of old photos I kept in a box in my wardrobe. From time to time I would dig the stuff out and look at it. The resemblance was striking, but I couldn’t say for sure whether Margaret would look like this today. I’d never met my mother, because she’d died when we were born.

The dark vampire whom Tensington just called Dark – the name was appropriate – was tense and looking at me, frowning. I ignored him and instead looked at the actual leader of the small group. Robert Tensington seemed thoughtful. His gaze was pinned to the wall, as if he might be able to find answers there.

“How do you know my father?” After all, he’d spoken of him as if he’d already heard a lot about him. He didn’t react. “Mr Tensington?” 

Finally, he turned his attention back to me, but then his head moved to the side, and disbelief lay in his eyes as he looked at Miss Morgan. What was going on inside of him?

He turned back to me. “I knew him very well. Better than I would’ve liked.” 

Dark, hissing, pulled the air between his teeth. His whole appearance expressed hatred. What did these two guys know that I didn't even have a clue about? 

“From where?” I asked the only question that made sense to me at that moment.

Tensington spewed out a hard laugh that expressed more disgust than any word could have. “Let's put it this way: I was a long-term guest at his estate in England.” 

My brain assembled the information I was hearing and as it grew into a picture, I jumped up in shock and whispered, “Raphael!” That couldn't be possible! Or was it? Was Tensington a vampire? I had clearly seen him in photos showing him in the glistening sunshine. How was this possible? Answers – I needed answers. Preferably, I would’ve grabbed the man by the collar and shaken him.

Tensington seemed dull when he spoke. “I haven't been called that for a long time, but you're right – that used to be my name.” 

Although I’d already been aware of it inside me, it shook me to hear it from his mouth. Years of suppressed anger surged within me and I could no longer control myself. With a mighty scream I jumped in his direction. I wanted to tear him to pieces with my bare hands. He had killed my father and my sister. Because of him, I’d become an orphan overnight, who’d lost any kind of privileged position. However, I didn't even get near the monster, but bounced off the hard chest of the second vampire. He stood there like a rock in the surf. Like a wall of stone – invincible. And when I went on to attack again, his hands grabbed me and I couldn't move another inch. 

“Let go of me now, you bloodsucker! That bastard killed my family,” I shouted, completely caught up in my hatred.

Instead of an answer, he just exposed his teeth in a diabolical grin, taking my breath away. So far, I had read a lot about this species, but I’d never met any of them. Even though I’d previously been aware of the fact that the vampires in this room breathed the same air as I did, the sight frightened me.

“Honey, don't you like what you see?” The guy caused an unpleasant tingling sensation in my stomach. I felt like I was at his mercy – something I’d never felt before. Slowly, he let me go. He radiated such a strong presence that I got wobbly knees, and involuntarily took two steps back. With such uncontrolled behaviour I couldn’t win against a man with supernatural powers. Of course I knew that, but the memories of the loss of my family had always triggered something in me. Exhausted, I let myself fall onto the couch.

The man who was once called Raphael rose from his seat and came towards me. My diaphragm vibrated with tension. The air around me felt like thick porridge. He stopped and crouched down right in front of me. So much compassion was present in his eyes that I suddenly felt sick. 

“I'm sorry, Anne.” 

I abruptly expelled the last bit of air I had in me and asked: “What are you sorry about? The fact that you killed my father?” 

“Yes.” 

Horrified, I gasped, breathed in, sniffed him and looked him directly in the face. He was even admitting it! “Are you now waiting for my forgiveness?” Sarcasm dripped from every single syllable.

Sadly, he shook his head. “No, I don't expect that. I just wanted you to know. Your father held me prisoner for a very long time and experimented with me in ways that were humiliating and painful. Despite those terrible experiences I had with him, I’d come to appreciate him as a human being in the last few years after his wife had died. Shortly before he died, we often spoken to each other. About the meaning of his research. About ethics, which in my opinion he disregarded.” 

“And you still killed him!” The many unforgotten tears of the past years were burning in my eyes. I hated myself for such weakness.

Before he said the next words, he looked deep into my eyes and then struck a verbal blow against me. “I was merely honouring his request.” 

In my stomach, a knot of inconceivable proportions was forming. My hands began to tremble and my voice shook when I asked: “And you really think that I’ll believe you if you now want to tell me you destroyed my family's estate because my father ordered you to do so?” 

He straightened up again, went to the stone wall and laid one hand on it. The young woman came up to him and stood at his side. Dark was still tense like a wire, but I ignored both of them and turned my full attention to Raphael. “You can believe what you want. I can only tell you what happened.” 

“And why would he have done something so insane?” 

He turned to me again. “Because it was the only way of protecting his daughter from a horde of bloodthirsty vampires.” 
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I didn’t want to hit her on the head with it, but she hadn't let up. She’d asked again and again. And then I had no choice but to tell her the truth.

She gasped and her eyelids fluttered. She was clearly struggling with the information I had just given her. I pitied her. People didn’t get to choose their parents and no matter how reprehensibly they acted, their children loved them. And Anne felt a lot for her father and had obviously put him on a pedestal – not surprising, since he was regarded in her world as the saviour of mankind.

“The... The...” Tears were shimmering in her eyes, which moved me. Her gaze jumped jerkily to Liv: “This proves that you are Margaret after all.” 

Her mind, driven by grief, was seemingly looking for an anchor. She didn't want to admit that she was alone in the world.

Olivia, who’d been silent the whole time, now weighed in on the conversation. “Why would that be an indication that I'm your sister?” She spoke with our prisoner in a loving tone. There wasn’t even a hint of an indication that she didn’t respect Anne.

Meanwhile, the slender, dark-haired woman sobbed. “I was in London then. Margaret was always on the estate, never allowed to leave. Who else could Raphael have saved but her?” 

“Did they look for her?” Liv wanted to know.

Anne's head hung down limply. Her hands moved to her chin and supported it. “No. Officially, Margaret never existed. And when I continually asked about her, they wrote it off as an orphan's cry for help. To them, I could only have invented her, in the way children invent imaginary friends.” 

In disbelief, I questioned her statement. Who kept their child secret? “Why didn’t Margaret officially exist?” 

Anne didn’t look up, and answered very quietly. “I think he did research on her, but I can't prove it. I’ve never found anything in his papers that proves this theory.” 

I reflected, revived my memories of that day. The little girl who’d been in my arms had indeed been redheaded. But there were quite a few red-haired women. Why should Olivia of all people be this Margaret? We were also here in America, while Rumsfield's estate had been in England. Next to me, Dark cleared his throat. 

“Boss?” 

“Yes?”

“Can I talk to you for a second?” He pointed with his chin to the window front. I followed him as he made his way over there, but I didn’t let Anne out of my sight for a second. Who knew what she was capable of? I couldn’t leave Liv there unprotected. “What's the matter, Dark?” I hissed. I couldn’t imagine what was so important that it had to be clarified right here and now.

Dark looked to the ground. I had rarely experienced the man speechless, which immediately put me in a state of alarm.

“Dark?” 

“Boss. You haven’t completely got your abilities back yet.” This was not news to me. I knew that myself. But the fact that he’d just addressed me in a very familiar tone surprised me. I didn't really mind, but it was unusual. When I didn’t respond, he continued. “Well, if you had, you would certainly have noticed something about Miss Morgan’s smell.” 

Impatiently, I asked, “And what?” 

Instead of answering, he raised his hand to explain. “When I first saw Olivia, it was a shock to me. I couldn't explain it to myself. I first blamed it on a sleepless week, but I experienced the same sensation during the second and third encounters. I’d recognised immediately that she wasn’t vaccinated. And then I noticed the smell of a vampire on her.” 

A growl rose up my throat. All eyes in the room were on me. Even though we’d previously been speaking quietly to each other, the women could now recognise the tension that lingered in the air. The jealousy that was seething inside of me was eating its way through my guts. So I asked, whispering: “Whose smell?” 

“Your smell, Mr Tensington.” Dark's gaze was fixed on me, which reinforced his statement. He’d returned to using the more formal tone with me, which showed that he was in control again. “I asked Skyla and she agreed.” Skyla was a vampire who also lived in Seattle and worked for Centrodynamics. She and her partner had met me before and I classed her as trustworthy, which agitated me even more. 

I looked at Olivia, who was watching me intensely. I just wanted to sweep her up into my arms and tell her that everything was fine. But it wasn't. “What does this mean?” I was at a loss.

Dark didn't seem to be feeling any better. “If only I knew. But I don’t think we should ignore Miss Rumsfield's theory that Margaret might be Olivia. This Sir Rumsfield may not have been afraid to use his daughter for research. Perhaps even with the blood of a vampire he was holding captive.” 

The words hovered ominously between us. But no matter how I spun it, I couldn’t discount Dark's statement. 
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Something was going on. Robert and Dark were whispering to each other and they kept looking at me or at Anne while doing so. Something about the way they were looking at me put me on edge. Anxiety took a hold of me, and I prowled around like a captured animal. Unfortunately, I couldn’t understand a word of what was being said.

“Liv?” Robert's soft voice made me prick up my ears as he was suddenly standing beside me. I hadn’t noticed that he’d come over to me. I looked at him, questioningly. “Come with me!” And I followed his demand without asking why I should go with him; my curiosity plagued me far too much to say no. 

His study was bathed in a dim light, giving the room a cosy ambience. We sat down on the sofa, which sank slightly under our weight. Our hands touched. The soft humming that echoed through my body made me shudder. God, this man had such a profound effect on my insides. I truly burned for him as soon as he was in my immediate vicinity. No, even if he wasn’t with me, my thoughts turned to him. 

“What is it?” 

He cleared his throat. “Well, it seems to be more complicated than we thought.” 

“In what way?” Couldn't he just speak plainly? Impatiently, I slid back and forth on the piece of furniture.

Soothingly, Robert put his hand on my thigh. This soothed my thoughts about the complexity of the situation, but sent my body into vibrations that were anything but reassuring.

“Let me try something, will you?” 

I nodded.

Carefully he came closer, put his nose to the crook of my throat and inhaled my scent. It was so erotic that a whimper escaped from my mouth. My heart began to race. Not with fear, because I trusted him completely. He wouldn't bite me and suck me dry like the bloodsuckers had done in my nightmares. No, I wanted to touch him and be touched by him. Here and now. I snuggled up to him, drove my hands through his full, dark hair. Robert moaned at my neck and drew me into a passionate embrace. Our lips found each other and depicted the tornado that raged inside us. We bit each other gently and our tongues danced a wild dance.

“Liv,” Robert whispered into my mouth and paused.

“Mmh?” 

“We need to talk.” I could clearly hear his unwillingness from the words. I could see that he felt the same as I did. It was as if our souls had found a rhythm and were now communicating with each other on a different level.

I reluctantly detached myself from Robert, leaned my forehead once more against his, before I pulled away. I couldn’t talk right at that moment; my emotional life was in too much turmoil, so I left it to him to begin.

“I wanted to thank you first of all.” Confused, I looked at him. “For giving me your blood.” 

Ah, so that’s what this was about. “No need to thank me. I’ve already said this. My innocence, my blood – it’s all yours.” I, myself, noticed how standoffish my voice sounded at that moment, as I certainly couldn’t hide my disappointment that he’d interrupted our kiss for this. But he didn’t take it any further.

“I haven't taken blood for over forty years,” he quietly enlightened me.

That irritated me a little bit, so I forgot the interrupted kiss for a moment, and concentrated on the conversation. “And how did you survive?” 

“Human food,” he put simply.

Until now, I’d always assumed that vampires needed blood to survive. I’d never heard that any of them had stayed alive without it for so long. That was what made the vaccine so powerful. Many of the vampires had simply starved to death because they had no food source.

He looked at me penetratingly. “I am a very powerful vampire, and in view of my position, I was offered ways of nourishing myself from several others. You must know that this is a very intimate affair, which is why I felt honoured. But I threw up every time. I just couldn't tolerate it.” 

“And my blood is different?” My brain was rattling, but I didn't understand the connection.

“Yes, it is.” A smile scurried over his face. It had been a fleeting glance, making me wonder briefly whether I’d seen right. “Dark drew my attention to something that had been hidden from me thus far.” He paused again and I almost burst with curiosity. “You smell of me.”

Confused, I looked at him and didn't know what to do with this information. “Aha. And that means?”

“It means that you carry my blood in you. And it explains why I reacted so acutely to you.” Again, he waited while I feverishly tried to put what I had heard into context. But I didn't succeed, so I simply remained silent.

“Not only did I not drink blood for forty years, I also didn’t have sex.” 

I opened my eyes wide and looked at him intensely. 

“You are the first, in a long time, with whom I’ve had the desire at all to... let's say... to play around with.” 

Until that moment, I’d assumed that he felt something for me, too, but these words indicated something else. For me, sex with him had been something very special. Apparently not for him. I would never have come up with the idea of talking about this magical moment between us with these words – playing around. They didn't fit at all. I smelled of him. That's how he’d noticed me, and just wanted to play around with me. Great! “Well, that’s good for you; then I’ve broken the spell and you can play around with whomever you want in the future.” I got up, shaken by emotions, but Robert's hand immediately grabbed me and held me back.

“It's not just the blood, Liv. You mean a great deal to me. You really, really do. But the blood connects us. Rumsfield must have known what to do to connect a human with a vampire. A bond is sacred to us. It has nothing to do with the bond of marriage between human beings – with us, it’s forever.” What, please, did Rumsfield have to do with me and my blood? A fire was burning in his eyes, which showed how many emotions were blazing up inside him. What I heard and what I saw in him frightened me, and at the same time the little girl in love rejoiced inside me. She was happy about the confession of the man sitting beside her. Looking forward to spending a lifetime alongside the vampire. A lifetime? And what would happen afterwards? Would he then look for a new one?  

“I took a book off the shelf earlier, when I was looking for some kind of distraction, and a few pictures of you fell out. I assumed they were relatives, or good fakes,” I told him, without knowing exactly what I was trying to do.

He smiled, understandingly. “Yes, any normal person would think that at first.” 

And before I could bite my tongue, something slipped out of my mouth that was more than embarrassing. “Who was the blond woman with the pink lipstick?” 

But instead of taking away the jealousy he could certainly hear, he became very serious and said, “She's not someone we should talk about today.” 

My heart contracted painfully, and jealousy as hot as lava spread through me. “Why not?” 

He sucked air in between his teeth. “Because she is a walking nightmare. She looks like an angel and acts like the devil. Her name is Sabrina.” He seemed so bitter and angry that I was satisfied with it for the time being, because it showed me he felt nothing for her but disgust. “Jealousy is not necessary.” 

I looked at him in horror; I felt totally caught out, which made him smile. The gloomy mood that had suddenly spread between us gently vanished. But I said nothing about it. Every word would have been an admission I wasn’t capable of at that moment.

“What do you know about your family?” 

With this question, he brought me back to reality and at the same time pulled a rug out from under my feet. It tore open old wounds that I had pushed far from me, and which were now coming to light. It had been so long ago that I could hardly remember it. Until now.

“Liv,” he continued, as I didn’t answer.

“I can’t really remember.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 
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When the two lovebirds had left the living room, I looked around the room more closely. It was very masculine and revealed a clearly-structured lifestyle, without unnecessary frills. The open kitchen looked as if it needed to be used. I was probably close to reality with this assumption. If Tensington even ate human food, he certainly didn't use the kitchen himself. But right now there was a seductive smell of fresh garlic and herbs in the air. Something Italian had recently been cooked here. My treacherous stomach gave a loud growl. I hadn't eaten anything decent since I’d arrived in Seattle. No wonder I was hungry.

Meanwhile, Dark was looking at me attentively and he had certainly noticed that my body was making such tell-tale noises. I needed it to keep quiet. Unfortunately, I’d let down my guard for that short period of time, which annoyed me enormously. One should never show weakness and, thanks to my behaviour, I had clearly revealed too much vulnerability. 

Perhaps I shouldn't apply for field work in the future. I wasn’t the right person for something like that. Until now, I’d been one of the best, but I seemed to have surpassed my limits. Unfortunately.

“Are you looking for something?” Dark's deep voice echoed dangerously quietly through the room. For a moment, I’d forgotten that I was in the lion's den.

My eyes met his and I was scared. The intensity with which he looked at me struck me abruptly, and made me gasp momentarily. I needed a moment to collect myself. “Yes. I'm impressed with your security system and am looking around because I'm searching for weak spots.” 

“They don't exist,” Dark uttered, with a snarl to make sure I understood. His eyes remained fixed on me.

“There's always a weak spot.” 

“Not in this loft.” 

I looked at him disparagingly, and breathed in sharply. On closer inspection, he was a good-looking man – the dark aura that surrounded him, his haunting eyes, and his body made him look like he did sports all day long. I knew this appearance was due to the vampire DNA, but I couldn't help but notice it. He was interesting because his intellect also made me curious. I wanted to find out more about his programming style. At Centrodynamics, I’d got into so much shit, thanks to this guy. I wanted to know how he’d made it so that I couldn't even get into his system. I could still feel the defeat in my bones, even more than the fact that I was his prisoner at that moment.

I wouldn't let him fool me, or be seduced by his attributes. “Listen, Dark. I know you're very sure of yourself, but believe me, every bit of programming has a back door somewhere and that's always a weakness.” The moment I said it, the penny dropped. I looked at him in disbelief and he grinned cheekily in my face. “You didn't programme a back door?” 

“No.”

“But then nobody can get into the system anymore, and in the worst case that would be more than stupid.” I waited briefly, but apart from this arrogant grin he gave me nothing. “Tell me,” I demanded, but he only broke into a very sympathetic laugh. Into a laugh that shot me in the guts and made my knees weak, which infuriated me. I clenched my fists because otherwise I would’ve been tempted to attack him. Since I wouldn’t have had a chance, it appeared to be the only way to channel my indignation. My fingernails gouged painfully into my flesh.

But he noticed how much that made me angry and grinned, amused. “Oh, honey, I seem to be having an extraordinary effect on you.” 

“Don't make any such assumption,” I hissed.

“I don't have to convince myself of anything. I can smell it. I can see your heart beating violently. Your body is well trained and your fat percentage probably amounts to less than ten percent, whereby I can see your veins, and they're pumping your blood through your extremities hard and fast right now. Which is very seductive for me. You, or should I say your body? Anyway, everything about you radiates lust. Lust for me. And your smell attracts me, like honey attracts a bear.” The way he spoke his words – deeply and quietly – my knees were on the edge of trembling. There was a promise in each of them. An erotic promise. 
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“Liv, are you British by birth?” My skull was almost bursting from all the information I was trying to piece together. The more I twisted and turned it in my head, the more I realised that there was only one answer. Olivia had to be the girl I once carried from Rumsfield's house. She was the one I’d saved, as incredible as that fact was.

“Yes, this is one of the few things I can say with certainty about myself and my past. Otherwise, it's like there's a thick, fat blanket over what happened before I got to my parents – the Morgans.” Liv seemed dejected, which I could understand very well. Who didn't want to know where their own roots were?

I looked deep into the eyes of this woman who was connected to me in a quite unexpected way. She was so beautiful. Her heart was so pure. Everything in me said I should claim her as mine. I wanted her badly. Only her. I knew that it was mainly my blood in her veins that was responsible, but there was more. Much more. That pleased me and at the same time frightened me. It made me frightened of losing a loved one again, as I so often had in past centuries. But that was another topic; after all, we had a serious problem. We had to find out how Anne and Olivia were connected. 

“I think Anne Rumsfield might be right,” I said, carefully, as if Liv were a porcelain cup and what I said was the famous elephant that could trample her.

“What do you mean?” She didn't seem shocked. She was brave, and that's exactly how she looked at me, too. 

“You could actually be her sister.” If so, then I would at least have an explanation for how my blood could have got into her body. Just not why. Why would Rumsfield have done something like that? What did he want to do with it? Did he want his daughter to become a vampire? I simply knew too little about genetic research. Neither in the human nor with us vampires. And certainly not concerning what Rumsfield had had in mind. Maybe he had wanted to create a kind of super race – a human with the advantages a vampire had. Or vice versa. After all, I couldn't deny that I was different from other vampires. That still seemed to me to be the most appropriate answer.

Olivia seemed thoughtful; she didn't speak, but nibbled on her thumbnail instead. Anyone could have seen how upset she was. Unfortunately, even after more than seven hundred years on this planet, women were still a mystery to me. When did they want to be comforted, when were they to be left alone? Should I hold Liv in my arms? I left it at that, to give her the time to think. Finally, she raised her head and I asked a very important question.

“Tell me, do you possibly have strengths that aren’t normal for a young woman your age?”

“No... Well, I don't get sick very often, actually, not at all.” She reflected, briefly, as if she was struggling with the decision of whether she should really tell me the next thing. “And I sense danger. That's why I fled the apartment earlier. And I don't need much sleep. That's all I can think of.” Insecurity, which seemed to penetrate from each of her pores, caused her to lower her gaze. Was she ashamed of herself?

“Well, that's worth a lot,” I said emphatically, but she didn't raise her head. Only then did I notice that she was crying. Individual tears dripped onto the trousers she was wearing. “Hey, come here, Livvy,” I said, quietly, and pulled her into my arms. I held her while she silently shed a few tears. Again, I felt overwhelmed. Except for the time I’d spent with Fria, I couldn’t draw on a wealth of experience of real relationships. When I felt like having sex, it wasn't hard to find a human woman or vampire who wanted it as much as I did. Comforting someone had never been on the agenda. Fria had been a woman who showed feelings very cautiously – which she also did very rarely. Then the vampire wars had come upon us and my world had changed abruptly, like that of everyone, human or vampire.

Olivia sniffed again before she took a deep breath and confessed: “Over the last fourteen years I have asked myself again and again what happened in my life before I was ten. But I’ve never found out, never found out how I lived or who else belonged to my family. I only had Mum and Dad.” She stopped briefly and then continued: “And when I found out that the Morgans weren't my parents, I always wondered why my birth family had never looked for me. I felt inferior and thought it was because I wasn’t normal. Because I was different and often scared and suffered from nightmares.” 

My breath faltered in the face of the tragedy that had happened in Liv's life. I couldn't even begin to understand how confused the little child's soul must’ve been after the girl from back then had woken up in that barn. I hadn’t been there to help her. And in some crazy way I felt guilty that Liv hadn't known where she came from until today. Because, I was now certain that Olivia Morgan’s real name was actually Margaret Rumsfield. 

Finally, she looked me in the eyes again. “I... I... So, I’m like this because my biological father – this Rumsfield – carried out experiments on me. That’s perverse! How can you do something so terrible to your own child?” The horror was written in her face and slight hysteria resonated in her words.

“Oh no, Liv. I think now you're doing him an injustice. He may have wished to make you an even more valuable person than you already were. He loved you very much,” I was trying to explain something to her that wasn’t quite clear to me myself. Why was I protecting a man I had suffered so much from for so many years?

“Aha! And how would you know that?”  

“I must’ve spent twenty-five years on Sir Rumsfield's estate as a research object. He carried out experiments on me that would probably have killed a man. But over the course of the many years he also saw me as somebody to talk to from time to time, especially after all his assistants had become vampires who couldn’t control themselves. He told me a lot about his work.” I deliberately took a little break, because I remembered, and the emotions these memories evoked in me made my voice tremble. Liv had noticed the change in me and, quite naturally, put her slim hand on my forearm. This was slowly becoming a habit, but it was certainly not something I disparaged. “He was very convinced of what he was doing. And he was accordingly convincing. He convinced his assistants, one by one, to make themselves available for his purposes. He hadn't started with his daughter initially, but rather, with people who worked with him, first of all. Only then, apparently, did he test the developed serum on his daughter, that is, on you.” 

She looked at me as if she was far away. A gasp escaped from her mouth. “Terry.”

At first I didn't understand what she was trying to tell me by that name, but then I remembered that the oldest of the assistants in Rumsfield's lab was called Terry. “Yes, you're right. One of the men who worked in the lab was Terry.” 

It was quiet in my study; you could have heard a pin drop. She looked at me with wide eyes as I held my breath, as I realised something very important was happening. “He always brought me a lollipop on Mondays. Secretly, since I wasn't allowed to eat sugar.” 

Olivia remembered! 
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It was as if a tsunami was rolling right over me. A tsunami full of pictures, memories and feelings that I’d experienced. A terrible headache shot through my temples and tears ran out of my eyes as I finally realised who I was. I pressed my fingers against my head, but even this touch did not alleviate the pain in any way.

Then I saw the images from my vision – Robert running from something – but this time I saw even more. I could see a little redheaded girl in his arms. And the next moment I realised that I had been that girl. I felt secure; I felt that I was safe in those arms. In disbelief, I looked directly at Robert. “You saved my life.” 

He immediately knew what I was talking about and nodded. “Yes, but I didn't know until just now that you were that sweet little girl.” A crooked smile formed on his face and I carefully put my forehead against his.

“I heard you in my head.” I whispered, as I was aware of the absurdity of my words.

Robert didn’t understand what I meant. I could see the question in his eyes when he leaned back a little.

“In the lab, I heard you in my head. It was as if you’d yelled at me. And I heard you in the car, too, when we were driving to Centrodynamics. The words were in my head.” 

“What words?” he exhaled, breathlessly, and every muscle in his body was tense.

I had to smile. “Well, after you told me that you wanted to continue where we had left off before, I heard: Then I will slowly undress you. Those were the words. Or something like that.” 

Visibly shaken, he brushed his hand first over his face and then ruffled his hair. “That’s...” 

“Yes, I know that's impossible.” I realised how stupid it had been to even tell him about it. Nobody believed anything like that. Not even a vampire.

Shaking his head, he replied: “No, it’s not that at all, my love. You should know that when two vampires are connected, such telepathic communication can be possible. Not always – only in very rare cases. Actually, only if two vampires, who were also born as such, are connected with each other. This happens through the exchange of blood while they’re having sex. This ritual is rare now. Of us born as vampires, there are no more than fifty. I am inclined to doubt that you’re a vampire. You understand why I reacted so incredulously, don’t you?” 

I nodded and thought about what he had told me. Sex, the word alone made my pulse shoot up and the memory come alive in my mind's eye. But I stopped myself and directed my thoughts to the other information I now had to process. What had my biological father done with my DNA and his? This outside influence went totally against my grain. I felt like a puppet. Although he’d been dead for a long time, Robert and I were dancing on invisible threads, dancing the dance he had planned for us. He’d chosen Robert to be with me. He had, in some kind of perverse way, intercepted him from having sex with other women and had given me DNA that condemned me to being compatible with only one particular vampire. And I thought I had a mental problem because I had to keep biting the guys who kissed me. And now we were sitting here opposite each other, in love, just because Sir Rumsfield wanted us to be. We probably wouldn't even have liked each other otherwise.

“Yes, yes, I understand that very well. We don't really belong together at all.” Angry at myself for not having been able to defend myself against it, and angry at my biological producer, I stood up and took a deep breath. “We don't have to support this insanity by playing this perfidious game. We are conscious beings and can consciously decide against a relationship.” 

Slowly and deliberately, Robert rose. From pinched eyelids, he looked at me. He looked like the predator that he was. My neck hair stood on end and my heart began to beat at a furious pace.

“Olivia Morgan or, for all I care, Margaret Rumsfield, don't you dare leave me before this has even begun.” It was almost as if the air around him was beginning to whirr. He radiated an enormous rage that made my knees tremble. 

“That’s what I was intending to do.” My voice trembled, but not only from the fear that had spread within me.

His hands closed around my shoulders and he pulled me roughly to his chest. “You belong to me,” Robert growled. In my stomach, butterflies rose from a deep sleep and fluttered around, happily. “I don't care who or what is responsible for us being connected. It could be the devil himself who’s behind it. Nobody will be able to break us apart, not even you.” 

My eyelids fluttered excitedly as his mouth approached my face. I held my breath and then my body did what it felt was right. My mind was simply switched off. I pressed myself firmly against him and my hands wandered into his hair by themselves. I clung to it as his lips divided mine and his tongue conquered me. Passionately, his hands wandered down my body, sliding under my shirt. Robert's thumb gently swept along the edge of my bra before his hand closed around one of my breasts. I wanted to feel him in the same way, and drove both my hands down his torso, grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it off. My mouth explored his hot skin as he tossed his head back into the nape of his neck, moaning. Seeing him so excited and vulnerable in front of me was beguiling. He tasted of something forbidden – something I’d been desperately searching for and had finally found. My knees turned weak and I began to tremble with desire. Immediately, Robert pulled me back up towards him and explored my bosom again. The tip of his thumb found my nipple through the thin fabric of my bra and gently stroked it. I couldn't help but let out a deep moan. It came from deep inside me and I wanted more. Much more. But my subconscious was still too aware of the presence of the many people in this loft.

Robert noticed that I was hesitating and let his hands wander slowly to my back without interrupting the skin contact. Like a purring cat, I snuggled even closer to him. Slowly our lips separated and I breathlessly put my head to his fast beating heart.

I love you and that won’t change. Ever again.

Frightened, I gasped for air, tore my head up, and looked Robert directly in the eyes. His gaze confirmed what I had just heard in my head. Tears veiled my vision and I quickly closed my eyes. 
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Never in my extremely long-lasting life had I spoken or even thought these words. Back in the fourteenth century, Fria and I had come quite close to love, but it had never been such a whirlwind, never had such a strong pull as the one I had felt since I met Liv. Until now, I’d always thought that at the beginning of my life I’d loved my strong, human wife, but it had been a very efficient companionship, as I now realised. This was more – much more.

It was an exhilarating feeling to know that this special connection existed between us. When she had looked at me like that, stunned, and I was now absolutely sure that she could perceive my thoughts, I just had to pull her to me. My heart was thumping wildly against my ribs, and a triumphant smile flashed across my face. This wonderful woman belonged to me. I would’ve loved to shout it out loud to the world. Why had we only constantly been in trouble ever since we met? This obviously complicated things. Nevertheless, deep happiness flooded my veins.

“Does it work the other way around?” Liv asked, meekly. Of course, I’d noticed that she hadn't assured me that she loved me. She didn't have to. I felt it. I felt it through our connection. It was still a very weak bond, but now, with her fresh blood in my circulation, I could feel it, even if she didn't know it herself or wasn’t aware of her feelings. I trusted that time would bring us closer and closer together. However, I still had so many unanswered questions about this connection; unfortunately, the only one who could have answered them was dead.

“I think it could work. But for that we should revive our bond,” I told her, willingly.

Now I had aroused her curiosity. I could see it clearly in her eyes, which made me grin. “And that happens how?” 

“Sex, blood and love,” I was reducing one of the holiest rituals of my species. For the time being, I didn't want to go any further, because everything was still so fresh for her, so far away from what she’d experienced thus far. It would rather deter than encourage her to consciously enter into this union with me. I wished for it most eagerly, but I didn’t want to rush it. 

As I had expected, she gasped for air in shock. “That’s... Oh, forget it.” She was reacting completely normally – humanly – to this information. But in the course of time the legacy of my blood, which had been in her circulation for so long, would demand its destiny. At some point we would seal the bond and from then on we would be irreversibly bound to each other.  The ritual would be a step up from what Sir Rumsfield had done so many years ago. Goose pimples covered my forearm at the thought. I wanted it more than I’d ever wanted anything before in my life.

“If you ever want to know more, I'll explain it to you. But here and now isn’t the time for something of such power.” I tenderly stroked her cheek and she nestled trustingly into my hand. Oh yes, we would find a way to be together. I felt the connection and I very strongly believed in it.
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In order not to do something I would later regret, I’d quickly moved to stand beside the locked windows – far away from this bloodsucker, who apparently wanted to get into my pants. And my traitorous body didn't seem to be averse to it. What bullshit! What had I got into here? Anyhow, although a few metres separated me from him, my heart was beating in a wild gallop.

When I turned around, Dark was dropping down into the armchair. Like the womaniser I saw him as, he leaned back and put one arm on the back of the chair. A light smile lay on his lips which were screaming to be kissed. Oh man, what was I thinking? Had all the good spirits abandoned me? Angrily, I furrowed my brow. Pull yourself together, Anne Rumsfield!

He was perfectly aware of his effect on me. His gaze seemed to burn me, but even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t turn my eyes away from him. So we remained, sinking deep into each other’s eyes. 

When I was almost about to take a step in his direction, one of the doors to the adjacent rooms opened, and Tensington stepped into the living room, closely followed by the woman I had initially mistaken for my sister here in this loft. Previously, at the Centrodynamics building, I’d only seen her from a distance; I hadn't been as focused as I was now.

Everything about her cried out that she was a daughter of Lady Sarah Rumsfield. And my heart wanted it to be the truth – it wanted it so badly that the sight of her alone caused a violent tug within me. 

Olivia came up to me, and in her look, I recognised something that made my neck hair stand on end. She seemed so open, so hopeful. “Anne,” she breathed my name, and I knew it. I could feel it. My twin sister was standing in front of me and she could quite obviously remember. She had recognised me and my hunch had not betrayed me. Was it perhaps because we were twins? Did those old myths hold true? 

“Maggie?” I deliberately used the nickname I’d given her as a child. Whenever I’d been allowed to see Margaret, we’d been bosom buddies. We’d even secretly slept in one bed. As soon as I was back in London, I wrote to her, but later I had to learn that my nanny had never believed the stories about my sister. She had dismissed it as the fantasy of a lonely child and never sent the letters. Instead, she’d destroyed those written lines. No one had ever heard of me having a twin. I wasn’t allowed to use the phone. All I had left were the far too rare visits to the estate.

I still believe today that my father never really loved me. He had pushed me away as easily as one might an unloved stepmother. From time to time, I was allowed to come for a visit, but basically, he wouldn’t have minded doing without my presence. This caused me great anguish and had profoundly hurt me in the depths of my soul. I was also not sure whether his feelings towards my twin sister had been more intimate. Perhaps he had simply never been able to build a deep bond with us because his beloved wife had died during our birth. But these were all assumptions that I would never have confirmed.

An embarrassed smile flitted across Olivia’s, or Margaret’s, face. “Yes, Sweetheart.” And at that moment the walls I had built around my heart shattered. First, small cracks ran along its edge, then everything collapsed like a house of cards, and I ran towards my sister, sniffling. We fell into each other's arms, held each other and cried together. Sweetheart had been her nickname for me before. This gave me absolute affirmation that I had found Margaret.  

Then we talked for an eternity, and told each other about what had happened to us in the meantime. The two men stayed in the background, sat apart, but they stayed in the room and kept an eye on me. I could well understand that. In their place, I, too, would’ve remained very sceptical of me; after all, I had tried several times to do something to one of theirs.

“Why are you with these bloodsuckers?” I whispered, quietly, but so that Maggie could still understand me. Nevertheless, I wasn't sure the vampires couldn’t hear me anyway. Their hearing was clearly better trained than ours.

“Anne, please don't close yourself completely to them. They’re completely different and much more than what we were taught at school.” Urgency resonated in every single word. She was blinded by the beauty and power of these creatures. I knew better. I knew that it was in their genetics to beguile us humans. And my twin sister had apparently fallen for one of them, head over heels. 

“And you, don't open your mind too wide. Maybe you’ve been blinded,” I said.

Her voice trembled slightly as she said the next words. “I love Robert Tensington and our father is not entirely innocent of that.” She briefly looked at the two vampires, but it seemed as if they’d become engrossed in an animated conversation, which was more than fine with me. Then she told me what she suspected. The story seemed so outrageous to me, and yet it was exactly what I would’ve done if I had been in my father's place. I was poised between incomprehension and admiration. And it frightened me because my sister, whom I had just found again, was a part of what I profoundly hated. 
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I had actually said it out loud. Yes, I loved Robert, but I hadn’t yet brought myself to tell him personally. What was I afraid of? Afraid of the blonde who had been wantonly in his arms in that old photo? No, she was in his bad books. Jealousy was completely inappropriate. But I was afraid. Fear of admitting feelings and then being abandoned and disappointed. That was, as I now realised, due to my past history, which I had suppressed for so long. An adult who’d lost everything as a child, presumably, automatically possessed certain fears of loss – as I did. 

And now my twin sister was sitting in front of me. To this day, she’d thought that I had died in the tragedy at the English estate. Life after the devastating fire had probably not been easy for her, either.

“You know, Maggie, they’re ice-cold murderers. They only pretend to be civilised. But they’re far from that. Every one of them thirsts for blood.” A hot fire blazed in her eyes, which had probably been nourished all the more in the years of loneliness after the supposed loss of her family. She hadn’t had loving foster parents like me. She’d been alone from the beginning, even while our father was still alive. I could still remember the dark-haired girl from that time. She’d never laughed much, had always been very serious, and had scampered into my bed at night. We’d clung together and hoped that no one would tear us apart that time, but it had happened every time – every time we were left alone.

“I think you're wrong about that. And if you condemn them, you’re condemning me, too, because the genes of the bloodsuckers have also been my genes for years. I’m a freak, but Robert takes me as I am. He loves me and we belong to each other. Even if I don't like the idea that Father was behind it. Not at all.” I put as much urgency as I could into my words and hoped that they would find at least the tiniest bit of fertile ground.

Anne was fumbling around with her cargo trousers, which caught Dark’s attention. Without me having seen him coming, he suddenly knelt down next to my sister and took her fingers in his big hand. Frightened, she lifted her face.

“Are you looking for something?” Astonished, I registered the warm undertone in his voice. Could it be possible that Dark, of all people, was interested in Anne? Talk about betting on the wrong horse. But instead of savagely beating him and putting him in his place, she just limply shook her head. I didn't know what shook me more: the fact that Dark gently lifted Anne into his arms and carried her to the couch, or the reaction of my sister, who looked at him honestly, and then closed her eyelids and placed her head against his chest for a split second.

Perhaps we could all still have hope after all. Hope for a future without hatred and war between these two species. 

“Your sister is exhausted.” Robert put his arm around my waist and led me into his bedroom. Without resistance, I let myself be led to his bed and sat on the edge. Next to me the mattress sank down when Robert sat on my right. “You, too?” 

I nodded. He slid to the head end of the bed and patted his hand on the space beside him. Without hesitation, I lay down with him. His arms closed around me and I sighed softly. Somehow, I hoped for a better, happier life. A life together with Robert. And with Anne. His heart was beating strongly but calmly in my ear. There was so much life in him, so much warmth, and obviously so much love for me, that I almost automatically opened up my soul a little and tried to hear his thoughts. 

Hello, Liv. He had noticed. For a moment, I tensed up a little, as I had the feeling that I’d done something forbidden. But he pulled me even closer, giving me the security and encouragement to try again. Someday you’ll grant me admission, as well, won’t you? “Yes!” I said, with conviction, because I wanted that. I wanted to be a part of him and believe in what he so willingly wanted to give me – through a bond between us. Slowly, my eyes closed as I relaxed more and more. And with a smile on my lips I finally fell asleep. 
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When had I ever thrown myself at a man like that? When had I felt so comfortable in a man's arms? I deliberately ignored the fact that he was a vampire. He smelled so good and his chest invited me to do more than just lay my head on it. His warmth enveloped me, gave me a sense of security and I let out a soft sigh.

My body signalled once again what I wanted from him. A tingling between my legs and my nipples becoming erect were just the most obvious signs. Dark was still standing in front of the sofa, with his legs apart, holding me in his arms as if I didn't weigh anything at all. He held his nose in the air and a wicked smile spread across his full lips. What would it be like to kiss him? Would I feel his vampire teeth? Just the thought of it made me even hotter.

Carefully, he put me on my feet, but he left his hands at my waist, pulled me a little closer to him, and what I felt as our lower bodies touched proved to me that the attraction between us was mutual. He wanted me as much as I wanted him. 

Without thinking about who was in this loft, I put my hands under his shirt, let my fingernails slide over his back and pressed myself a little harder against him.

“Oh baby, you're blowing my mind,” his deep voice roared against my skin. Even that excited me. Just moments ago, I’d been telling my sister stories of beasts, and now I was about to join in and mess around with one of them. I’d always been fun-loving in this respect. Sex was a part of my life. However, it was more of an arrangement, where I occasionally met with one of the soldiers in my unit. It was based on agreement and feelings were taboo, except the physical ones of course. I got my money's worth and so did the man, then we went our separate ways again. Sometimes we repeated it, but never talked about it.

“Hmm, you’re still holding back quite a bit,” I challenged him.

Dark didn't let it happen in the way I’d hoped. He reached for me, threw me over his shoulder and carried me to a small guest room, where the light was lit as we activated the motion detector upon our presence. He immediately dimmed the lights and threw me onto the bed.

“I won't hold back – just like you wanted.” His voice was more of a growl than anything else and that turned me on enormously. I willingly spread my legs and looked at him provocatively. He dropped to his knees in front of the bed, his fingers found their way to the buttons of my cargo pants, opened them and then pulled the fabric from my legs in a quick movement. The next moment I noticed that my underpants had also disappeared. With a grin, he pushed his head to the hottest part of my body and let his tongue play a skilful game. Moaning, I dug my nails into the blanket, the coolness of which I could feel beneath me. When he added his skilful hand, I wrapped my thighs around his shoulders. I didn’t want him getting any ideas of stopping before I had climaxed. 

“You taste like white chocolate, baby. Pure sin.” And then he continued, while I was no longer able to speak. My mouth had dried out and my breath was uneven when the first orgasm came. I clawed at his hair, tore at it and pulled him up closer to me. My lips found his, and when I kissed him I could taste my own desire on them.

Finally, I wanted to know what was hiding under his black pants and began to undress him. When I pushed his boxer shorts down over his hips, I was not disappointed. Again, the trembling in my abdomen flared up and challenged me to go on and let him do what I’d been thinking about for the last few hours. I had to admit, his physical appearance had been exciting me ever since I’d been overpowered by him. It had turned me on to such an extent that my brain had been on the back burner ever since.

I pushed him back until he was lying under me and was about to put the best part of him in my mouth, when he suddenly straightened up, pulled up his trousers and threw my clothes at me. At first I was completely staggered, but then my survival instinct set in. 

“Get dressed, babe. We have visitors,” he said very quietly and seriously.

I didn't ask how he knew, after all, I knew what powers a vampire had. I knew how well his hearing worked. I’d studied my father's records long enough and had acquired an enormous amount of knowledge about vampires. Instead, I was working as if we’d been a well-rehearsed team for years. When I was dressed, he handed me a gun.

“You know how to use it?” 

“Yes. Sugar Pie 55. One of my favourite guns.” He looked me in the eyes, in recognition.

“Good, then move into the room Tensington and your sister disappeared into, right now.” Then he explained the next steps and I quietly admired his cool and efficient side. Within seconds I knew what had to be done 
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I didn't know how long I’d been sleeping, but when I woke up Robert was holding my mouth shut and whispering something in my ear that didn't make sense at first. But then, the information exploded in my skull. It mingled with the alarm in my head, which probably would’ve ripped me out of sleep on any other day. Involuntarily, I held my breath and nodded. The hand on my face disappeared and the warmth with it, now making room for my fear. My eyes flitted around in the room, hectically, and I listened in the silence. Nothing, I heard nothing. It was also pitch dark in the room. My heart beat violently and even Robert's gentle kiss on my temple couldn’t curb my fear of what was lying in wait for us behind the door. Who had gained access to the apartment? I could hear a soft beep, probably the alarm. I wasn't sure if it was even perceptible to normal – human – ears. Where was Sally? And what about the boys? Anne and Dark had last been in the living room. I fervently hoped nothing would happen to any of them.

“As soon as I tell you, please go to the end of the room immediately. In my wardrobe, there’s a door on the back wall that leads you directly into the Centrodynamics building. You know how to get out of here, and how to hide?” I nodded. “If necessary, hide somewhere. I’ll find you. Don't take any chances.” The kiss he gave me tasted bitterly of loss and farewell. I wanted to scream and cling to him, but apart from nodding again, I did nothing. Outside, I could hear a click that made my hair stand on end. Instinctively, I knew it I had to be someone loading a weapon.

“Now,” Robert hissed, assertively. I felt the mattress rise when he stood up, and I could see his outline by the bright door. Then, I turned off all my thoughts and dashed to the huge wardrobe at the other end of the room.

I quietly opened the door and squeezed myself inside. As I stood in the closet, I heard the room door open. Panic seized me. What if something should happen to Robert? I was already about to look outside when someone stepped into the wardrobe. My heart stopped. Who was that? Robert? I stood completely still, didn’t move a single inch, as the darkness devoured everything.

“Maggie?” someone breathed. 

“Anne!” Relief washed over me. 

“Have you found the mechanism that activates the emergency door yet?” She obviously knew.

“No.” 

There was a quiet rustling sound, and then I heard a cockroach as the back wall pushed to the side. “Come on!” Anne grabbed me, and the very next moment she was pulling me with her. We were met with a damp darkness. “Wait, I'll close the door in case anyone who doesn't belong here comes after us.” I heard a cockroach again, then I soon felt Anne's relentless grip on my arm. She pulled me down step by step, level by level. I felt like I was stuck in a whirlpool, as it was a stone spiral staircase that was leading the way to our freedom here. The loft was at the top of the building and there were many floors that we now had to get down on foot. Finally, we reached the end of the stairs and our path only continued straight ahead. I trusted Anne, unconditionally. She knew what to do. As a trained elite soldier with a doctorate in medicine, she was the one I was following, without questioning anything, but my heart screamed, because, metre by metre, I felt myself moving away from Robert.

Once we’d already been on the move for a while, motion detectors suddenly came on in front of us. Soft light showed us the way, while we continued without a break, now a little faster, as we could see what was ahead of us. The company building had to be about three kilometres as the crow flies from the building where Robert's loft was located, but it seemed to me like ten times as many. The underground corridor seemed to be infinitely long, and with every metre, the feeling of being in absolute danger grew inside me. But finally, we were able to uncover a metal door at the end of the corridor. I searched hectically for a handle or an opening device, but there was nothing like that to be seen.

“Oh my God. We’re trapped. Anne!” My voice was quiet, but my sister could certainly hear the fear. Anne didn't react, but I could see how the little cogs in her head were turning at full speed. Fascinated, I watched her. If anyone apart from Dark or Robert could get us out of here, it was Anne. I had to believe in her. What else did I have left? 

“I’ve got it.” Anne grinned confidently, and pressed a spot on the door that, at first glance, looked no different than the rest of the metal surface. But then I realised that a wafer-thin plate was shifting and a display appeared. My sister immediately started entering different codes. It seemed like an eternity to me, but thank God I finally heard the relieving hiss of the hydraulic door, which was now obediently opening before us. Anne smiled at me with relief, and reached out for my hand when I suddenly heard a deafening explosion behind us. My stomach contracted convulsively, and an indescribable nausea spread through me. Robert! My brain stopped, and the only thing I was capable of was retaining space in my mind for his name. Anne became hectic, moving me on. I staggered after her, mindlessly, but when we had crossed the threshold and walked around a few corners, she stopped so abruptly that I ran into the back of her.

“Shit,” exclaimed Anne, and in light of this crude expression, I sensed that something terrible had happened. 

THE END

Part Two available from summer 2019
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