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Sir Rumsfield:

The professor who invented the serum that defeated the vampires. Died when the vampires were set free from his lab and the destruction mechanism was activated.

Anne Rumsfield:

Sir Rumsfield's only official daughter. Is highly intelligent, carries out research for the military. As an elite soldier, she lives on the unit premises. Has never had any relationships. Thinks very logically, and rarely emotionally. 

Olivia Morgan / Margaret Rumsfield:

Sir Rumsfield's secret daughter, Anne’s non-identical twin sister. Studies medicine in Seattle and has to work hard to realise her dream of completing her course. Works as a cleaner at Centrodynamics by night. Was subjected to genetic modification as a child, and grew up with a family that officially raised her as their own daughter.

Robert Tensington / Raphael:

A vampire from birth, he inherited the role of leader of the vampire community. Was overthrown by his enemy, Ladorre. Sir Rumsfield held him captive for many years and carried out research on him. Olivia has been changed by his blood. Runs the large company, Centrodynamics, and is one of the richest men in the world.

Dark – Daniel Malcolm Higgs:

A man changed into a vampire, who is known for his dark-coloured clothes. Is the head of security at Centrodynamics. Lives off the blood of his sister, Sally, who was never contaminated with the serum.

Sally Michaels:

Dark’s sister. Has been feeding him since she was little. Has two sons, Tom and Marc, and is Olivia's manager at Centrodynamics. 

––––––––
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Spencer:

Robert Tensington’s driver. Is aware of the vampires.

Ladorre: 

A captured vampire. Has been living in the basement of Centrodynamics for some time. The President of the United States of America and her closest confidants know about him. 

Harrison: 

Anne Rumsfield's superior in the elite unit.
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The story so far
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England, 2109

At the end of the 21st century, the vampires, who had been living in secret until then, strove for power, wanting to oppress humanity. Their leader, Raphael, was overthrown by the vampire Ladorre and incarcerated by his own kind.

After these creatures started to come out of the seclusion and darkness, a time of fear and torture began for all humanity. Until then, the bloodsuckers were believed to be 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, mortals didn’t accept the stories told by the first to report attacks and other encounters with vampires. They were even imprisoned 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 the major military bases had been taken, and the chances of resisting 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 remain in darkness. They evacuated the inhabitants of the cities after sunrise and before sunset, and then attacked. The possibility for them to strike back was quickly destroyed, though, as the vampires began keeping people as pets. In attacks of this kind, these prisoners would have been killed, too, if the cities had been showered with bombs. 

A number of researchers secretly began their work. Analysts, the military, doctors – they all communicated through channels that had remained closed to the conquerors, and sought a solution to exterminate these individuals. This took a long time, however, at some point a scientist came up with the idea of developing a serum that would not immunise humans, but would kill any vampire that craved human blood. In 2083, after a series of trials, the serum was injected into the whole of humanity, which had been a difficult logistical undertaking – it succeeded, however. In the course of the following weeks the creatures perished. Because those who continued to attack humans and drink blood were struck with the full force of the serum, they died in agony. The others simply starved to death. In all of this, the humans had failed to notice only one thing – the vampires could also drink from their partner’s blood, and in an absolute emergency, from other vampires, too. 

People had believed they’d found a way to get rid of the brutal individuals. Sir Rumsfield was one of the gifted researchers who had wiped these creatures off the face of the earth, and ultimately, was the one who managed to turn a simple serum into a deadly 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; he didn’t want fame, though. He’d never been after money, either; after all, he had enough of that. He asked for a vampire! 

The vampire, Raphael, who was found by the humans in a dungeon, was the last of his kind – at least, one assumed. From then on, he lived in the research laboratory at Sir Rumsfield's country estate. He was held captive like an animal. The professor studied his enemy down to the last detail. He recorded every single experiment. Each and every move his enemy made. He kept records of the feedings of blood that had not yet been contaminated. He paid a lot of attention to this vampire. A year before his death, he created more vampires in his laboratory and kept them there. He carried out further 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! Vampires that possessed even more potential for aggression.

But that wasn’t enough for him. He wanted to create a person in whom he would combine the positive qualities of the vampire, such as strength, speed and health, with human characteristics, such as empathy. For this “prototype”, he selected his daughter. 

Nobody had any idea that Sir Rumsfield's wife, who had died in childbirth, had had two daughters. Only one of the girls grew up as his biological daughter; only few knew of the other child, yet they’d been bound to absolute secrecy. It had seemed to him like a sign from God; thus, the child, of whom the world had no idea, became the subject of his research. 

When the girl was ten years old and was getting curious, she looked around her father's laboratory and accidentally opened the vampires’ cells. Right at the last moment, Raphael saved the child from the newly-created, bloodthirsty vampires.

When he activated the laboratory's destruction mechanism upon Rumsfield's orders, not only were the vampires killed, but also the professor himself.

The shock caused Margaret Rumsfield to lose her memory. No one searched for the child, as all who knew of her had died. She was taken in by a married couple whose daughter had recently died, and was raised as their child.

Today – USA, 2123

Ten years later, in 2123, Olivia meets her boss, Robert, in the USA. From the very first moment, they are connected by something intangible. The tremendous power of attraction between them is inexplicable. They fall in love, but whilst discovering their feelings for one another, the young elite soldier, Anne Rumsfield, is in search of the supposed ‘last vampire’, who was allegedly found in Seattle. She's plotting revenge because she believes her father was attacked and killed fourteen years ago by the vampires he was studying. Anne grew up mostly in boarding schools, while her father was busy on his estate improving mankind’s gene pool. 

When she is captured by Robert, alias Raphael, and his security chief, Dark (who is also a vampire), she meets Olivia. She immediately recognises the resemblance to her mother, whom she has admired all her life only from photos. Anne is convinced that she has found her sister Margaret, in Olivia. After initial scepticism, the two start a conversation, as a result of which Olivia begins to remember. Suddenly, everything comes back to her and she even recognises Robert as Raphael, who saved her all that time ago. 

Both now understand that the power of attraction between them is all by virtue of the genetic changes Margaret's father carried out on her. Nevertheless, they confess their love for one another. 

Unfortunately, Anne is not the only one after the supposed ‘last vampire’, but also a government squad, acting alone. These men attack Robert, and everyone close to his heart.

Anne, who now finds herself attracted to Dark, tries to save her newly-rediscovered sister. Meanwhile, Robert and Dark fight against their attackers and strive to bring Dark's sister, Sally, and her sons to safety. 

Anne and Olivia, alias Margaret, flee through an underground tunnel system when a terrifying explosion is heard... 
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Anne Rumsfield
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Margaret and I were fleeing through the passageway that was lit by motion detectors. Robert Tensington and Dark had sent us down here. We’d hurried down numerous steps and had already been walking for a few kilometres. We couldn't see the end of the long passageway, which was giving me an uneasy feeling, to say the least. What if someone was hiding there in the darkness, not moving, and then attacked when we got close? All this, however, did not deter us from our endeavour since we simply had no other option. The explosion, which we’d heard at the other end shortly beforehand, made turning back impossible. I tried not to think of the two men, who were either in deep trouble or had sacrificed their lives to make our path to freedom possible. 

When we finally arrived at the end of the tunnel, I found the access panel fairly quickly, and, using a few little tricks Dark had told me about earlier, I was able to open the door. He’d given me precise instructions that were worth their weight in gold. In truth, I was unsure as to whether I could have done it on my own.

The hydraulic door slid open almost silently. The hallway ahead of me made a sharp bend to the right, then again, to the left. I couldn't see anything except white stone, but all the sirens within me were screaming. 

“Shit,” I hissed. It wasn't the fear of the unknown around the corners that we still had to pass, but rather, the fear of what I already knew. 

First, I noticed the smell of sweat. Not penetrating, but fleetingly perceptible. It could’ve been a whiff of something that had been wafting around these empty halls for some time. But I had also heard a slight scraping sound. Smell was one of the senses we’d been specially trained to use in stressful situations. Most people simply relied on their eyes and ears and completely ignored their sense of smell.  It was immediately clear to me that we were not alone. We could no longer go back, which the explosion had made perfectly clear. Only the path in front of us remained.

The safety catch on Dark's weapon, which he’d pressed into my hand shortly before sending me away, had already been released. Unfortunately, my sister didn't have one of her own, and even if Maggie had had a weapon, she probably wouldn't have been able to defend herself with it.

If only I knew what lay in wait for us ahead, I thought, and noticed that despair was spreading inside me, but I wouldn’t let it beat me. I would fight – for Olivia and for me. Now I finally had a personal reason not to give up. Or were there two? I had to admit that Dark, the vampire, did something to me that I didn't necessarily agree with. Technically, I hated his species. Strictly speaking. Within the last few hours my world had turned upside down. My sister, who I had thought was dead, was alive. My body was reacting to this one vampire and, since only a very short time ago, I’d found myself in a very exceptional circumstance. I had resolved to capture a vampire. But now I no longer wanted him the way I had actually envisaged. It all seemed an eternity ago, when I asked my boss for a holiday in order to kill the last vampire. No, now everything was different. How different indeed. Would I even see Dark again?

I couldn’t allow myself to be distracted by feelings, not now. I had to concentrate, because someone was lying in wait ahead. Those who were there waiting for us were certainly aware of our approach. The hissing of the hydraulics as the door opened, the massive explosion and the subsequent swear word I had unleashed – none of this had gone unheard. By now, it was as clear as day that this was an ambush. Apart from the government, I could not imagine anyone who could have managed to infiltrate the Centrodynamics building and the loft. Even if the squad had used methods of force, they’d obviously achieved their goal. Maggie and I were trapped. Whether Dark and Robert Tensington were still alive remained uncertain. Sorrow spread through me. That vampire had really got under my skin. When he’d heard that someone in the stairwell was tampering with the door to the loft, he’d put his gun in my hand, looked deep into my eyes and sent me to the room with Tensington and Maggie. I’d trusted him and immediately followed his orders as he set out to take his sister and nephews to safety. I hoped very much that he’d been more successful with this endeavour than I had with mine – to save my own sister. Because no matter how I fought, I was alone. What could Maggie do? In situations where I possessed a certain element of surprise, I was good. But here, the other side had the advantage. 

I stood still and signalled to Maggie to do the same. I listened, but I couldn’t hear anything anymore. In astonishment, I realised that something was clouding my vision. And within the blink of an eye, as I rubbed my eyes, the fine hairs on my forearms were standing on end. The trap was snapped shut – they were using tuminasil, a toxic gas that robbed the opponent of their eyesight and reflexes within seconds. It worked on humans as well as vampires, albeit in a weakened state. And it hit me violently. I collapsed. Maggie was still reaching out for me, but then everything around me was already turning black. 
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Those pigs in my loft could only have been a diversion; it was crystal clear. The attackers had probably assumed that we wouldn’t put up a fight and would disappear through the catacombs immediately. They must have known about the secret passageway. Exactly how, was an absolute mystery to me.

Yet Dark and I had stayed; we wanted to fight them. From the beginning, they had only been there to drive us into a corner, namely, directly into the emergency tunnel leading to the main building of Centrodynamics. Within five minutes we had slaughtered those amateurs and given them back to their creator. I assumed they hadn't expected to face two vampires at once.

Dark had immediately taken Sally and the boys to the garage after making sure no one was waiting for us there. The three were now together in an armoured vehicle, with Spencer, my chauffeur and confidant, on their way to one of our secret lodgings. 

The diversionary tactic had worked. However, Dark and I were not on our way to the company building. I, the complete idiot that I was, had driven Liv and Anne directly into the arms of those who were after us. We were just about to open the steel door to the secret passageway, when a detonation just behind it catapulted me to the opposite wall of my bedroom. Dark was still standing rooted to the spot, as he hadn't been waiting directly in front of the wardrobe. A tremendous rage clenched in my guts as I saw the black hole that was where my wardrobe had been before. A deep hole that blocked our way – the way to Liv. I wanted to see blood flow, and not just a little. Who had dared to touch me and my loved one in such an insidious manner? 

Dark's facial expression roughly corresponded to what was going on inside me. “We have to get those two out of there, Boss! Do you hear?” 

I nodded, in agreement. This was nothing that I hadn’t thought of myself. I picked myself up and brushed the dust off my clothes. Since he’d been addressing me in such a relaxed manner before, I stayed with it; it was good that our relationship finally had clearly defined boundaries. We were friends and yet we usually spoke to each other in a formal manner. From today on that was going to change. “Do you have a plan, my friend?” 

“No,” he hissed, and started moving. “But I will kill anyone who even thinks of doing anything to the women, or to you.” 

I hoped from the bottom of my heart that this wouldn’t happen. Rather, I wanted to persuade myself that Anne and Olivia wouldn’t be harmed. But the years had taught me better. Life wasn’t fair. Especially not to women in captivity. A deep rumbling could be heard, and only when my mind cleared up a little did I realise that it was a growl I’d heard, coming from myself. 

I followed this great man, who went straight into the study and grabbed various technical devices. Meanwhile, from the hidden shelf, I took all the weapons I could carry, and which seemed useful to me. With our arms fully laden, we made our way downstairs to start the second ironclad, blacked-out limousine. Dark wouldn't have lasted five minutes outside in daylight, and it was still only the afternoon. It was still a while until sunset. Until then, he had to rely on the windows of the car staying up in order to protect him. I steered the car in the direction of Centrodynamics, while Dark logged into the company network and tried to find out exactly where our enemies were located in the company building. Even from here, he had access to the cameras inside the building. How bad was the damage? Who knew who or what we were? We had to make sure we limited the damage and kept it secret. Then, with horror, I remembered that the prison wing was next to the entrance to the catacombs. Ladorre was in there, and if someone freed him from the soldiers, it wouldn't be me taking care of the bloodbath. He would do that. But this mighty vampire, whom we had hungrily captured after his companion had been killed by a crazed vampire, would then seize Olivia. The purity of her blood would attract him like a moth to light. And he wouldn’t hesitate to claim her for himself. My smell on her wouldn't stop him from taking her. No, it would rather spur him on, because he hated me from the bottom of his heart. I should have killed him after he’d no longer been able to hide his true self, but I had no choice but to imprison him. The president knew; she knew who I was and she knew that we were doing research. She assumed that we were looking for a cure for human diseases and that this vampire would be useful to us. But she didn’t know that Centrodynamics belonged to the most powerful of all vampires – until now, although I wasn’t intending on changing that fact. 

“They’re all still in the lower basement,” explained Dark. 

“Okay. And Ladorre?” 

“Still in his cell.” Still; the word was like a sword of Damocles hovering over us.

“Good.” I approached the building from the back. I couldn’t see anything conspicuous anywhere. I stopped the car in the small wood directly behind the car parks and let my eyes wander. “Get me a secure line to the president and make sure none of the staff are in the building when we go in.” We had to get the people who were working for me to safety. This wasn't their fight and no innocent people should be involved.  

“Boss, today is a holiday, remember? Apart from the two types of security, there’s no one there,” Dark clarified. 

I couldn't help but roll my eyes. Obviously, I had blocked out everything else around me and completely forgotten what was going on in the world. Olivia’s name was a continuous buzz in my head. Or should I say Margaret now? Or Maggie? “Then get them out of the building! And try to reach our allies. None of us know how much longer we can hold Ladorre in this chaos.” 

“I’m on it!” 

Not a second later, a signal sounded over the car’s intercom. Shortly afterwards, I heard the voice of America's head of state. “Tensington?” 

“Yes, Ma’am. We have an emergency here at Centrodynamics.” I deliberately spoke briefly and concisely. She hated it when people tried to pacify her.

“What kind of emergency?” 

“There was a break-in at my private accommodation and my company building. Government troops are responsible for this act. Nobody else knows about my secret passageway. Is this down to you?” I didn't believe it was, but I wanted her to position herself and intervene, if necessary.

“Tensington!” She tried to put me in my place, hissing. She was angry. She was entitled to be. But I didn’t allow obstacles to be put in my way. “Listen, I'll take care of it. I’ll send a special unit.”

“All right. Remember that the vampire is in the building and my fiancée and her sister are in the hands of the attackers, and are in there, too,” I explained. Olivia wasn't my fiancée, but it would give the president a more urgent desire for Liv to get out of this unharmed.

For a short time there was silence, which said a lot. The president was known for her quick calculating and decision-making. The fact that she was speechless testified to her correct assessment of the danger in which we all found ourselves. “Understood.” 

The conversation was interrupted.

Dark looked at me in amazement. “Boss, you're not seriously assuming that I'm going to sit here in this car and wait for a few pathetic guys to stroll in here and do our job?” 

“No. But we might need support with regards to a course of action afterwards. We may have to sweep some things under the carpet. We have to be prepared for that.” Should we have stirred up a hornet’s nest and called soldiers who were working unilaterally to intervene, the president had to be privy to it, unless we all wanted to go into hiding because we’d killed the whole company. Five people were already dead in my loft. Who knew what would be waiting for us in the company building. In any case, we’d be doomed if the president were to be told about it without having been previously informed. We would have to disappear from the scene immediately. Which was definitely not what I had intended. I loved having a life of luxury and didn't want to have to hide myself away like a dangerous criminal. 

I could safely assume that the troops had split themselves up into three sections. Firstly, my apartment, secondly, the Centrodynamics building, and thirdly, I was convinced that there was a squad patrolling around here.

A movement to my right, barely perceptible, confirmed my suspicion. Snipers had tucked themselves away behind two cars and were observing the surroundings. Fortunately, they hadn’t discovered us yet, which was not a good indication of their prowess at being snipers. I gave Dark a sign and opened the car door as quietly as I could.
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Anne lay helpless on the ground, which caused me to feel tremendously sick. She had simply collapsed after rubbing her eyes in disbelief. Something had knocked her out cold. Only what? I assumed she wasn’t ill. Before she fell, she had sniffed like a dog on the trail of something. Apart from gas, nothing occurred to me at that moment that could have worked so quickly without leaving a trace behind. Interestingly enough, I was still fully conscious and could still think clearly, too. Only my eyes were watering a little, as if someone were peeling and dicing an onion near me. Was it because of my genetically modified blood that I wasn’t reacting to it?

What was I supposed to do now? Anne had signalled to me that somebody was lying in wait for us ahead. Carefully, I took her gun and hid it in my waistband. It wasn't very heavy and disappeared into the folds of my wide trousers, safely hidden away. Then I did the only thing that made sense to me – I dropped to the floor, remained motionless next to my sister and waited.

While my face lay on the cold stone, I had to swallow hard. Again and again, my thoughts raced to the explosion and the man who had seized my heart. 

It wasn’t long before I had visitors. Just a few minutes later I heard footsteps. I had to tell myself again and again that I had to control my breath and mustn’t make any rash movements. Through my slightly-opened eyelids, I could make out three men in gas masks. They were approaching us, weapons in their hands. One of them spoke abruptly. There was presumably a speaking device in the mask that connected him with other men in uniform.

“Chief, it’s two women!” The disbelief in his words was almost funny. They had obviously expected two men – Dark and Robert. But hopefully they were safe by now, which gave me a certain kind of satisfaction. “Yes. Roger,” said the guy in soldier's uniform. But even if he hadn't been wearing government clothes, it would’ve become clear that he was a member of the army. Everything about him indicated that he was in the military. From his short haircut to his accurate posture, to his demeanour as he scanned the environment. “No, Sir. Tensington isn’t here. I realise that. Then we’ll have to try another tactic to get into the cell.” He listened again. “Roger!” 

What did the government have against Robert? Or against Centrodynamics? Which cell did they want to get into? Then, with horror, I remembered last week's newspaper article. Allegedly, there was a captured vampire in Seattle. Maybe even here, in this very building. What if that was the case and they wanted to force Robert to give up his prisoner? Maybe the prison wing was secured with additional eye scans or something.

“We should grab them and then withdraw,” he explained to his assistant.

As I’d hoped, they didn’t search us for weapons as they assumed we’d been incapacitated. I continued to pretend I was unconscious. I had no chance against three soldiers, not even with a weapon.

Contrary to my assumption, however, they treated our lifeless bodies with respect. I rocked back and forth in the arms of a man whose face I couldn’t see, as it was hidden behind a mask. I tried to consciously note which path we were taking, which was going relatively well up to that point.

Behind two corners – this corridor was definitely built twisty and windy – and a metal door, five more soldiers were waiting for us. The combat gas that had been used on us must have spread its effect only locally, because none of the people in this hallway had a protective mask over their face. What kind of gas could it be? I’d already read numerous books about toxins; I was a regular visitor to the university library, so I ought to be able to find something close to a solution. I wracked my brains and finally spat out a name: Tuminasil. I’d already read a lot about it. It blinded people and caused the reflexes and some of the muscles to lose control. Only the breathing reflexes were spared. You couldn't just go and get this poisonous gas from your local supermarket and you couldn't make it yourself. And this meant it was an attack from the government. Once again, I found myself asking what it was they wanted from Robert.

At least in this situation, my father’s manipulative intervention in my genetics had created an advantage. As far as Tuminasil was concerned, I was obviously untouchable. But what did that mean for me now? Three men, whom I hadn’t been able to stand up to, had now become eight. My chances of miraculously getting out of here were diminishing from minute to minute.

“Put them there, in that room. We’re not done yet. Keep looking for the boss of this place – Tensington. I'm assuming he'll come straight here to save the women. The other men in our unit, who were supposed to get Tensington into the catacombs, aren’t reporting anymore; we’ve completely lost contact. At least we have the two women as bargaining chips. And you,” said the leader, pointing to two of his men, “keep trying to open the cell where the captured vampire is. It must be one of the three rooms at the back. They’re all secured like Fort Knox. There’s something big hidden there.” 

The guy who’d spoken had the coldest eyes I’d ever seen. I’d held my breath for a short time; I had to make sure nobody noticed that I wasn't really unconscious. If someone were to find out, it would probably be fatal for me. But the fact that they were actually planning to free the vampire and take him with them frightened me more than anything. For some time, I had deliberately been ignoring the internal alarm which was now continuously resounding inside me. 

I felt cold tiles beneath me as I was put down, like an old sack filled with potatoes. Only the emergency lighting was on. Combat boots hit the ground hard and left my field of vision. Then it was silent around me. I hadn’t heard a door close. My heart instantly beat faster. I had to get out of here. Now! I would probably never get a chance like this again.

I hesitantly opened my eyes a little more, and I was indeed alone with Anne, who was still unconscious. 

I was careful not to make any noise as I crawled over to my sister and checked her pulse. Her heart was beating strongly, but she was completely off balance. When she woke up again, she would probably have a terrible headache. It was incredibly difficult for me to leave her lying there. I would have loved to have thrown her over my shoulder and taken her with me, but that was impossible. I had to think clearly, proceed strategically and not succumb to hysteria. Only then did I have a chance of getting both of us out of here alive. Who would have thought? Until now, I’d relied on Anne and had assumed that she would be the one to save us, but now I was the one to be landed with the role of Wonder Woman. And I wanted to carry out this task with the utmost success. 

In the room we’d been brought to there was nothing more than a few lockers. What was being kept here? I wouldn't, however, be able to uncover this secret right now. The lockers were made of metal and the chances of them causing a hell of a noise when opened were relatively high. Too high.

Staying here was not an option. I had to get out of this room. We were most probably right down on the lowest floor, where I’d never been before. It was kept under top-level security and the cleaning crew didn't do any cleaning down here. The inaugurated staff took responsibility for it themselves. I had to manage to find a way of getting outside. I tried to persuade myself that this shouldn’t be so difficult. Deep down, I admitted to myself that getting out of the high-security area was going to be a great obstacle to overcome indeed.  

If only I had my communication device with me, then I’d be able to contact Robert. But I wasn’t given the chance; it was on sleep mode in my bag in Robert's loft, if it hadn't been completely destroyed during the blast. For a split-second, the thought that I might never need it again shot into my brain, but I quickly pushed that thought far away from me.

I could do this, Goddamn it! 
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Quietly and efficiently, I killed the two snipers. The sound when I broke one of their necks evoked a devilish satisfaction in me. It didn't last long, though; as soon as the lifeless bodies hit the ground, I felt the urge to continue killing, thinking that I probably wouldn’t be able to calm down again until I held Liv in my arms.

If only I hadn't held back. I should have ignored all the complications and carried out the ritual with her. Then perhaps we’d be spiritually connected now and I’d know where she was and whether she was all right. Yet once again, I’d wanted to do everything right and wait for the perfect moment. Deep down, however, I didn't really regret it because the ritual between two lovers was something very special, intended for eternity. With that in mind, I wanted it to be done in a particular setting. What’s more, I wasn't even sure whether the ritual could be performed by us; after all, Liv wasn't born a vampire.

I cautioned myself to focus. As long as I didn't have Liv back, neither of us could think about when, where or how the ritual should be performed.

I ran across the car park at a breathtaking speed – something I’d regained thanks to Liv's blood – and searched for any further members of the squad. There was no one here except Dark and myself. I’d caught all of them. 

Back in the limousine Dark welcomed me with a thumbs up. “Well done, Boss!” Since he was so sensitive to the sunlight, he’d had no choice but to wait in the car, which hadn't made him especially happy.

I only answered with a nod and started the engine. The electronic system started quietly and I let the car slowly roll to the rear entrance so that we’d have the shortest route to the door. Meanwhile, using the handheld computer, Dark switched off the security system so that we could enter the building unnoticed.

Resolutely, I reached into the back of the car and grabbed a towel from my sports bag that I’d packed to do a few laps in the pool at the Centrodynamics gym. When was that? Before I saved Liv from that blonde witch? The situation in the car park when she’d been sitting on the floor seemed like forever ago. My world had been turned completely upside down and normality was now a foreign word to me. “Here,” I said, and threw him the towel so that he could put it around his head. That would have to suffice as protection for the short sprint to the door. On his mark, heavily loaded with our equipment, we jumped out of the car. 

Inside, we were greeted by an eerie silence. The security staff had been given the day off due to a supposed ‘system error’ and told to leave the premises quietly within five minutes. Dark's plan had obviously worked.

He let out a snort before entering something into the small handheld computer he always carried around with him. “Let the games begin.” A diabolical grin spread across his flawless face as, a moment later, the building’s lighting turned off. Dark and I had no problems with the dim light in the corridors.

I hoped that those who had dared to attack us wouldn’t have night vision devices with them. It was worth a try, at least. We plugged the mini version of a walkie-talkie into our ears so that we could communicate with each other. I was still in awe of the technology that had been developed over the last few centuries.

“Okay, Boss. I'll try and get down through the ventilation shafts. Are you going to take the stairwell? The elevators are out of order now.” He gave me a questioning look as I handed him various weapons. He meticulously tucked everything away into his pockets.

“Yes. We’ll do it like that. Don't forget Ladorre. We can’t let him near the women.” 

Knowingly, Dark nodded while putting on a gloomy demeanour. We both knew everything Ladorre, the captured vampire, was capable of. Neither of us wanted him to act out his fantasies on one of the two women. And Liv's blood would be yet another unadulterated temptation for him. Almost invisibly, Dark merged with the shadows and disappeared.

The stairwell in front of me was dark and silent when I entered it. No sound penetrated the many doors that led to the various floors. And because I needed it to be the same on the other side, I tried to make as little noise as possible while running down the stairs.

To get to the last floor, you had to enter a code. Only then did the hydraulic metal door open. How had they managed to do that? It was a completely new system that had been recently installed. As a rule, it should have been a hurdle impossible to overcome.

“Dark?” I whispered.

“Yes, Boss?” I heard the voice hiss right into my ear.

“Where are you?”

“I’m just down here. Can't see anything yet, but they stink like a herd of buffalo,” Dark snorted, curtly. 

“The door to the lowest track is intact. I wonder how they managed to get in if they didn't use brute force. No traces of explosives,” I shared my thoughts with him. 

He remained silent for a moment, but finally he replied: “I’d love to know that too. I'll take a closer look later. But first, I'm going to let off a little steam.” The sarcastic laughter strengthened my own anticipation of the battle we were about to fight. The adrenaline, which we vampires weren't immune to, either, was spreading through my body. It was just the right moment for me to fight. Oh yes, we would get answers – there were many ways and means at our disposal.

I put my hand on the display and my fingerprints were scanned; at the same time, I had to enter a twenty-digit code. I almost expected it not to work, but the door opened almost noiselessly. The hallway lay before me, in darkness. There was only an emergency light that shone at ground level every five metres. The bluish glow bestowed a sense of unreality upon the setting. In addition, I could smell Liv's scent of ripe apricots, which was setting me on fire. Relief flowed through me and I tried to concentrate in order to send her a message. Yet I despaired of the thoughts that I might not be able to reach her. How would I know whether she was hearing my thoughts?

I noticed how the despair was eating away at my concentration. That was not good at all. Determined not to let myself be distracted anymore, I looked straight ahead; I focussed all my energy on finding the culprits that caused this fine mess and finally destroying them. 
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My senses were overwhelmed with nausea and I had to take a hold of myself so as not to vomit right there and then. Cold stone on my cheek, or was it tiles? It smelled of disinfectant. Where was I? For a short time, I had no recollection of what had happened. But then the memories came flooding back to me and I opened my eyes in shock, which was not exactly beneficial in my current physical state. I immediately regretted it and blinked frantically while carefully regulating my breathing so as not to release the contents of my stomach after all. Shit, this was bad, really bad!

I had severe difficulty seeing clearly and not just because my eyes were watering. My vision was completely blurred. I repeatedly closed my eyelids and then opened them again; I was very slowly able to make out a few outlines.

Again, I cursed the fact that I didn’t have my handheld computer within reach. I couldn't even say how long I’d been unconscious for. However, I could distinguish that I was in a dark room where there was only a faint blue light. Apparently, the lighting system in the Centrodynamics basement, into which we had escaped from the emergency corridor, had failed. A grin stealthily slid across my face because I could remember that the lights had worked before I passed out. Did Dark have anything to do with this? Had that sombre vampire survived the blast? I sincerely hoped so, from the bottom of my heart.

As my eyes slowly got used to the surroundings, I feebly tried to sit up, but dizziness seized me and I started retching. Bitter-tasting bile rose up my throat and burned my mucous membranes. I couldn’t remember that I’d ever felt this bad. This was a complete and utter failure. But I ought to have slowly got used to this. Since I had set out on this very personal mission, I was failing at every hurdle. As I said: a complete failure! 

I couldn't find Maggie anywhere; I didn't hear anyone breathing, either. Where had those assholes taken her? The anger that was raging in me helped me to repress the dizziness and concentrate on the matter at hand. I wanted to save my sister, get her out of here, and if only for the sake of her being back in the arms of her bloodsucker again. I had to save her. No matter the cost.  

“Maggie?” I waited, but there was no reaction. “Liv?” I hissed into the darkness again, but she was definitely not here, even if she didn't answer to her current name.

Okay, stay calm. A new mantra might bring some kind of new luck. Stay calm and find Maggie. I said this to myself over and over whilst I slowly got used to the feel of my body again. The spinning stopped and I was able to swallow again, this time without any nausea overpowering me.  

After I’d crawled over to the open door, I suddenly heard the sound of footsteps and I could tell that they were boots. Probably boots for military use. My colleagues were behind this. We were the only ones that used Tuminasil for missions like this. Which unit was at work here? Did I know these guys? Was I willing to fight my own men?

I got up and merged with the shadows. When the soldier entered the room, I attacked him without hesitation. I quickly found the point on his jaw that knocked him unconscious. The element of surprise was clearly on my side, though the guy weighed about a hundred kilos. Still weakened by the poison in my veins, I couldn't hold him as he fell. The impact of his body echoed loudly in my ears and, no doubt, also in the ears of his colleagues. I could already hear subsequent frenzied footsteps. However, I had no opportunity to hide; except for a few metal lockers, there was nothing in this Godforsaken, bare room. The second soldier had been forewarned, and the laser cannon in his hand was already pointing at me before he even entered the room. His head jerked towards the lifeless body on the floor. With two steps, he was there, feeling methodically for his comrade's pulse. I hadn't killed him; I’d just put him to sleep for a while. Slowly, the newcomer turned to me.

“Anne Rumsfield, Harrison's favourite pupil. Well, well, well.” Cold spread to my extremities, as I immediately recognised the deep, low-pitched voice of my fiercest rival in the unit. I was so done for. Tyron had always been waiting for a way to get back at me. The fact that I’d beaten him in every competitive event was an insult to him and he obviously wanted to make up for it today. It was written all over his face. “Does Harrison know you’ve defected?” 

The darkness prevented me from clearly distinguishing his features. The faint, blue light was behind him and I could only make out his silhouette. Nevertheless, I could hear the grin in his words: the grin that he was most certainly wearing on his face. I hated myself for it, but I took a step backwards until my back hit the wall. He sauntered over to me. I attempted to prepare myself for anything as his fist promptly smashed into my stomach. The nausea immediately returned. Like acid, the pain ate its way through my gut and flowed out of my stomach in waves. A whimper escaped my mouth and I collapsed. I could guess what would happen next. I knew I’d handed it to him on a silver platter. In panic, I tried to protect my head, but my opponent’s boot was faster. The steel-capped tip hit my cheekbone, which broke with a smash. There was an explosion of stars in my head and I screamed. 

I heard a laugh – quiet, but slimy. “It’s all good. Scream for me, Baby. Maybe then I'll be merciful and end it for you right away. I'm sure you'd rather that than the rehabilitation programme. Although your peers over there would certainly have their fun with you.” Tyron had always been a sadistic asshole but until now we’d always been on the same side. Being at his mercy now wasn't exactly something I’d wished for. I received two more kicks and with the fourth I felt something tearing inside me. It wasn’t comparable to the pain he’d already caused me. I was certain that something crucial had broken inside me. 

My eyelids were fluttering as I tried desperately not to lose consciousness. Tyron was going berserk and could no longer hold himself back. My last thought was of my wonderful, strong sister when I received another hit on the head. 
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I kept turning, looking for an exit, a telephone, a door that was open. Apart from bare walls, which were illuminated only every few metres by the faint, blue light that only served to show the way, I couldn’t make anything out. I couldn’t even see the ceiling.

“My love, I’m on my way to you!” 

I gasped, momentarily. Robert! He was on his way to save us! At that moment, I would have loved to sit down on the floor and cry – the relief pervaded me to such an extent – but I had to get back to Anne.

In a lightning-quick flash, the scream that echoed through the corridors caused me unimaginable nausea. It rapidly shot through my brain, directly into my subconscious, where it manifested itself as pure terror. I knew it. I knew it must have been Anne, to whom something terrible must have happened. The scream was testament to unspeakable agony. She had to be in pain because she was a tough nut to crack and she wouldn't let herself be tempted to admit to any weakness that quickly. Why had I left her alone and defenceless? I was looking for a way out of this building, which I actually knew like the back of my hand. What had I achieved? Nothing! I felt like I was in a labyrinth in these corridors. Nevertheless, I wouldn't give up on her without a fight, so I looked for the way back, which turned out to be more difficult than I’d thought. Contrary to my assumption, I’d walked quite far; I’d forked off at several turnings and unfortunately hadn’t made a mental note of them all. 

What totally irritated me was that I didn't meet anyone on my way – I didn't have to hide from anyone. Where were the members of the unit? They had to be somewhere. They couldn’t just vanish into thin air. I got the feeling I was wandering around in an empty concrete coffin – my coffin – Anne’s coffin. Would Robert find us in time?

The basement was quite spacious but the fact that I couldn’t hear any of the men in the combat unit gave me the chills. Something was tremendously wrong; I just couldn't properly grasp what it was.

After a few more steps I heard a muffled noise that repeated itself a few times. I’d never heard anything like this before but, in my mind's eye, a picture arose that made me feel a tremendous rage. A rage I’d never known – never felt before. Admittedly, I’d never been in such a situation before, but resentment – no, hatred – was causing me to lose my mind. The need to kill was growing within me. God, what the hell was wrong with me? Was this because a vampire had drunk my blood? Or perhaps my own blood – which was no longer human – was to blame?

Wherever these feelings came from, they were dominating my mind and that wasn’t good at all. I ran to the source of the noise, trying to be silent myself, but the abrupt silence suggested that I’d betrayed myself in some way. Please, no! I had no chance against a trained combat unit like this, even if there was only one of them. What was my plan, though? What would I do if I got there and saw them abusing my sister? I shook my head for a moment, but it wasn’t enough to cast out the fog that was clouding my brain. I carefully felt for the weapon, pulled it out of my trousers and released the safety catch on it. I didn’t know how I’d acquired the knowledge to do this. Meanwhile, I’d regained my sense of direction and, once more, was able to orient myself a little. But at that same moment, as I was entering the corridor which led to the room where my sister was hopefully still located, two arms suddenly enveloped me and a huge hand clasped itself onto my mouth, just as I was about to cry out for help. Who should rush to help me anyway? Surrender seized my body, which was all of a sudden powerless. 

“Well, pretty girl? I’m very fortunate to have found you here.” The voice jarringly thrust itself into my consciousness and fear spread its way through my body. Where this fear came from, I couldn’t tell for the life of me, but it was immense. I was trembling and could hardly breathe. “Let's get out of here. Your Raphael is about to pay us a visit.” The man reached around me and took the gun without me showing any kind of resistance. In my head I was rebelling but my body was admitting defeat. 

I could have screamed and cursed but as soon as I was about to raise my voice, he pressed a point on my throat and no more sound came out of my mouth. Behind me, I heard him snort, amused. 

I didn't know how exactly I knew – perhaps because he knew Robert's real name – but I was absolutely sure that I’d been captured by a vampire. And this bastard was now dragging me back into the labyrinth of corridors. I tried to memorise the way again, but after the eighth turn-off I gave up. This must be the vampire that had been reported in the press. How had he escaped from his prison? Had the soldiers freed him and lost their lives in the process? At least that would explain why it had been so quiet in the corridors. Deadly silent. 
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I heard the scream as I was letting the door to the lowest basement level quietly lock shut. Anne! Unfortunately, the acoustics down here weren't exactly conducive to locating her. But shortly afterwards, I heard someone kicking another person. I could have pinned down that noise anywhere and at any time – I’d heard it all too often. A little later I’d reached a hallway where the smell of Liv was omnipresent in the air. Something else had been added; aside from the beguiling smell of apricots, I could detect the acrid stench of fear. And Ladorre's own scent was clearly recognisable, which wasn’t surprising, since his dungeon was only a few rooms away. This emboldened me to finish the job as quickly as possible and get the two women out of here. This was no place for them, not as long as that devil lived down here.

I slowly stalked my way to the back room. Someone was breathing quickly, and if I was locating that person correctly, they were standing in the middle of the room. Carefully, I peered around the corner and saw a guy in full combat gear – a quintessential soldier. He was standing next to Anne with his legs apart, a weapon in his hand, and was cautiously keeping an eye on the ceiling. He was obviously waiting for Dark’s arrival through the ventilation system. Someone must have tipped him off. Apart from the two of them, another man in uniform was lying on the floor, unconscious. Realising that Olivia was not present struck me with horror, but for now I had to concentrate on what was in front of me.

The smell of Anne's blood tickled my nose, and when I looked at her I could see that her ribcage was only rising very feebly. Like a butterfly trying to breathe under the weight of an apple. The intervals between the single breaths grew longer and longer. A large pool of dark red lifeblood had collected around her. You had to be blind if you couldn’t see that she was dying. My heart almost stopped at the thought of how terribly Liv would be affected by the death of her sister, who she’d only just been reunited with. 

Suddenly, the static image came to life. The soldier released the catch on his weapon and aimed at one of the metal flaps; he hadn't noticed my presence so far. The immense fury at this wasted life – Anne’s life – gave me the incentive to attack him from behind and pull him into a headlock. With my other hand I reached around him and disarmed him. He was tall, almost as tall as I was, and consisted for the most part of pure muscle mass. The mere thought of how this beast must have taken all his anger out on this frail girl compelled me to take away a little more of his air supply than necessary.

Dark jumped into the room through the metal hatch. His gaze darted around, landed on Anne's body, paused for a moment, then turned towards us with hateful eyes. He gave the soldier a piercing look.

“Did you have your fun with her?” He hissed so softly that the guy ought to have had trouble understanding him. But it didn't really matter, because the next thing I noticed was the sound of a bone breaking. The soldier's head hung at an awkward angle from his body's torso. Dark had broken his neck in one single, smooth movement. Unsettled, I dropped the body of the dead man – disturbed by the cold-bloodedness and lack of restraint I had just witnessed in my otherwise level-headed, smooth-operating head of security. The man would certainly have been forthcoming if we’d tried a few of the things on him that I’d had the privilege of learning in the course of my life. But now it was too late – too late to get information. I only hoped we’d get hold of one of the other attackers alive.

When the soldier's body hit the ground, Dark was already sitting at Anne's side, holding her hand. With horror, I could see the feelings that were raging inside him. When exactly had this guy, so cold and aloof, given his heart to the woman of steel who was dying right here before us? He looked at me, desperately, tears shimmering in his eyes. 

“Boss...” His voice broke.

“I know, Dark.” What did I know? What it felt like to lose someone? Yes, I was a master of that. But for Dark, it was probably the first time he’d lost someone. But I wasn't very good at comforting others. I was the wrong person to talk to. Besides, my heart was crying out to leave immediately and find Liv. We didn't have time to hang around here until Anne had taken her very last breath. But I couldn't do that to Dark, and not to Liv, either. She’d probably decapitate me if she learned that we’d left her sister alone in the last minutes of her life. 

“We have to do something! We can't just leave her here to die like this.” Dark's gaze was penetrating, but with the best will in the world, I didn't know how to help Anne. “We could change her.”

Had he lost his mind? “Dark, she's got the vaccine in her.” I spoke to him as if he were a little child since he was clearly thinking as someone under extreme duress. We would die trying.

“I know that. We’ll spit out the blood, not drink it! I've heard of cases where it’s supposed to have worked. Turley from Europe told me about it. It worked in Ireland for someone he knows.” He was speaking hurriedly. His eyes repeatedly flitted to Anne as he continuously held her hand and checked her pulse. 

I grappled at my hair. I didn't know how to get him to reason. Sometimes one simply has to say goodbye, but he was still young. Compared with me, he was far too young to give up and accept the inevitable. I knew the expression in his eyes, knew that he wanted to fight. But against whom? There was no weapon against death once it was in the room. Anne could no longer be saved. “These are all old wives’ tales. Nobody’s managed to outsmart the vaccine yet.” 

“Then we have to be the first!” And he was already plunging his teeth into Anne's carotid artery.

“No!” I angrily tore him from the young woman. Dark was quite obviously losing his mind, or he was just suicidal. 

Without batting an eyelid, he socked me on the jaw and bent over Anne once again. I swayed, but quickly regained control. I saw Dark spitting the poisonous blood out next to him on the floor. His determination could not be ignored. I couldn’t stop him from trying.

Reassuringly, I placed my hand on his shoulder. “Let me do it. With Liv's blood and Rumsfield's experiments on me, chances are I can pull it off without kicking the bucket. Rinse your mouth out. There's a water basin back there. As soon as the other vampires arrive, we'll have to make sure Ladorre never gets out of here again.” He immediately jumped up and did what I’d ordered him to do. Before I tried, I said, “if anything happens to me and I don't survive this, take care of my woman.”
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I felt the need to fight, and then, I didn't. It felt as if someone had cut off my power supply. I was completely devoid of energy and was allowing the guy to drag me away as if I was just a lifeless doll. Even my mind seemed to be slowly wrapping itself up in soft cotton wool and preparing for a night's sleep. 

But at some point, something reached my befuddled brain. It was like a whisper and the voice that I heard wasn’t Robert’s. It wasn’t a matter of words, or language, that was penetrating me, and which I’d never heard before. No, it was much more a sequence of sounds pervading me. It seemed to me that it was responsible for the fact that I couldn’t and didn’t want to defend myself. The moment I realised this, I tried to build a wall in my mind, tried to ignore the strange melody. I barely succeeded at all, but a very small part of myself came back. How could I manage to get out of this dilemma if this guy was even able to get into my brain? I was seized with horror when I realised, not what he could get me to do, but what I would let happen if I didn't fight back. I began to concentrate harder, blocking everything else out and thinking of Robert.

I missed him so much that it hurt. If I could see him again, I would confess my love for him. I couldn’t let myself tolerate the fear of what might come to pass. I would give anything to be kissed by him right now. A kiss like the one I’d already received from him once. One night with him. To feel his body against mine once again, and fly with him into the clouds until our passion catapulted us into outer space. The memories helped, they drove everything else out of my subconscious and away from my body, which was suddenly coming back to life. I felt the hard grip with which I was being held, and I smelled a sweet stench that seemed to emanate from the vampire. 

Confused, Ladorre looked at me. “How...?”

“Raphael helped me! I know how to defend myself,” I replied, triumphant. 

“I curse the day Raphael was born,” hissed the man, as he tried to forcefully tear open a window into my soul, which he failed to do.

I couldn’t help but grin, because for me his birthday would be a day for celebration in the future.

But the vampire did not allow himself to be confused for long, and instead, pulled me into a room to which the door had been left ajar. I was pushed with brutality into the darkness. I landed on something soft – something warm. This couldn’t be real! Or was it? No! But when I propped myself up on the ground with my hands and skidded in something damp, my suspicions were confirmed. I must have landed on a body. I couldn’t tell whether it was a human or a vampire, but it was definitely dead.   

I crawled backwards in a frenzy until I hit a wall. My eyes were only slowly getting used to the surroundings and the barely-visible light, but then I became aware of several silhouettes. I abruptly drew in a breath of air, which was impregnated with a metallic odour. 

The rough laughter of the man who’d brought me here pulled me out of the numbness imposed upon me by what I’d just seen. “Death is not always beautiful, lady. But don't worry, I have other plans for you.” 

“The other thing frightens me more than death.”   

“Interesting! You have a strong character! People can rarely resist my mental powers. I like that.” With each step he took towards me, the cacophony of the tone sequence in my head increased. Again, I directed my thoughts to Robert, felt his lips on mine, and I became calmer. “Ha! That's marvellous!” The vampire grew in his elation and actually made a leap of joy. “You’ll make the perfect wife for me!” 

Had he lost his marbles? Never in a million years would I be his wife. “Sorry, but I'm already spoken for.” 

“Yes, I know. I can smell Raphael – or should I say Robert – on you. But conventional practices don't apply to me. I'm one of the vampires they've banned from the bloodsucking society. For the last few months your beloved Robert has been keeping me alive with rationed blood units, incarcerating me here like a body-snatcher. Give me one reason why I should still stick to their rules.” Enraged, he was standing in front of me and looking down at me. 

“He’ll kill you if you even think of doing anything to me,” I said, confidently. 

I had no explanation for where I’d got this confidence from; after all, Robert and I hardly knew each other, but it was there. It was weak, but it was nourished by my hope – hope of escaping from here and leading a normal life again. But what was normal anyway? From now on, I had to live with the knowledge that there was a society of vampires and I had given my heart, as well as my body, to one of them. 

Ladorre laughed again, snidely. “Oh, believe me. As long as my name is Ladorre, he won't hurt me.” 

“Don't be so sure!” I was taking a big risk – I knew that – but I had to fight with everything at my disposal.

“And if I'm sure of it, little human woman?” 

I said nothing; how was I supposed to respond to that? But then I realised that the longer I talked to him, the longer he would keep his hands off me. “What makes you so sure?” I asked him, and gave him the opportunity to continue. 

“Raphael loves me. You must know that he’s my son. We’re of the same blood. And one of the rules in our society is that we must not kill anyone of the same blood. And Raphael has always been one of those to follow the rules, no matter the cost. A human life is not worth much; you can be replaced quickly. He’s already had to experience that himself.” I looked up at him in disbelief. An ice-cold lump formed in my stomach. What did I actually know about Robert, alias Raphael? Where did I even get this self-assurance that he really loved me? This lunatic was right. He would certainly not kill his father. “Did he tell you about his wife, Fria? She was his great love. You’ll never get there, sweetheart. He certainly wouldn’t kill me for you. Never!” 

My breath faltered, and the woozy melody of Ladorre's mental powers immediately reached for my mind again. My fears, my insecurity: he made all of it his own in this moment. I surrendered to the comforting, soft cotton wool into which my thoughts became embedded.
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I spat out the blood again. One last time, because Anne's heart had stopped beating. Now we had to wait and see if I’d done it. Doubts were gnawing at me. She’d been more on the brink of death than alive. If I’d failed, I didn't know whether Dark would be able to handle it. I strongly doubted it. 

Anne's skin was ashen. In stark contrast, her blood shone in the pale glow of the emergency lights next to her body. Quickly, I rose and breathed deeply. I wasn’t aware of anything else except the blood of Liv's sister. It was stuck on my palate, my hands and my clothes. My senses were filled with it, be it her smell or her taste. Determined to escape from it, I went to the sink and let a little water run over my fingers. I washed myself thoroughly and then rinsed my mouth out. Meanwhile, Dark waited patiently. When I was finally finished, I stepped towards him. 

“We’ll lock her in the cell next to Ladorre; if it’s worked, she can go through the transformation there in peace. If not...” I didn’t say any more, because there was no way to explain it. Dark's glance spoke clearly – I should keep my mouth shut. He considered no other possibility than his plan succeeding. Quite the possessive vampire, he picked the woman up and carried her to the other wing of the basement floor. I followed him, the whole time paying attention to see if anything changed in me – whether the poison could harm me. I didn’t notice anything. 

The corridors were empty. Too empty. Where were the remaining soldiers? The insane man who’d almost beaten Anne to death had definitely not been alone. I could smell them all. But what I smelled was not just the simple smell of people; it was her blood. Something was not quite right here. I detected Liv's apricot scent again, too. She’d come much too close to Ladorre's cell. Where was she now? Ladorre! My heart began to beat faster, and faltered. Was this an effect of the poison? 

The blue light which dimly lit the floor was turning to a blur before my eyes; something was robbing me of my sight. I began to stagger. Completely powerless, I held on to the wall with one hand. This was truly grim. I’d lived for a long time – had to live – and found it simply pointless, had no longer seen any sense in my existence. Now that I’d found Liv, was it meant to end? That wasn't fair. Not to me and not to Liv.

“D... Dark?” My tongue hardly obeyed me anymore. 

Astounded, my good friend turned around. “Boss! What...?” But then he stopped, obviously aware that the poison of the vaccine was doing its job. He opened his eyes wide in disbelief. His eyes darted around anxiously, back and forth between me and Anne. Then, he stepped over to me, trying to support me, which wasn’t really possible because of the precious cargo in his arms.

“Take her. Save Liv.” Then my knees gave way and I lost consciousness. 
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Heaven – that was the word that was going through my head at that moment. I had obviously arrived in heaven. Everything around me was white and I was lying on something very soft. I couldn’t feel any more pain. It couldn't be anything else, other than that I’d ended up in paradise, because the last thing I could remember was pain that had been tearing me apart. As absurd as it had appeared to me at first, it couldn't have been otherwise: I must have died and gone to heaven. 

I wallowed and lolled about on this fluffy cloud. Then I groaned loudly and startled. I straightened up, with a jerk. The sound of my own voice reverberated loudly off the walls. So loud that it drove through me like an electric shock. This definitely wasn’t cloud nine and wasn’t heaven, either. This was a bedroom or a prison cell. Something like that. Where was I? And why didn't I bloody well have any more pain? Carefully, I caressed my face. Everything was fine. No swelling, no burst skin. My ribs were also intact. No breaks that I could feel through my shirt. I was finding it easy to breathe. It was almost as if I’d only dreamed of the encounter with Tyron. His diabolical laughter, his kicks and the terrible pain when I knew something in my body had been broken. I could still remember the last thoughts I’d had of my sister. I was proud of her because she had a heart, which one didn’t find too often nowadays. I could remember all of it, but it wasn’t visible on my body. No, it appeared to be in the best state of health I had ever known. But when I took a look at my hands, I saw blood – it was my own dried blood, I was absolutely sure of that. Where I got this certainty from, I couldn’t say. It was a fact – an unshakeable fact. It might as well have been carved in stone. 

The tiles, in the room I was in, reminded me of the basement floor of the Centrodynamics building. Was I still down there? How did I end up in this white nightmare? And where the hell was Margaret? The fear for my twin sister took the breath out of me. Carefully, I rose from the metal bed and looked around the room. The light was working again. A few cupboards stood in the corner, a sink hung on the wall, a mirror above it. Otherwise, the room was empty and stark anonymity permeated the atmosphere. 

I had to get out of here as quickly as possible and find Maggie. I didn't yet know where to look for her, but first I had to get out of here. The walls were stifling me and my skin was beginning to tingle. Oh no, claustrophobia was the last thing I needed right now. As a child, I’d experienced these kinds of panic attacks in some situations from time to time, but that was a long time ago. Thank God! 

If Tyron was here then my superior, Harrison, couldn't be far away. How had they found out about the vampires? In the same way as me? Via the newspaper article? And one of the most crucial questions was whose direction they were acting on. Should it be from the top, I didn’t understand why he’d let me go on holiday. The unit acted together; there were only people missing if they’d been enlisted for other tasks, or if they were ill. We coordinated field operations like these as a team. He must have known about this mission when I applied for leave. Had they been watching me? Was it through me that they’d found a way of tracking down Dark, Robert, and more importantly, Margaret? 

So as not to lose my head, I concentrated on my breathing and briefly closed my eyes. Inhale – exhale. It helped, and soon my heart rate steadied, so that I could stand up. I stepped swiftly towards the door and tried to open it, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't find a handle or a device that would enable me to leave this room. An ear-splitting scream left my mouth as I angrily punched the metal of the door.

Astonished, I paused when I noticed that my knuckles didn’t hurt. Someone must have injected me with an enormous dose of painkillers; I couldn't explain it any other way, but then the dents in the metal caught my eye – dents that hadn't been there before. With a sputter, I expelled the air from my lungs and collapsed. 
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Distraught, I huddled in the corner of the room. Meanwhile, the silhouettes I’d seen beforehand had become corpses. The light that had been switched on again revealed the ugly reality to me. I secretly wished that the lights would break so that I’d be spared the sight of the men with their dead eyes and twisted body parts. Alas, I hadn’t been blessed with such a godsend. 

The vampire, who had introduced himself to me as Ladorre, was standing next to the half-closed door, listening. In a different situation one could have considered him attractive, but here and now I detested him with all my heart and couldn’t care less about his visual appearance. He flaunted a diabolical grin. What was he up to? Now I spotted the similarity between him and Robert, but Ladorre didn't have the same effect on me as his son. Quite the opposite. My inner alarm system, which I now knew had been given to me by my father's genetic manipulation, was in a permanent state of emergency and didn’t let me rest for a second unless Ladorre took control of my mind to make my body compliant. The question kept cropping up in my mind: did Robert touch my mind in this way, too? Could vampires influence a person's thinking and behaviour? I then, however, quickly discarded these thoughts. I definitely would have noticed that, but the uncertainty remained. My father had made me into a helpless puppet who could only be happy with this one man – a vampire. What if my body had only sent out all those revealing signals because Robert wanted to jump into bed with me?

“Can all vampires do that,” I asked Ladorre.

He turned to me wearing a frown. “I beg your pardon?”

I snorted briefly. His son had definitely not inherited his intelligence from his father.

“Do all vampires possess those mental powers?” I said; I wanted an answer.

“Oh that ... Yes, everyone could use them, if they wanted to, but nowadays playing with our food is more frowned upon. I’ve been living for a very long time. Believe me, girl. Those were great times when we lived in hiding but could act as we wished. All this nonsense about codes of conduct is rubbish. We are the species that stands above you little humans and we should be able and allowed to act accordingly.” His eyes changed for a short moment when he looked at me. “If I wanted to have some fun I always got my way, whether the woman was married or still a virgin. I didn't care about her mind, as long as her body was compliant.” Ladorre's gaze moved suggestively up my body, reiterating his last words and what he had in mind for me.

There was nothing I could do to ward off the goose pimples that immediately emerged on my forearms. The prospect of being alone with this man in a quieter place drove fear into my bones. He was everything we’d been taught about vampires at school. All the prejudices that I’d had until recently, could be applied again in his presence. This vampire was wicked, devious, and the greed that had flared up in his face was also testament to his lack of self-control.

When he realised how it all looked to me, he laughed and licked his lips ostentatiously. “I have never shared a woman with my son. I think you’ll be the first.”

I became overwhelmed with nausea and I had to restrain myself so as not to shake my head immediately and beg for mercy or threaten him. Instead, I looked him right in the eyes, coldly, as I hoped. But hope was probably a waste of time with this beast.

Robert, where are you? I asked, but I received no answer. The telepathic connection was, and unfortunately remained, a one-way street. 
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What was wrong with me? How did I suddenly have the strength to inflict such damage on a steel door? A suspicion that immediately made me feel sick was planting itself in my brain. A suspicion that could not be outdone by sarcasm. Slowly, my hand wandered to my neck, which I immediately palpated. Nothing, there was nothing to feel. Nevertheless, I could not immediately refute the suspicion that I might have been changed.   

Deep in thought, I let my hand drop back into my lap. My head sagged down and, with closed eyes, I tried to become master of my senses. I couldn’t lose my nerves; I had to pull myself together and find a way out of this mess. Under no circumstances could I allow myself to become wrapped up in any fantasies that robbed me of the energy to think clearly. 

Determined not to let myself get down, I stood up and supported myself against the wall, as I was seized by a sudden dizziness. I was obviously still down on the lowest level of the Centrodynamics basement. The cold stones of the walls under my fingers, which had been given a coat of white paint, indicated that this had already been used as a dungeon many centuries ago. How on earth was I going to get out of here? 

My eyes fell on the metal cupboards at the other end of the room. First, I would take a peek inside them. Perhaps I would find something that could help me unbolt the locked door. Why else had I been trained for all means of escape? I had to do it. I had to find Margaret and save her. Just the thought of what might have happened to her in the meantime propelled me. Perhaps she’d been able to hide and I was now her only hope of escaping from this predicament. It was my damn duty to help my sister. She was such a helpless being; she’d never come into contact with the terrible violence of the world, like me. I silently thanked God that she’d been able to grow up so sheltered. I even envied her. 

The doors of the cupboards were well oiled. There was no sound at all when I opened the first one. But what I saw inside it put a proper damper on my enthusiasm. Towels, sheets and covers. I might have been able to do something with them if I’d been trapped in a room with a window. But they didn’t help me much here. 

The moment I opened the second cupboard, my heart beat faster. I quickly cautioned myself to retain my self-control. Such an adrenaline rush was not a bad thing, but it would provoke a drop in my blood sugar. Since I had nothing to eat here and my body was constantly signalling hunger, I had to avoid it for as long as possible. 

With a smile on my face, I reached for the shiny metal object which, despite my self-control, got me all excited. A small, handheld computer and, next to it, an additional charging unit. With a little patience, I would be able to reprogramme the door’s closing mechanism. 
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Hands reached into my hair and tore me to my feet. Ladorre’s facial expression seemed serious and the arrogance written across his face had disappeared. Strictly speaking, I ought to have felt satisfaction at the sight, but instead, I was afraid of this change of mood. I’d buried myself deep in my thoughts and was trying to review the past few days. I’d asked myself if I’d just imagined the chemistry between Robert and me. But no matter how often I went over it in my head and analysed it, I repeatedly came to the conclusion that he felt the same way for me as I did for him.

Presumably, my present doubts had only been caused by Ladorre's manipulation. He couldn’t influence my thoughts, as I’d noticed, but he was able to influence my feelings. He was like some kind of poison. His venom seeped into my inner being and left emptiness behind. He sowed fear, doubt and resignation. Those who were attacked by him could only rebel against him with a great deal of willpower. As soon as you surrendered, it was as if the vortex of depression was pulling you down into the darkest corners of your own soul.

Now that I’d realised this, and the pain, caused by his attack on my hair, brought me back to reality, I could see everything that was happening from a distance. Yes, I was strong. And I wouldn't let him manipulate me anymore. I would fight, even if I wasn't able to physically overthrow him – at some point, a chance of escape was bound to arise and I would seize it with both hands.

Ladorre pulled me, relentlessly, to the door of the room where so many human corpses lay – the bodies dislocated, dead, staring with empty eyes. I tried to turn my head away from them, but the worry of stumbling over one of them meant that my eyes kept flitting towards them. Who were they? Had they left relatives behind? Women and children?

My sister also belonged to a unit like that. Perhaps she knew the men and the one woman I’d discovered among them. Anne! I sincerely hoped that she was all right. The effect of the poisonous gas had probably long since abated and she would be very worried about me. We finally had each other again, and then we were torn apart after such a short time. Whether I would ever see her again was written in the stars.

The thought of what this infernal vampire was going to do to me filled me with pure dread. He wanted to make me his wife. I didn't know what exactly that meant. Only what Robert had told me – blood, sex and love. Two of these magic words were easy for him to put into practice, but I would never feel love for this spawn of hell. NEVER! But the confidence he’d radiated when he spoke of our union proved that it definitely wasn’t necessary to feel love.

Ladorre looked at me intensely and said: “If your life is dear to you, be quiet, woman. We are not alone and I do not know which of the individuals wandering through these corridors are on our side.” 

How nice that he didn’t specify whether they were humans or vampires. Although everything inside me rebelled against obeying him, I did just that. Was it my common sense that warned me, or the special gift that I possessed? I didn’t know what it was, but I would listen to my inner voice.

Ladorre opened the door a little further and pulled me behind him into the now brightly lit hallway. There was no one to be seen, but I was not fooled by the deceptive calm.
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I frantically hurried to the door and settled down on the floor next to it. With the hard, cold stone wall against my back I felt safe, grounded. The bumps pressed against my flesh, but it didn't hurt. Suddenly, I noticed a metallic smell. Blood! A profound feeling of unease came over me. If I could smell the blood here in this closed room, how bad must the massacre in the hallway behind the door have been? I breathed through my mouth, which wasn't necessarily helpful, but at least I couldn’t smell it so strongly anymore. 

Concentration was the key in this situation. I couldn’t let myself be constantly distracted.

The small, handheld computer was from a series that, by now, was totally out-of-date, but would hopefully suffice to operate the locking mechanism. The touch screen lit up after I’d turned on the device. Some kind of gobbledygook appeared on the screen. Oh great! It had to be Spanish or Portuguese. Why couldn’t it just be straightforward? I couldn’t speak either of the two languages. I spoke French, Italian, Russian, and even German fluently, but not this language. Okay, stay calm. Perhaps I could deduce some of the meaning, after all, a lot of languages were similar. I frantically had a go at translating, and after some initial problems, I managed to find the menu setting where I could change the language. I breathed a sigh of relief and fumbled through the system.  

I typed several command sequences into the small device, at a pace that made it hard for me to follow my fingers. This strange, uneasy feeling took root in me again. Something was really wrong with me. I was fast, but never as fast as I was now. I’d never been like this before, so why today of all days should I be able to do things twice as fast? No, more like five times as fast! 

I paused, disconcerted, and looked at my wrist, which revealed two small scars. I was grasped by a dizziness, which tugged at my self-control and my hands began to tremble uncontrollably. This simply couldn’t be! No!

With my eyes wide open, at once, I lifted my fingers to feel my teeth. Frightened, I jerked back when they came into contact with the evidence that confirmed my suspicion. 

This was horrific. This was dire. I, of all people, who hated vampires, was now one myself. Just the thought of drinking blood made me gag. All jittery, I began to swallow as my mouth started to water. A sarcastic, almost hysterical laugh cleared its way up my throat. My eyes were burning horrendously. No! I, Anne Rumsfield, would certainly not start to cry. Not me of all people!

Margaret! I had to get through this for her. I had to save her. I hectically groped around the metal box again and put it where I presumed the computer unit was. I didn’t know how strong the range of this outdated model was and wanted to be on the safe side. The next moment, I heard the soft hiss of the hydraulics as the door opened.

I instantly jumped to my feet. My heart was racing and the adrenaline rush was unstoppable. I heard the blood rushing in my ears. Nevertheless, I leaned my body against the wall so that I could then carefully look around the corner. A faint noise made me freeze. Someone was there! 

In order to give the person as little space as possible, should they enter the room, I drew back. I had to get myself a weapon. Anything that would help me compete against someone with greater powers than me. Alas, I didn’t get that far, because the next moment I was spun back, landing with the hard, stone wall behind me and a warm, equally-as-hard body in front of me. 
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We’d made several turns when we heard voices and footsteps. Quiet, but clearly perceptible. Ladorre tensed and signalled to me to be quiet. For the time being I would comply, but certainly not for long. As soon as I could see whose side these people were on, I might be able to make myself known to them. 

Ladorre went further towards the source of the noise and put his hand to my neck. I noticed the grip around my throat too late. I began seeing stars. Then, he lifted me up without loosening the pressure on the point he seemed to know so well.

“Stop!” We heard a rough voice. Ladorre slowed down. I blinked to see what was happening in front of us. Several men in uniform appeared in front of us and were threatening us with high-tech weapons. They were standing directly in front of the exit to the stairwell, which I could spot behind the open door. I tried to swallow, to draw attention to myself, but Ladorre immediately increased the pressure.

“Major, I'm Robert Tensington, owner of Centrodynamics. I called you. The vampire is further back. He attacked the young woman here, but was disturbed.” He radiated dominance, as if he were the boss. There was one thing you had to give him credit for: he was a gifted actor. Ladorre's voice sounded almost like Robert’s and the resemblance between father and son was obviously sufficient for the soldiers, because they lowered their weapons.

“Mr Tensington, you know how to get out. A paramedic vehicle is waiting upstairs; you can take the lady there. Stand by, so that we can talk to you again later.” The men stepped aside and let us pass.

Slowly, as if he had all the time in the world, he took one step at a time. We passed floor after floor until we finally reached ground level. But Ladorre continued. Only once we’d reached the third floor did he leave the stairwell and enter the hallway. The motion detectors activated the lights while the carpet swallowed his footsteps. With me in his arms, the vampire opened a door and went into the unlocked office. Without hesitating, he went straight up to the window and put me down for a moment. I breathed in frantically, wheezed loudly, but I knew that the excellent sound insulation installed in each of the rooms in this building wouldn’t grant me the opportunity to call for help. So I forgot about that and concentrated instead on the simple task of providing my body with enough oxygen.

The window slid noiselessly to the side and a moment later I was being held again, in the arms of my enemy. With one jump we were standing on the balustrade, with nothing but blackness below us. Was it already so late? Where were we? Actually, all the outside areas were supposed to be lit. 

Ladorre’s chest quivered. The monster laughed. I would have loved to scream, but the hand that had found its way back to my neck made this impossible. Then he made a leap and I felt the wind tugging at my hair as we glided down. I firmly decided never to underestimate this man. With him, I had to be prepared for anything. If only I had the same skills as Anne, then perhaps I’d be given the opportunity to escape from this situation. But I had to wait and see. To wait until a chance arose.
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The impact came completely unexpectedly and, with a loud hiss, all the air escaped from my lungs. The heat of the body that pushed mine against the wall was instantly transferred to me. Frightened, I raised my face and found myself looking into Dark’s deep, sombre eyes. I was relieved that he was well and that he obviously hadn’t died in the explosion. Only now did I realise how much worrying about him had held me captive. 

Suddenly my knees became soft, but I didn’t collapse as Dark's strong arms were holding me safely at the same height. It was as if I didn't weigh anything at all, which I probably didn’t, considering his powers. He towered over me by more than one head, and this made me feel that I was at his mercy. All at once, something in me changed. The blood in my veins began to whoosh and my mouth became dry, as if I was suddenly thirsty. Hastily, I licked my lips to cast this strange feeling away, but it remained and only became more pressing. 

“Well somebody’s recovered quickly.” Dark's gaze was penetrating. He seemed to be looking right into my soul. What exactly he was looking for and ended up finding, wasn’t obvious to me at the time. 

“Yeah, I don't understand it, either,” I breathed, powerlessly, as my eyelids began to flutter. I wasn’t going to pass out right now, was I?

“You need food,” Dark noted, dryly. He then picked me up and laid me back down on the couch, where I had awoken beforehand.

“Do you have anything with you? A power bar or something like that would do. And I'm thirsty, terribly thirsty.” I realised how pathetic I sounded, but I simply didn't care, because the feeling of hunger seemed overwhelming.

Dark snorted, amused. “Do I have anything on me? For you – always, Baby.” With almost closed eyes, I saw him raising his wrist to his mouth and biting into it. His long fangs shone in the glow of artificial light and looked magnificent. I began to feel a throb between my legs. I must have totally lost my mind from hunger – if I was calling this sight magnificent and feeling sexual desire at the same time. 

I was trapped in a foggy version of myself, reacting completely differently from normal. And when he pushed his forearm towards my mouth, a cog snapped in me and I turned into an animal. Full of greed, I reached for his wrist and bit into the spot that was already bleeding. Warm, pulsating liquid, which tasted better than anything I’d ever consumed before, coursed down my throat. I moaned, and noticed at the same time how the energy of Dark's lifeblood reached every pore of my body. The strength I then felt in my muscles led me to pull Dark towards me and put my thighs around his waist. I continued to suck, and the desire that rolled through me took charge. What I felt between my legs testified to the fact that he was submerged in the same sexual arousal as I was. 

“Oh Anne,” he moaned, and threw his head back. 

The sight spurred me on and I eagerly pressed my pelvis against him. When he looked at me, I could see a fire in his eyes that took my breath away. However, silent regret was creeping into his gaze. I was irritated and paused, letting go of his arm and loosening my thighs. Had I really just drunk blood? I really had been changed. A gasp escaped from my mouth.

Dark straightened up and the next thing I knew, he was standing next to the couch. His tongue licked over the wound on his wrist, then he reached out his hand to me. “We'll have to save that until later.” When I didn't immediately reach for his hand, he added: “Come on, we have to find your sister.”

The word ‘sister’ made the fog in my head clear and I was once again a person with sound judgement. Or should I call myself a vampire from now on?

I resolutely gave Dark my hand and let him pull me up. I had no idea how I was supposed to deal with the fact that I was now a vampire. First of all, though, I had to save Margaret. We had to save her. I’d still be able to address the issue of being a vampire afterwards.
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Only when Ladorre had put me down and my eyes were slowly getting used to the darkness did I realise that we were inside one of the warehouses. We’d jumped out of the window of one of the offices that went straight into the hall. The foremen could see from up there whether the work was being done properly, but since today was a holiday, nobody was there and we were greeted with darkness instead. The ghostly silence triggered pains in my stomach as it made it clear that I couldn’t count on any help down here.

“Straight ahead,” hissed Ladorre, and gave me a rough nudge so that I would move. We hurried past boxes, treadmills and packaging material until we reached an inconspicuous door. I wondered to myself how the man knew Centrodynamics so well, but then I remembered the fact that he was Robert's father. He’d probably gone in and out of here before he was captured.

Hang in there!  

The words hit my subconscious like the detonation of an atomic bomb. I gasped, stopped and put my hands on my knees to support myself. Robert! He was alive!

“You can take a break when we’ve arrived at our destination. Continue,” Ladorre ordered me.

I stumbled, elbowing one of the machines when he wrenched my arm roughly and pulled me with him. But I didn't care – the pain proved how alive I still was and that I wasn't dreaming. Robert was alive; that alone was paramount. 

The door at the end of the hall was locked, but that wasn’t going to stop Ladorre. He opened the hidden control unit next to the frame and entered a sequence of numbers. The next moment I heard the click of the lock. Oh yes, he knew his way around here very well. Instinctively, I asked myself what chances I would still have, if we’d left the building. Would Robert still be able to find me? He’d said he’d track me down wherever I went. I clung to that thought so as not to lose all hope. If I gave up, I wouldn’t be helped. I had to believe in this, because I didn't have the slightest chance alone. 

Cold air struck me as Ladorre pulled me through the door into the open. We were suddenly in the company car park and the large loading vehicles were surrounding us, to our left and right. It had cooled down considerably. White clouds floated away as I exhaled and goose bumps formed on my body. The vampire didn’t seem to notice anything. Presumably, temperatures didn't affect these creatures very much. I was shivering, however, as I followed him. He got through the exit without encountering any resistance. 

“You're not going to try anything, have you got that?” He gave me a haunting look, but there was no way in hell I was going to answer him. Instead, I gazed at him emotionlessly and didn’t react. “Nice. Act aloof. Sooner or later I’ll make you respond and scream, though. I bet you’ll start begging, too. Whether you’ll be begging me to stop or carry on is completely up to you, my little firebird.” As he said these words, his fingers played with a strand of my red hair and a suggestive smile spread across his face. I remained rigid on the outside, but his vision of what was to come left me with an unfamiliar terror. “Keep going!”

We rushed through the streets for what felt like eternity, always keeping in the shadows of the houses. As soon as someone came towards us, he pressed me against himself and put his fingers in that familiar spot, leaving me no opportunity to struggle. It was already dark when we reached a dilapidated building that seemed to be about to collapse, though when we went to the back, I saw that it was equipped with the latest security standards. 

“Ladies first.” With a silly gesture, he beckoned for me to go ahead of him to the door, which was locked. “My current safe haven, known only to you, me and my closest confidant.” Ladorre stepped unerringly up to the door and opened it by eye scan and fingerprint. Additionally, he gave a voice sample and then pushed me into the building. The small room was illuminated by a loose bulb and seemed bare and not very inviting. Opposite us I could make out an elevator door. “Actually, I ought to have carried you over the threshold,” he smirked. 

“Absolutely not. We’re not married and never will be!” I was enticed into answering, which irked me a moment later. I hadn’t wanted to talk to him. Had he manipulated my feelings again? Had he made me answer?

“I wouldn't want that, either. Believe me, my dear, the kind of bond that I have in mind cannot simply be quickly annulled by your worldly lawyers, as you humans are normally accustomed to.” With these words, he opened the lift door and pulled me with him.
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“Where's Tensington?” I asked Dark. The two of us would make a good team, but the more of us there were, the better the chance of us getting out of here alive. 

“He's in the next room, recovering from the fact that your blood was full of the poison your beloved father invented.” Bitter sarcasm dripped from every syllable.

“Oh, so he changed me then?” Somehow I was more comfortable with the thought that Dark had done it.

He briefly hunched his shoulders. “I would’ve done it too – I’d even already started, but Tensington brought me to my senses. The poison would probably have killed me. He’s been struggling bitterly and was on the verge of death.” 

Should I have a guilty conscience now? Definitely not! “I didn't ask to become a vampire,” I snarled at him.

“No, but I didn't want to let you go,” he said, and turned around. When the words slowly took on meaning in my brain, he’d already left the room and I was following him, confused. 

He didn't want to let me go? Why? Because of the sexual attraction between us? I decided to clear this up with him later. Right now our focus should be on saving Margaret. Everything else had to be put on the back burner. 

When I saw Robert Tensington, it roused a guilty feeling in me. He looked like he was seasick. There was a green shimmer on his skin and his eyes were glazed as he looked at me. 

“Boss, we're ready.” Dark stood next to the pallet and ignored me. Apparently, he was also someone who knew how to keep an eye on the essentials and shut everything else out. I had to admit, however, that it gave me no pleasure being excluded. But it also made me proud. Proud of him.

“Are the others already there?” 

“They were there, but I've put them on different sentries across the city.” 

“Ladorre?” Tensington asked, in a fragile voice.

Dark took a deep breath. “Escaped. I guess Olivia's with him.” 

Tensington threw his head back and stared at the ceiling. He had trouble gathering himself after this disclosure. That made me curious. “Who's Ladorre?” 

“Someone who knows the true value of the purity of Olivia's blood, or should I say Margaret's,” explained Dark. 

“A vampire?” I asked, even though the answer was clear to me by now. 

“One of the worst,” whispered Tensington.

“Then we have to be quick. Dark and I will be able to fight, while you act as our eyes and ears.” Then I turned to Dark. “What equipment do we have at our disposal?”  

A smile flitted across his otherwise constantly gloomy face. “Anything you need, Baby.” 

“Then let's make a move.”  
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The apartment that awaited us when we stepped out of the elevator could only be described as decadent. Luxury, gold, antiques: all of this was present and in abundance. I was speechless at the sight of everything this creep had accumulated in the course of his far-too-long life. There was a musty smell in the air, the kind that was often detectable on old things – as if one could suddenly smell the dust on them.

“Please excuse the chaos, but my right-hand man has demonstrated his diligent nature. He brought everything that is close to my heart here after I was captured. This dwelling is merely a kind of safe house. Normally, for my undeserving one, as well as my wife.” Once again, he reached for a strand of my hair, which he was apparently taken with. I remained motionless, not letting him out of my sight for a moment. “Oh, the kitten has retracted her claws.” His eyes looked dark and a chill slithered out of them, which slowly crept down my back.

I definitely hadn't retracted my claws, but I didn't answer him and kept my mouth shut this time. I would punish him with disregard; perhaps that was the only weapon I had against him.

He reluctantly desisted and turned his back on me. “Very well. For the time being I’ll have to hold myself back. But don't assume you’re out of harm’s way. From now on you belong to me.” Shaking his head, he walked straight over to a desk that seemed to be from the Rococo period. I remembered a similar piece that I’d seen in a museum, which resembled this one almost down to the smallest detail.

Ladorre activated a device that was on top of it and spoke to someone a few seconds later. “I'm outside and not alone. Pick me up from the safe house as soon as possible. We should leave the country.” Then he listened, before answering: “Get rid of her, I don't need her anymore. Ideally, before you come here. Yes, as far as I’m concerned, it’s payment for a safe flight without questions. See you soon!” With one fluid movement, he ended the conversation and reached for an old-fashioned key.

As curious as I now had become, I followed his movements with my eyes as he stepped towards the wall to my right and put the key into a lock. A mechanism was instantly activated, causing half of the brickwork to slide to the side, revealing the view to a hidden room. 

With my mouth open in amazement, I took two steps in that direction so as to get a better look. Weapons from every historical era were hanging on the walls of the small room and I could see gold, jewellery and cash in boxes. Ladorre reached for two travel bags and filled them with jewellery. He left the money that hardly anyone used today. Too bad, because he certainly would’ve stood out with that. Next, he took three weapons, which he attached to various parts of his body, and came out again.

“I’m packed, Honey. We can go on our honeymoon in a minute.” He laughed at his own joke before he turned serious. “But first I must fortify myself.” Before I even realised what he was planning, he was already right beside me. With unflinching determination, he caught hold of my hand and pushed up the sleeve of my sweater. “Normally, I prefer to drink from the neck vein, but we’ll save that for our union.” 

I pulled fiercely, but he possessed a strength that I couldn't compete with. As he bit into my wrist and noisily sucked and slurped on it, I reached into his hair and kicked him in the shin, but all that simply elicited an amused snort from him. It was over quickly, yet I felt dirty and used. To me, I had betrayed Robert. He licked the two small wounds on my skin clean, and licked his owned lips afterwards, in a very suggestive gesture.

An inquisitive shine appeared in his cold eyes. “Interesting. A human being, who isn’t quite human.” His gaze was harsh and he was obviously trying to fathom out the meaning of what my blood had revealed to him. “How is it that a mortal is supposed to taste as if she were part of my family?” I could sense every single drop of the rage that was blazing away inside him, and a terror worked its way up my back that I could no longer really contain. I took a step back, but Ladorre pursued me. The look that he fixed upon me said far more than words.
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There was only room for one thought in my head: Liv! In my mind’s eye there was a horror film of the highest quality playing over and over again. Olivia in my father's arms. Olivia, who was playing my stepmother. Olivia, who loved Ladorre and forgot me. And the next moment, pictures were floating through my mind, showing Liv lying abused and bloodless on the floor. 

I’d tried to send her a mental message, but I couldn't tell whether she was still able to receive it. That, in turn, frustrated me so damn much. Perhaps one of my men would root out Ladorre somewhere, perhaps discover him by chance. I hoped so. In the vampire community, Ladorre was a celebrity, not only because he was my father, but because he was the epitome of the evil bloodsucker. He was the one who’d called for the uprising and he was responsible for the infamous vampire wars. Accordingly, the chances of him being recognised somewhere were relatively high. 

Dark and Anne were walking ahead of me through the catacombs of the Centrodynamics building, at a pace that made it difficult for me to follow them. My strength was depleted. The poison had cost me my power resources and I felt weak. I was feeling better by the minute, but it wasn’t enough to keep up with them.

“Hey boss, you want me to get you a wheelchair?” 

“Oh shut up, Dark!” But even those few words cost me enormous effort. I would’ve loved to chase them away so that they’d find Liv even faster, but we could only do this together. 

When we were just outside the door to the stairwell, we suddenly came face to face with a handful of soldiers. “Don't move!” one of them commanded. 

“Hello, you must be the president’s men,” I greeted them. “It’s great that you’ve come here to help us. The vampire has escaped – probably miles away by now.” Just saying it hurt me. “The bloodsucker slaughtered all the attacking soldiers. We didn’t catch sight of anything else.” 

The soldiers’ faces expressed scepticism and incomprehension. We were met with silence. Perplexed, I glanced at Dark, who just shrugged his shoulders. It was Anne who stepped forward and addressed the commander-in-chief.  

“Major, I'm Special QS Anne Rumsfield. Has anything happened here that has caused you any irritation?” She folded her hands behind her back and her feet stood shoulder width apart: a typical posture for people who worked either in the military or the police force. Dark was staring at her, in awe. Oh boy, he'd obviously fallen head over heels!  

The major awoke as if out of a trance. “Special QS? What are you doing here?” 

“Sir, if I may, I've been here for a family reunion. I was visiting my sister and her future husband, Mr Tensington. Unfortunately, my sister is now a hostage to this hideous, bloodsucking creature. We have to do everything in our power to free her from the clutches of this animal.” Dark's facial expression became puzzled at these discriminatory words, even though Anne was deliberately using them to distract the major from the fact that all three of us were vampires.

The soldiers looked at each other frantically. “Shit!” the major cursed. “Earlier, a dark-haired man who looked like you, Mr. Tensington, came by and claimed that he was ‘Tensington’. He had a young red-haired woman with him.”

Anne straightened up. “That was Margaret, my sister. And the man who supposedly looked like my future brother-in-law was probably the bloodsucker I’ve been looking for. Major, I'd say something has gone terribly wrong!” 

I admired the young woman as she was scolding the man who was higher in rank than her. But this kind of talk was tearing dangerously at my nerves. The longer we stood here talking, the further Ladorre could flee with Liv. I impatiently switched my supporting leg. “I don't want to be pushy, but can we please concentrate on the essentials now? Finding my fiancée. Who’s responsible for this is irrelevant at the moment.” 

Dark cleared his throat before agreeing with me. “I am of the same opinion. Identifying someone to blame is pointless. Our main focus right now should be on liberating the hostage.”

The men nodded at each other while the major gave orders. After he’d detailed two men to secure the corridors, he set off with us upstairs. We said goodbye and promised to wait at home for information. Well, promises were there to be broken. This one, at least, I would happily break without even batting an eyelid. 
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The fact that I was now a vampire and was facing one the president’s elite units was the reason that I was experiencing the enormous adrenaline rush. But instead of repressing it, as I usually would, I welcomed it with open arms. I’d never felt more alive in my whole life – never more focussed – and I had to admit, I felt a certain degree of arrogance towards the major. 

The guy had absolutely no idea that there were three vampires standing across from him and that his whole unit could be annihilated in an instant. Instead, he talked to us as if we were on the same level as him. It must have been because he’d made a blatant error and let the supposed last vampire slip through his fingers. And with a hostage at that! This jerk probably wasn’t used to being surpassed in arrogance. Just like many superiors in the military. Like Harrison, my boss.

Would I ever be able to return to my unit? Would I be as sensitive to light from now on as Dark was? In that case, I’d no longer be fit for duty in the future. I grinned just at the thought of it: Anne Rumsfield, out of action due to severe sensitivity to light. Perhaps I could take care of the Centrodynamics buildings with Dark. Yes, I’d definitely enjoy that. And I would happen to be in close proximity to the man who made my body quiver. 

I was getting used to the idea of being a vampire amazingly quickly. Or was it because I had these two men by my side? They exuded confidence and showed more humanity than many a member of my Special Unit.

Dark, Tensington and I proceeded straight to the ironclad, blacked out limousine. Once we were inside the car, I began to laugh. It was cathartic after all the tension I’d been feeling that entire time. That had been my acid test, so to speak. Nobody had realised I was a vampire. 

“Where to, boss?” asked Dark. He’d made himself comfortable in the passenger seat, while I had the whole back seat to myself.

“If only I knew. My powers have suffered extreme damage from the poison again. I’m unreliable, damn it.” I could see his knuckles turning white as he clasped his fingers tightly around the steering wheel.

“How does it work? Do you feel Margaret, or can you smell her?” I asked, because I couldn't imagine how we were supposed to find her.

“Normally it’d be a mixture of both, but at the moment it's as if everything’s been blurred, as if I can’t see properly and ought to be wearing glasses.” 

“Then we’ll follow the path that you can see best through the veil,” I said, optimistically. 

With a snort, Tensington glanced into the rear-view mirror and frowned at me. Dark remained relentlessly silent, as he always did when he had nothing to say. That was something I liked about him. He only spoke when there was something important he wanted to share. 

Suddenly, Tensington braked hard and steered the car to the right side of the road. Since I wasn't strapped in, my head collided with the window. I graciously noted: it didn't hurt. I was definitely beginning to enjoy my new existence.

When the car stopped, Robert Tensington turned to me, fixed his intelligent eyes on me and said, “Anne, I'm not sure, but now that you're a vampire, you should be able to seek out your sister, too.” 

Dark looked at his boss, astonished.

Robert smiled cautiously and explained: “They’re of the same blood – not like parents and children or even normal siblings. They’re twins; perhaps there’s a bond between them. We mustn’t neglect that fact. Maybe it can help us.”

I listened deeply inside myself, prompted by these words, but there was nothing that would somehow lead me to my sister. The two men watched me intensely. Quietly giving in, I shook my head. 

Olivia Morgan / Margaret Rumsfield

How was I supposed to respond to that question? Could I go so far as to trust him with the truth? Trust? No, certainly not. “Perhaps, while drinking my blood, some of your dreadful narcissism trickled onto your taste buds.”

I’d hardly even finished the last word when I felt his hand on my neck. A hand that I hadn't seen coming and which kept forcing me back until I hit a wall with my back. A picture frame fell and hit the floor with a clatter, but Ladorre ignored it. His gaze kept me well and truly pinned down.

“The only reason I’m going to let you live is because your blood isn’t poisoned. And as soon as I’ve made you my wife, I’ll show you what it means if you don’t keep that mouth of yours shut. Remember that. You’re there to give me your blood and your body. Otherwise, you're scum, and worth nothing more than the dirt under my fingernails.” As he spoke, he exposed his fangs and pressed a little harder against my neck. I began seeing stars, and my head was beginning to pound. “Never forget that!” Finally, he let go of me. Wheezing, I sank to the floor, clawed my hands into the threads of the carpet and stared at the face of Mona Lisa. There was a slight crack at the bottom of the world-famous painting, but Ladorre walked past the work of art as if it was worthless. Just as I was worthless in his eyes, except for the meal he saw me as. 

After I’d taken a hold of myself a little, I stood up and reached for the valuable picture. Unfortunately, I failed to notice the sharp edge of the glass, which had broken as it fell. The cut didn't hurt much, but this old frame was probably full of germs it’d picked up over the years. A shiver ran down my spine – not because of the cut, but because I was aware of how old the picture was and how many myths surrounded it. I carefully placed it against the wall, and made sure Mona Lisa’s smile was facing the wall, so that it wouldn’t be damaged any further. When I’d finished, I looked around the room a little more extensively and discovered further similar, sought-after works of art that had allegedly been destroyed during the vampire wars. Quite obviously, that had been a fallacy. I fervently hoped that one day all of these items would be returned to a museum and made accessible to the general public. 

Ladorre was sitting at his desk and had opened a news projection. He was hastily leafing through the various reports and obviously couldn’t find what he was looking for, which I could see from his increasingly sullen facial expression.

My stomach growled. I was quite sure I wouldn't find anything to eat in these private exhibition rooms. So I tried to ignore the wrenching in my stomach, which I managed rather poorly. Since I didn't know what to do, I sat down on the carpet again and waited.

I must have fallen asleep because suddenly I was awoken by a buzzing noise. With my eyes stuck together and my mouth dry, I slowly straightened up. Ladorre went around the corner and activated the elevator. Who had rung the bell? Who was he expecting? The person he’d spoken to on the phone before was presumably arriving now. I really didn’t feel like dealing with more of these psychos. 

Since the master of the house had disappeared from my field of vision, I hurriedly looked for an object, which I could use as a weapon if necessary. When I heard the elevator door open, I reached for the very first one and put it in my waistband. I would surely have enough time later to take a closer look at it.

With wobbly knees I stood upright in the middle of the room. Ladorre walked in and smiled at me. “This is my guest, and future wife. We still have to get her some suitable clothes as soon as we land in Europe. And her stomach’s constantly growling, so we should stop at a snack bar before we go to the airport. You got that? 

The man he was talking to stepped behind him into the room and looked at me. His eyes widened and his mouth formed an unvoiced O.

The same expression could probably be seen on my own face, as I recognised the man and finally knew how we’d been outsmarted. 

“Good evening, Miss Morgan,” said the traitor. 

Ladorre looked back and forth between us. He evidently found our little spectacle amusing, but I remembered my good manners and said: “Good evening, Spencer.” 
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I’d hoped that Anne would be able to use this extraordinary bond at her command, but it wasn’t the case. I’d already heard twice before that twins with vampiric blood possessed the same bond as vampires who’d performed the ritual. Perhaps it was because Anne and Margaret weren't identical twins, or because they hadn't seen each other for so long and had distanced themselves mentally from each other. I knew nothing; I only knew one thing – the responsibility of finding Liv now lay solely with me.

I didn't even want to begin to imagine what would happen if we didn't find her in time. Would I be capable of killing my own father? The mere thought of Liv in his arms gave me my answer. Yes, I’d do it if there was no other way. The only question was whether I could react quickly enough while my brain was weighing up all the pros and cons of my actions.

Anne and Dark were silent, looking out of the windows as if we were on a sightseeing tour and the views of the rundown area were incredibly interesting. Only then did I realise that I’d made a turn several times without having consciously made the decision to do so. I let myself be steered further. By my intuition? Was that it? Was it my bond with Liv, or in fact my overtired mind that was quite simply going crazy? It was our only chance, so I continued, hanging on by a thread.

Dark activated his earpiece. “Dark!” Then he listened. “What? No, stay tuned. Don't do anything that could endanger them.” 

The slight panic in his voice made me prick my ears up, full of curiosity. For a moment I looked at him, quizzically, as he ended the conversation, but he shook his head and stared out of the window again. From then on, though, he resonated with an impatience that threatened to poison the atmosphere in my car. I didn’t inquire, for if I’d learned anything in the course of our knowing each other, it was that Dark was one of the most stubborn beings I’d ever met. If he wanted to tell me something, he’d do it. Otherwise, it would be like getting blood out of a stone, so I let it go.

The buildings rushed past my eyes and the further I drove, the more dingy the area became. Meanwhile we’d reached an apartment block that looked as if it had been uninhabited for many years. But inside of me something was beginning to buzz – I was seized with feelings of excitement and agitation, which made me want to jump out of the car. After I’d steered the car to the edge of the road, I got out and blocked out everything else. I couldn’t tell at that moment whether Dark and Anne were following me. My blood seemed to be boiling and every beat of my heart was calling a name: Olivia. I turned left and ran across the deserted street towards a house that seemed to be about to collapse. Oddly, the front door was made of steel, which didn’t fit with the rest of the house.

It had to be attached with several bolts as thick as arms, as it didn't move a single inch. Dark approached me and had a go at it, too, but even he couldn’t open it, either. 

“Back entrance,” I muttered, and before we knew it, our three pairs of feet were already hurrying to the back of the building. Behind a dilapidated gate entrance, we uncovered the door we were looking for. 

“Eye scan, fingerprints and speech recognition. Well someone definitely has something to hide.” Dark's words were dripping with sarcasm. 

“Can you get it open?” Anne asked him, in a soft tone. 

A triumphant smile appeared on Dark’s face. “A piece of cake.”  

Anne returned his smile and said: “I know!” 

The two were definitely a good match. They understood each other and spoke the same language. I’d eat my hat if Dark had finally found the right partner. I looked fondly on the match, as it would bind this man even more closely to me and my company. I didn’t want to ever lose this guy now.  

Nevertheless, it seemed to me like an eternity until the door finally opened. Inside, only an austere entrance room and a lift awaited us. Dark had to work at it again, until the elevator doors finally moved sideways. There was only one button, one floor, which hopefully held everything we were looking for. 

Anne and Dark checked their weapons, and I had one pressed into my hand, too. Essentially, I hated these modern defence mechanisms. If I had the choice, I’d always choose a sword, but in this day and age I’d have no chance using it against an attacker or, as in this case, a kidnapper. A kidnapper who happened to be my father and was aiming to take away my love. 

All three of us were highly tense, had unlocked our weapons and were ready to strike. Finally, the doors slid to the side. The fight could begin. 
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So it was Spencer all along! The nice, old chauffeur, who hadn't given me the slightest impression, even for a moment, that he was up to anything devious. The disappointment at his betrayal tasted bitter, like bile. Even my inner alarm system hadn’t been alerted to him. Probably because he’d never behaved slyly, but was always aware of himself. He’d been of the opinion that he was acting properly. How wrong he was!

“I'm sorry, Miss Morgan.” The guy actually still had the courage to confront me with his bad conscience. He sheepishly lowered his eyes and kneaded his hat between his hands. He was the incarnation of bad conscience. 

A tremendous rage spread through me. I could hardly contain myself, and screamed at him: “What are you sorry for? That you betrayed your boss? That I’m going to be some kind of blood and sex slave here for this tyrant?” Ladorre was laughing, next to me. He should have stayed quiet; he didn't interest me. A hatred was bubbling inside me, which looked for its equal. They must have thought I was hysterical. 

“Mr Tensington has never been my boss. My master’s son mistakenly assumed that I had no master. He was wrong. I have always been in the service of Mr Ladorre. He is the one to whom I swore to devote myself, which is why I started working with his son; after all, he had to know what he was up to. Fathers are like that.” For a moment, a smile begging for understanding flitted over his face, but I ignored it and stared at him angrily instead. “I'm sorry you got dragged into this. That was never my intention.” He lowered his head and avoided looking into my eyes. They were probably already shooting out lightning bolts, at least, that's how it felt.

“Fathers are like that?” I squawked, curtly. But then I reflected, and continued in a moderate tone: “And so you initiated a diversionary tactic via the military and, whilst doing so, set your boss free.”  

Ladorre placed himself between us. “That's enough now. Spencer is my closest confidant. He performs excellent work and everything has gone just as we intended. Get used to him; he’ll be staying with us from now on.” 

“Oh, so you don't need a spy to keep an eye on Robert anymore?” I hissed, like a wild cat. I defied what might be considered good manners and spoke to him in a derogatory tone, since he had addressed me in the same way. I didn't care what the two men thought of me.

“It's not like that. Spies are always required, but dear Spencer has performed a crucial service for me. In consequence, this will make his return to his assumed master impossible. They would kill him immediately.” Ladorre made an impatient gesture with his hand. “Come on, let’s go now. We can gladly continue this conversation in the car.” I wanted to play it just right. The air in here was so dense – impregnated with the dust of several centuries and the malice of a vampire.

With a sudden jerk, Ladorre pushed me towards the lift. I stumbled, but his grip around my upper arm prevented my fall. My gaze darted towards the reversed Mona Lisa painting, momentarily. She would be here, left behind, until she was remembered again. She didn't deserve that. Nevertheless, I envied her, because I couldn’t predict what would await me now. I just wanted to scream and fall into Robert's arms, but that was as impossible as a cold day in hell. 

The doors to the lift opened the moment I raised my head again.
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Ever since Dark had been on the phone, he’d been giving off a vibe that distressed me. I couldn't quite identify why, but it was spreading inside me like poison.

After we’d stepped into the lift, we took out our weapons. I was ready – ready for a fight. Secretly, I was even looking forward to it. I was itching to try out my new skills. To see how sharp my own eyes were now, how well and how quickly my reflexes worked. I focussed, blocked everything else out, to be prepared for what was about to come. Just because I had become a vampire, I couldn’t simply discard everything I’d learned. 

When the lift doors opened, I was tense and on high alert. But what I hadn’t anticipated was the splendour, the gold and the valuable works of art that were on display in the very spacious room. Nevertheless, I tried not to let it distract me.

Dark signalled to me which side I had to check. Robert took the happy medium, Dark the left and I the right. With weapons drawn, we strode across the room, but there was nobody else present. I was about to put my weapon away, when a signal from Dark triggered my complete concentration. He’d uncovered the entrance to a secret room and was now trying to open the door, which could only be discovered when standing directly in front of it. Astonished, I watched as he took something out of a bag he’d strapped around his hips when we left the car. He had a very fine set of tools in his hands, which I could identify as a Dietrich toolkit. I’d certainly already heard about it and seen it during my training, but I’d never had to use anything like it myself. And who knew whether I could even do it at all. I thus observed every movement Dark performed. After a few seconds, the lock clicked; a part of the stonework slid to the side and revealed a room that was crammed with weapons, which brought tears of joy to my eyes. The contents of this apartment were worth a fortune and much more, since many of these items were certainly reminiscent of particular times in history. The sentimental value could be multiple times higher than the monetary value. Mr Ladorre was a collector, like it said in the books.

Robert walked alongside the wall. “Look, some pieces are missing here. The guy has obviously stocked up on everything he needs to defend himself.”

I could only agree with him, even if I didn't know which weapons he’d selected and taken with him, it was clear to me that he knew what he was doing. The equipment that was stowed here was testament to the fact that he was someone who loved weapons and most certainly knew how to use them, too. 

Dark, on the other hand, ran back into the living room and inspected every nook and cranny. “She must’ve been here, definitely.” 

Robert and I took notice, left the weapons room and joined him. “How do you know?” I asked, because I couldn't explain to myself where he was gaining this insight from. 

Dark's smile became wider as he led us to a reversed picture frame. “Mona Lisa gave it away.” 

You could literally grasp Robert's impatience with your hands, when he exclaimed: “Tell us!”

Dark lifted the frame up and turned it around. I actually recognised the famous Mona Lisa painting. Painted by that painter. I think he was Italian. What was his name again? 

As if he’d been listening to my inner monologue, Dark enlightened me straight away. “May I introduce the famous Mona Lisa. Here in my hands, you see the world-famous oil painting by Leonardo da Vinci, from the heyday of the Italian Renaissance at the beginning of the 16th century. It was stolen from the Louvre during the vampire wars. And it’s sitting here, unloved.” 

“Come on, spit it out, Dark! What did you find out?” Robert growled at him, with a rage-distorted face. Evidently, he couldn't take much pleasure in the wonderful lecture Dark had just given. I, on the contrary, found it highly interesting and could have listened to him for quite some time. 

Dark clicked his tongue, disapprovingly. “Philistines. But I don't want to be that guy. Here, look.” He pointed to a dark spot on the frame. “That's Liv's blood; she must have paid attention to that picture, just like you. And promptly cut her finger while doing so.”  

I was glad. “Robert, at least this shows that your Margaret-Olivia radar works. We can find her. Let's go!” 
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I couldn’t share the joy the other two were experiencing, because Ladorre was hungry, incredibly hungry, and if he’d smelled Liv's blood in this state, he would have completely lost control. If not, then he’d already drunk on her. Either way, I didn’t like it. My claim to possessing this woman couldn’t be exaggerated enough. It was as if we had already bonded in the ritual. We were already bound in at least some way – not entirely, but to a great extent. Neither of us still had a desire to have fun with another sexual partner. For my part, it even went so far that I didn’t tolerate any blood except hers. These were all facts, or rather conditions, that one entered into when performing the ritual. You were bound to the other and dependent on them until you or your partner died. I wouldn't complain, though, because I loved Olivia from the bottom of my heart and was glad our paths had finally crossed.

“Let's get out of here. The longer we hang around here moping, the further away they will have got!” Anne was bossing us around in a typical military tone. It ought to be all right with me, after all, it was what I was thinking.

All at once, life was breathed into our small group and we bolted for the lift. 

“Do you have any idea which direction they might be heading?” she dug deeper, looking at me, full of hope, as the lift doors closed and I noticed the slight pressure as we were being hauled down.

How was I supposed to answer that? Yes, of course! I see it quite clearly before me? If only it were that simple. Unfortunately, my built-in navigation system didn't work that easily simply because I had the name Olivia Morgan programmed in. That would’ve been nice and would’ve made things a lot easier. I had to shake my head in answer to Anne's question.

We remained awkwardly silent until we reached the bottom. When the lift doors opened again, we were suddenly standing face-to-face with an armed group. They were looking directly at us, with strained expressions. At first, my hand in which I was holding my weapon twitched, but I quickly relaxed again when I saw who we had in front of us. 

“Shazar, old friend!” I exclaimed. My hand outstretched, I walked towards the giant, who was two metres tall and had a deep mahogany complexion. 

The smile that crept onto his face exposed two rows of white teeth – vampire teeth. “Raphael, fancy seeing each other again – it’s about time!”  

“This is, unfortunately, not a good time, but I’m happy to see you all the same. With you at our side, we’re ready for what may be yet to come.”

He looked at me, questioningly, with his eyebrows raised. “Dark merely told us that Ladorre had escaped. But I sense that something else is weighing you down.” Shazar was a very emphatic vampire whom I had known and appreciated for hundreds of years. His special gift had been helpful on many occasions. By all means, he was someone you didn't forget very quickly.

“My father has kidnapped the woman I am bound to,” I said. Even though we hadn’t yet completed the ritual, we were ultimately tied to each other due to her father's experiments. Was it a lie? I didn't know, but I wanted the other vampires, who were eyeing me curiously, to understand what Olivia's relationship was to me. 

Shazar shook his head, aghast. “That man is becoming more and more outlandish. He used to be one of the ones who stood up for justice in our society and was proud that his son was our leader.” 

Thinking back to those times almost choked me up. And it was those very memories that had kept me from killing my own father. “That was a long time ago. The man from that time no longer exists.” 

The good fellow lowered his head briefly, signalling his empathy. “Another topic – Katarina is working on the other issue. As soon as she knows anything, she'll contacts us.” 

I looked at him blankly as I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. Since he noticed my lack of knowledge, he frowned in confusion and then looked questioningly at Dark, who was shuffling uneasily from one leg to the other. 

I squinted for a moment and groaned: “Dark!” 

“Yes, boss!” With two steps he was at my side and looking to the ground.

“What's going on here?” I demanded, but he didn't answer.

Shazar put a hand on my shoulder. “Leave him be, my friend. He's going through agony.” I didn’t understand at all. What was going on here? A moment later, though, Shazar explained everything to me. “His sister and nephews are in the hands of some soldiers and are currently being taken to one of the rehabilitation camps.” And suddenly I understood. 

Anne, next to me and terrified, gasped for air. “Oh my God!” 
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The darkened limousine glided silently over the asphalt. It was the same model as the one Robert owned. Or was it his one, in fact? Spencer was steering the vehicle safely, just as he had done for Robert. Ladorre apparently had the same weakness for chauffeurs as his son. I fervently hoped it wasn't the only thing they had in common. Because only if the man who was sitting silently next to me had a heart, did I have a chance of surviving. Should he be like the tyrannical bloodsuckers described in our history lessons, then I’d have no chance and would either voluntarily seek death or go insane. The prospects were rosy, I thought, sarcastically.

A brightly-lit surface appeared in front of us. Seattle airport had seen better days, and goose pimples crawled across my forearms. As soon as we were on one of the planes, it would be impossible for Robert to find me again, wouldn't it?

Suddenly a thought flashed through my mind and I wondered why I hadn't thought of it before. “Spencer?”

The man's gaze darted to the rear-view mirror, in which he was now looking at me. “Yes, Miss Morgan?” 

Before I voiced the sentence, my stomach was already in knots. “What about Sally and the boys?” 

He remained silent, and this silence was what caused me to hunch up in crippling pain, gasping for air. It was as if I was having a panic attack. 

The fear I was experiencing gave me bitter nausea. When I started to swallow several times, Ladorre's head moved over to me. “Spencer! Pull over!” 

The older man abruptly drove to the edge of the runway.

“Get outside in the fresh air, girl!” Ladorre was indignant, but I was glad he was allowing me to leave the vehicle for a moment. I hastily opened the door and stepped out into the night. I inhaled the cold air and looked up at the stars. Tears slowly obscured my gaze until they were finally running down my cheeks.

“All three of them are still alive. You can relax, that would make it easier for both of us. When you’re feeling better, we have to continue. Our plane is waiting.” Frightened, I flinched when I heard his voice right next to my ear.

With an angry look I turned around and glared at the man, yet I felt relief at the fact that my friend and her sons were still alive. “In your presence, Ladorre, I will never feel good!” Suddenly, I turned around again and looked at the many lights lining the runways. A long way down the road, I could see a small plane rolling out of the hangar.

Next to me, the vampire laughed. “My love, then you just won't feel good. Believe me, I stopped taking other people's feelings into consideration a long time ago. I just don't enjoy it and it's so gruelling in the long run.” Putting a light pressure on my back, he pushed me back towards the car. I believed him, thus, I couldn't really relax. Relax, to make it easier for me and for him? No, that was something that was beyond possible for me.

Then a thought came to me. Perhaps I could negotiate with him and benefit from it. When I arrived at the car door I turned around and looked him closely in the eyes. “Make sure that Sally and her children are well, that they can go back home, then I won't resist this arrangement between the two of us anymore, and me...” I waited for a moment before I continued: “And I’ll relax.”

Ladorre looked at me, keeping a straight face. I had the feeling I’d pressed the right button, but when he began to laugh, he completely shattered that hope. “Delicious, girl. You're just too delicious, like your blood.” Then he became serious and looked at me from dark eyes, which reflected the blackness of his soul. “I don't care whether you are participating willingly or not. You will have to do what I want. A little passion and resistance only increase the fun. So stop your silly attempts at negotiation and just get in.” 

With wobbly legs, I did what he’d ordered me to do, but everything in me was crying out for resistance. Only how and when? 
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I was horrified by what this Shazar had told us. As part of my training, I had been stationed in one of the government's rehabilitation camps for a week. That had been the only time in my entire career as a member of the elite unit, as I doubted whether it was the right thing to be doing. When I returned home, a week of shock and insomnia lay behind me. 

I’d rather die than have to go there. There was no way of escape, as the inmates were implanted with a chip that, should anyone attempt to remove it, opened itself out and released a lethal dose of a poison. On my first day we’d been chasing a woman; when we found her she was sitting on the floor, cutting her forearm with a knife. Within seconds the poison spread, and the prisoner died from severe seizures. Foam had formed at her mouth and her eyes were swelling out of their sockets. I would remember that sight for the rest of my life. Like a laser tattoo, it had been burned onto my retina and occasionally woke me with a jolt from a restless sleep at night.  

Speechless, I stared at Dark. He’d known since the phone call. It was due to this that he’d been so different – there was no doubt about it. He was definitely having to endure agony; Shazar had put it in a nutshell. Dark and his sister were a deeply connected unit, they belonged together and he would starve without her. Would he be able to drink from me? Probably not, because the poison had certainly not disappeared into thin air just because I’d been transformed. 

And nevertheless, he was standing here at his boss’s side and wasn’t going to let him down. He would fight side by side with him and me. That alone was enough to look at him a little more through rose-tinted glasses. I was turning soft, but it didn't matter. The guy was hot, strong and intelligent. He was loyal and nothing threw him off balance. Dark was the man I had subconsciously been looking for, without even realising it. I admired him and had the feeling this was mutual. Perhaps I was wrong, but that wasn't important. I would help him get his sister back, whatever the cost.

“Dark?” Robert's voice sounded sensitive as he turned around. I watched them both with eagle eyes. If either one of them even thought of addressing Dark with the wrong tone, I would throw myself in between them and annihilate those vampires. “When were you going to tell me about this?” 

Dark gave his boss a cold look. “If I’d known more, of course. So long as they’re flying away on a plane and we don't know where to, we can't do anything anyway. That's why, for the time being, my main focus has been on whichever problem we could solve fastest – Olivia. Besides, you have enough worries, I didn't want to impose even more of a burden on you.”  

Robert looked at him, shaking his head; sadness emerged in the vampire leader’s eyes, who would also be my leader from now on. “That would never be a burden. I’m not only your superior, but also – I hope – your friend. I share my sorrows and worries with you and you share yours with me. Never forget that.” As he spoke, he laid a hand on his shoulder and his gaze was firm. It was an extraordinary moment; everyone in the room was aware of it. It was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. 

“Understood,” said Dark, and awkwardly bowed his head. If I wasn't so sure I was wrong, I could have sworn tears were glistening in Dark's eyes at that moment. But that was ridiculous – at least, that's what I thought.

I couldn't help it – my body moved towards him as if of its own accord. Without caring what the others were saying or thinking, I moved directly to his side. I was so close that my arm was touching his and I could feel the heat it was emitting. Was it because I’d been drinking from him? Essentially, I knew far too little, although until recently I’d thought I knew everything about vampires. In any case, I felt this sense of belonging that drew me to him, which compelled me to be as close to him as possible. That was all that mattered to me at the moment. “What about Spencer?” Robert asked. 

“No trace of him,” Shazar replied.

Shazar stood quietly with us and waited. Waited for his leader to make a decision. We all stood by patiently and, finally, Robert straightened himself up to his full height.

“We’ll split up. Katarina’s unit, Dark and Anne will bring Sally and the boys back.” This man was good. He didn't talk about trying, but informed his people point-blank that there’d be no failure. We would bring the three of them back. Yes, Sir! “Shazar, you, your men and I will take care of Ladorre.” He paused briefly, then raised his voice to an even louder pitch. “And this time, no one will hesitate if the opportunity arises to kill him. Do we understand each other?” 

Everyone raised their weapons and cheered. This was how true leaders spoke. Suddenly, I saw Robert Tensington in a completely new light.
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We didn't go to the official airport building. Instead, Spencer pulled the limousine up next to one of the hangar buildings and turned around to face us. “I'll see if our intermediary’s here yet.”

“All right, Spencer. There's gold in the boot.” Ladorre didn't even look at him, whilst he typed something into his holographic keypad. After the chauffeur had left the car, I tried to watch my captor out of the corner of my eye and work out what he was doing. When I finally caught a glimpse of the display, however, which was flickering in front of him as a hologram, I was disappointed to establish that he was communicating in a language I wasn’t familiar with.

If only I knew where he wanted to go! I thought, nervously, because then I could have left Robert a message somewhere. How, I didn't even know, though I didn't need to worry about the how, anyway – I didn't have the slightest clue where we were heading. 

Disappointed by my shortcomings, I stared out of the window and watched Spencer disappear into the hangar. He was carrying a bag that clearly weighed several kilograms. It was interesting to see what could be achieved with enough gold. 

“I can hear the little cogs spinning in your head from here,” Ladorre quipped, keeping his gaze riveted on the projection in front of him. 

“Oh yes, I’ve wondered what it must feel like to be free again after such a long period of time. Just like you, now. That must be an exhilarating feeling. Perhaps along with the desire for revenge, for blood,” I was trying to agitate him a little. It would certainly be very beneficial to make my captor howl, if it meant I’d be set free. If... 

He laughed joylessly. “Believe me, girl. After half an eternity and thousands of killed adversaries, you learn how boring revenge can be. It’s much more interesting to have a good opponent, because that way it never gets boring. What use is it if I’m without enemies one day? It’d bore someone like me to death. No, it's better if my son stays alive.” Then he finally turned around to look at me. A streak of evil spread across his face. “Once I’ve taken you, it will affect him so much that he’ll wish he were dead. And that's a much sweeter revenge than killing someone.” 

I turned away and looked out of the window, trying to ignore him to the greatest possible extent; I found it extremely hard. Simply not keeping my eyes on him all the time made me feel like I was surrendering to him. Who knew when he would next get hungry? Not to mention force himself upon me.
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“Take the private jet. Inside, you’ll find enough gold and diamonds, in case you have to bribe anyone. And you are the most familiar with the weapons and technical equipment; I don't have to explain them to you.” I looked deeply into his eyes for a moment. “Get those three back!” I patted Dark on the shoulder and hoped I’d see him again. Anne was standing next to him and had apparently elected herself as his personal bodyguard. I liked the woman a lot and the two suited each other perfectly. Hopefully, they would pull it all off together. It was out of my hands; I could only hope. I now had to focus all my attention on saving Olivia. It was absolutely awful that we were having to fight on two different fronts today.  

“I will!” Dark nodded and turned to Anne. He took her hand. It might have looked romantic if the two hadn't been armed to the teeth. That's what they looked like, like fighting lovers that nobody could stop. It still amazed me how quickly Anne had come to terms with the fact that she was now one of us. After all, she had vowed, until very recently, to kill the last vampire herself. Perhaps Sir Rumsfield had altered something in her genetics, too. Otherwise, I could hardly explain why she was so quick to cope with the change. Not only psychologically, but also physically, it usually took quite some time to deal with the changes. The tremendous sense of hearing caused headaches in the beginning, and putting the razor-sharp vision to use had to be learned first. But Anne was managing all this in such a short time that I instinctively wondered whether it could be traced to genetics that had possibly been altered. 

It usually took days for a newly-transformed vampire to be walking around displaying such self-control. Of course, I’d felt the aggression emanating from her when she felt the desire to fight for Dark. You didn't have to be an empath for that; any idiot would have noticed. But this was also normal to an extent, because Dark had been the first to feed her. Transformed vampires felt the bond, even if it wasn’t the same as the ritual. Yet this transformation had been extremely abnormal. For the time being, I had to concentrate on something else and shoved the thoughts right to the back of my head. 

Shazar came to my side and viewed me cautiously. “Shall we?”  

I nodded, hesitantly. The question of where to go was haunting my brain. Since Shazar knew nothing about the extraordinary bond between Liv and myself, he couldn't possibly suspect what a struggle I was having as far as finding Liv was concerned. What was I to do if Ladorre had already taken her out of the country?

Suddenly, my head jolted upwards. “Airport!” I shouted loudly, so that every single one of the twenty or so present knew where we were going.

Anne Rumsfield 

We’d left for the airport at breakneck speed, without the slightest concern for the rules that we were so openly violating. Thank God there were almost no civilians on the streets. I matched my pace with Dark's as we walked across one of the runways. With his free hand, he activated his speaking device and established a connection. He emanated tension; I could literally feel it in the palm of my hand. Nevertheless, I didn’t take my hand from his, and squeezed it a little harder instead. He immediately registered what he’d been doing, and gently stroked my skin with his thumb.

“Katarina? I saw that you tried to reach me. What is it?” Again, he remained silent and listened to what the woman at the other end had to say. “All right! I’ll take Tensington's private jet. Yes, that’d be great. See you later.” 

Then he turned his head to me. “We’re going to meet at the rehabilitation facility. Our destination is Louisville.” 

I’d already heard about the facility in Louisville. Mostly women and their children were taken there. What at first sounded social and human, on closer inspection, turned out to depict the door to hell. Louisville was one of the largest military cities in America. The job was still a man's domain, and accordingly, there were a lot of unsatisfied, testosterone-fuelled bucks, that people somehow needed to keep entertained. Mothers were extremely suitable for it, because they held sway over them with the children, which made these women utterly compliant. I was ashamed that I’d never spoken out against such treatment of the imprisoned women. Why on earth did I look away? And why only now that I knew one of the women did I know how hard this fate was for these mothers? I’d made myself complicit. 

Sally was older, but she was still an attractive woman, and not every man liked inexperienced, young girls in bed. There would be a keen demand for her, too, and the thought of that alone made me nauseous. 

“Louisville it is then,” I said, as calmly as possible.

A plane that was ready for take-off stood a few metres away from us. We took the stairs at a run and the crew immediately closed the door behind us. 

We were greeted by the picture-perfect, blonde flight attendant. “Please sit down and fasten your seat belts, Mr Dark and Miss Rumsfield.” 

The plane was extremely luxurious. Light leather – not only on the furniture, but the complete wall panelling was covered with it, too. It was more like a cosy living room than a jet. The spacious armchairs would have been big enough for two, but we each sat down in our own and reached for the seat belts almost synchronously. Our eyes met for a moment and my heart began to flutter like a hummingbird poised in the air. But when the flight attendant cleared her throat, the moment evaporated and we focused our attention on the woman in front of us. 

“As soon as we’re in the air, you can move around freely, shower, eat or use the bedroom. There’s a selection of clothes in different sizes in the wardrobe. Our flight is going to take about three hours,” the flight attendant explained, in a friendly tone, then left us alone. 

We were both lost in our thoughts and remained silent during take-off. I went through all the scenarios we might possibly encounter. Thought about the amount of enemies we might face. Dark probably knew what Louisville was all about. Meanwhile, Katarina was on her way there, too. Those of us who arrived first would have the task of sounding out the location and finding out where Sally and the boys were being detained. As soon as we had enough information, we had to develop a plan and strike. Sounded incredibly easy, but it wasn't. The mere fact that this was one of the cities that had the largest amount of soldiers illustrated the problem. We were definitely outnumbered. 
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Spencer rushed towards the limousine with a fierce expression on his face. When he got into the car, a gush of cold air flooded into the interior of the vehicle. I was shivering with cold, as I was still only wearing a long-sleeved top that looked like it had been on me for two weeks. Hardly surprising, considering what had happened since I’d put it on in my apartment, what felt like an eternity ago. Besides that, I was hungry and thirsty, but I didn't want to admit any weakness on my part and kept silent. 

Without clarification, Spencer started the car and drove to the next hangar. This time, however, he didn't park in front of it but steered the car straight into the large shed. Inside, everything was brightly lit. For a moment, I had to blink at its intensity, but I quickly got used to it. A single plane stood in the middle of the room. The vehicle had clearly seen better days. It must’ve had a few decades of service and was so small that beside us three, you could probably only manage to fit one pilot inside. 

Ladorre obviously wasn’t concerned about why his chauffeur was so agitated, or where we were going. In the meantime, he’d put his head on the headrest and closed his eyes. I doubted that he was asleep; the man certainly didn't possess that much basic trust. It was much more likely he could see through his closed eyelids. What did I know about what this ancient vampire was capable of? Nothing!

When we stopped, Spencer hurried to his master's door and opened it. Ladorre jumped up from his seat and had climbed out before I could even blink. The next moment, he opened the door on my side and grabbed my arm, roughly. I didn’t resist because I’d decided to save my strength instead, until it’d really be useful to me. 

Ladorre noticed there was no resistance on my part and let me go. “Don't do anything foolish!” 

To encourage him to believe I’d given up, I shook my head with slouched shoulders. I hoped he would fall for it and become more inattentive over time. Somehow, I had to be able to gain some advantage, otherwise I’d never be able to escape. 

No sooner had we taken a position next to the stairs leading onto the plane, than a sleazy-looking guy sprang up from the darkest corner. “Good evening. Mr Spencer, I assume?” 

Ladorre remained in the background while the older man led the negotiations for him, at the end of which the large travel bag changed hands.

The airport employee pressed the bag against his upper body, with a greedy glint in his eye, and eagerly licked his lips. “Thank you and have a good trip.” With these words he disappeared and left us alone in the hangar. There was no one else to be seen. 

“Get in, we don't have a great deal of time!” Ladorre ordered me up the stairs. With each step up, my confidence about finding a way out of this situation melted away a little bit more. 
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Like a knife plunging into soft butter, the realisation that Liv was at an airport had thrust itself into my mind. It penetrated my self-control and my heart began to pound wildly. I had to get there as quickly as possible.

Shazar reacted immediately; he gave his men a sign and the whole squad immediately set about occupying some old, off-road vehicles. Since there were hardly any female vampires left, the testosterone levels were correspondingly high. I trotted behind Shazar and got into his car, which he instantaneously spun around, tyres squeaking. He then stepped on the accelerator. We exceeded all the speed limits and showed complete disregard for red lights. The cars were equipped in such a way that government barriers didn't come down and the road remained clear in front of us. They were relatively inconspicuous and had tinted windows, which meant they couldn’t be traced to us. As long as we didn't encounter any government troops, they wouldn't be able to point the finger at us afterwards. 

“Tell me about your girl. I didn't know you’d found someone. Where are there still unbound female vampires?” Shazar asked, with sincere curiosity in his voice.

I knew he missed his wife. She, too, had died in the vampire wars. He and his son fed on each other after that. Many of the male vampires did that, but none of them liked to talk about it. It was something no one liked to do, but when in need, they were all happy to have anyone at all. Our species was severely depleted and there were hardly any women vampires among us. No wonder Shazar wanted to know where there were still supplies of females.  

“She was sort of forced upon me.” I joked, and was successful as Shazar laughed. 

“And you presumably fought against it tooth and nail.” 

I smiled. “No, not really.”

“Now don't torture me like that, old friend.” Shazar looked at me. 

“Hey, hey keep your eyes on the road, otherwise I can't tell you anything.” Considering the speed at which we were hurtling along the highway towards the airport, it was advisable that even a vampire should be vigilant. Shazar shook his head, but did so docilely. “Rumsfield did some experiments on me, as you know.” He nodded as a sign that he remembered. “Well... it turns out he didn’t just perform those nice little experiments on me; he did them on his daughter, too. And he managed to alter her genetic material to such an extent that he could connect her to me in some way. Not quite as intensely as with a ritual, but it also explains why I couldn't drink from one of you.” 

Complete disbelief washed over my friend’s face as he quietly continued driving the car. 

“I drank from her and since then I’ve slowly regained my powers. And she can hear my thoughts from time to time, at least, when I’m emotionally very troubled.” I felt the need to explain everything to him, as he was the one who’d taken me in after I’d escaped from the professor's lab. 

“Then at least something good came of your captivity.” I couldn't detect any irony in his words, even if they’d been more than appropriate. “Is she at least pretty?” he asked me, with a mischievous grin on his face, before he pursued it further: “Well, if she looks like Miss Frankenstein, then maybe it's not so good after all.” Shazar was smirking and chuckling to himself.  

For a moment my heart contracted fiercely, before it opened up and I said, “She’s the most charming creature on earth, but even if she weren’t, my heart lies at her feet.”

Briefly, Shazar put his hand on my shoulder. “Then all is right and proper. I congratulate you!”

Before I could thank him, Shazar's speaking device lit up red and immersed the interior of the vehicle in an artificial light. “Yes?” the man next to me responded gruffly, and listened. “We’re almost there.” Then he turned to me. “A small-engine private plane, has asked for permission to take off. Our man can hold it there for a maximum of five minutes.”  

My adrenaline level shot up. “That must be him!” 

Nodding, Shazar replied: “Yes, I suppose so, too.”

“Five minutes?”  

“Yes, it’ll be tight.” 

The contents of my gut were twisting and my brain was threatening to explode. Five minutes could be a bloody long time. Hopefully long enough! 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Anne Rumsfield


[image: image]


As soon as we were in the air, the flight attendant disappeared into the cockpit. Dark undid his seat belt and turned to me in his chair. His gaze penetrated my entirety, as if he himself wasn’t a test of my nerves as it was. 

“Anne, do you know what I'm thinking about?” His voice was a deep growl, which gave me goose pimples. 

Insecurity spread through me. A feeling I didn't really know, and I didn't know how to deal with it, either. So I did the only thing I was capable of at that moment – I leaned forward and looked at him, shaking my head. 

Dark's eyebrows shot up. “I’m thinking about the fact that we’re going to encounter a tough opponent in a short while.” Since my libido had kicked in as a result of his deep voice, I was relieved not to have mentioned it to him. I was an idiot – thinking about sex whilst he was ruminating about how we could defeat our enemies.

“Yes... you're right,” I stammered. 

A smile lit up his face and my heart stood still for a moment; I wanted this man so much – this man who was only a few inches away from me. 

“Anne, Anne, Anne,” he said, reprehensively. “I smell you, Anne Rumsfield, and what I smell, I like very much. In my presence, you seem to be thinking more and more incessantly about just one thing.” 

Caught out, I lifted my head and looked into his roguish, grinning face, which was moving ever closer to me at that moment. I hated being self-conscious, it just didn't suit me. So I decided to be gutsy and direct. “Yes, all the time!” 

That was all it took. With a soft growl, Dark kneeled down in front of my chair and I opened my thighs so that he could squeeze in between them. His lips seized my mouth and our tongues duelled. We fitted together perfectly. Never before had I felt such an overwhelming desire for a man. Was it because I was now a vampire? No, it certainly wasn't, as I’d let go of all my inhibitions in Robert's apartment, too. 

Suddenly, I was lifted up. I hadn’t even noticed Dark undoing my belt. I put all my thinking on the back burner and clamped my legs around his strong body as he carried me into the small sleeping cabin and locked the door behind us. Everything in here, too, was in light beige tones, and the blanket on the bed was folded back.

Carefully, as if I were made of porcelain, he laid me down on the mattress, which sank a little as he knelt next to me. His hands devoutly slid upwards over my arms. His fingers played with my hair. I would’ve loved to have just had him right there and then. Patience had never been one of my strong points. Nevertheless, I was strong and awaited him with excitement, whilst my heart raced at a galloping speed.  

“You’re so beautiful, Anne.”

I swallowed hard, because no one had ever said that to me before. My body didn’t have those typical curves that men lusted after so much. I was well trained and muscular. Femininity was not exactly my strength, neither physically nor mentally. Accordingly, I didn’t respond, and looked at him sceptically. 

With one eyebrow raised, Dark asked: “You don't believe me?” But he didn't wait for an answer; instead, he took my hand and put it on the bulge in his trousers. Rock hard was the only thing I could think. When he took his hand off mine, I left my fingers in place and stroked the fabric of his trousers. Groaning, he thrust his head back. The sound got me going and I began pulling impatiently at the buckle of his belt.

“Anne, slow down. I can hardly control myself already.” He firmly placed my arms behind my head and held them there with one hand. Meanwhile, the fingers on his other hand were roaming over my body and were driving me to the brink of madness. His tongue bit through the fabric of my shirt into my erect nipple. I was throbbing wildly between my legs and I no longer wanted him to control himself. I wanted him right now, this minute! 

“Dark,” I said, in a serious tone.

Alarmed, he raised his head and released me. 

I grasped the opportunity immediately this time, and unzipped his trousers with one swift motion. “You can control yourself another time. I want you right here and now, and don’t want you holding back.”

There was a flicker of bewilderment in his face and then he revealed a sexy smile. The next moment I was under him, euphoric. He took me wildly and without restraint, and that was exactly what I wanted.
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The little jet’s interior was cramped. I’d only ever flown once before. That was back when my foster parents and I had immigrated to the USA. After that, never again, because I simply couldn’t have afforded it. I didn't suffer from fear of flying necessarily, but with this plane perhaps I should scrap that idea. My stomach was doing a precarious somersault as I sat down in the seat that was assigned to me. 

I continuously tried to send Robert a message in any way I could think of. It had to work, somehow. First, during the car journey, I’d been constantly thinking of the airport, and now I was trying to show him a picture of the plane. It probably wouldn't work anyway, but it was something I could hold on to, something that gave me hope. 

Ladorre left me alone the whole time, thank God, and was no longer trying to attack my mind. Evidently, he was very busy, as he’d turned his holographic computer on again and was typing some more messages into the keyboard. Only, to whom? Who was so gladly communicating with such a tyrant? Certainly not his son, I thought, sarcastically.

I was tired and my stomach growled loudly again. A moan to my right frightened me out of my thoughts. “Spencer, have you thought about the food for Miss Morgan?” 

Spencer quickly rummaged in a bag, hurried over and pressed a box into my hand. “That should do.” In a flash, he scurried away to a seat and fastened his seat belt.

Sceptical, I opened the container; there were two power bars inside. I hated those things. They tasted like cement and grew in my mouth as I chewed them. In the meantime, though, my hunger had increased and I’d been seized with a slight dizziness. Shrugging my shoulders and ignoring my indignation, I bit into the first bar. It tasted exactly as I remembered it, but as they say – we’re driven by hunger. Within a very short space of time, I felt better.

Suddenly, I heard Robert's voice in my head: “I’ll be right there!” 

I tried not to let my excitement show. I breathed deeply and concentrated instead on the disgusting food in my mouth. I had to be strong, otherwise I’d be a burden to Robert and endanger the whole rescue operation. If I couldn’t do much else, I’d at least be able to do that. Determined, I bit into the bar again. But then a vibration went through the plane as the engine started up, and with each second my confidence disappeared. Everything inside me screamed for Robert, but now I knew he couldn’t hear me. That he’d never heard me and would never find me. 
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Seattle Airport’s lights appeared before us. They dazzled my hypersensitive eyes and my impatience simultaneously grew, even though I’d hardly thought it possible, as I’d already been more than impatient. 

Shazar burst through a fence without hesitation; the vehicle didn't even skid. These SUVs that Shazar and his men used were clearly not the normal old ones. Someone had worked on them – someone who knew what they were doing and knew what requirements people like us had for a car.  

We had driven over to the eastern side of the grounds. The runways were lonely and deserted in front of us. It was the middle of the night, there weren’t normally any flights at this time of day, but a little further south I could see a small plane standing alone on a runway. I knew right away that it had to be the jet Olivia was on. I didn’t even know where I was getting this knowledge and certainty from. But I didn’t question it.  

“They’re over there!” With my arm outstretched, I showed Shazar the way. The other vehicles took up position to the right and to the left. We drove side-by-side in a straight line towards the plane and blocked the runway. This way, it was theoretically impossible for the pilot to take off. 

However, rather than accept this, the idiot started the plane and let it roll. We continued to hold our positions, moving towards it, none of the cars slowing down their speed. A cold horror rose up within me as I tried to assess the prospects for the plane’s occupants. I quite simply didn't care about my father's fate, but Olivia was a human being and even small things could endanger her life. 

“No collision, Shazar.” 

“I wouldn’t have dreamed of it, as long as your lady was in there,” my old friend pushed out, between pinched lips. What was he up to? How was he going to stop the plane? What options did we even still have?  

Shazar abruptly yanked the steering wheel to the left and hurtled across the meadow, and all the others did the same as him. The plane continued, unhindered. Before I could ask what it all meant, there was a deafening explosion; the shock waves could even be felt in Shazar's car and my heart stood still for a moment, before it continued beating again in double time.  
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Pain permeated my body and clouded my senses. Mentally, I was half conscious and I was having problems putting one foot in front of the other. I stumbled repeatedly, while Ladorre hurried ahead, pulling me behind him. As soon as the collision on the plane had occurred, he’d ripped me out of my seat and pushed me through a door into the open air. He’d completely ignored the fact that I’d been seriously injured in the accident, or whatever it was that had just happened. I was still holding my stomach with my right hand. A large piece of metal had pierced me. Ladorre had pulled it out on the spot and screamed at me that I should run, as quickly as possible. 

I was so caught up in my pain that I didn't even think about defending myself. So I hurried on after him, without concern for myself or my wellbeing. The wound had stopped bleeding and my vision was slowly becoming clear again. This could probably be put down to my specific genetic composition. A normal person would have fainted at some point due to the loss of blood, and might even have died from it. But with me, the wound was already healing over. 

In the meantime, we’d arrived in an area of forest and carried on walking on the uneven ground. Where was he taking me? It was relatively dark, so I could hardly make out the roots of the trees with the rapid speed at which we were moving. Suddenly, it wasn’t solely my vision that was becoming clearer, but also my mind; it finally resumed the task it had been assigned to do. I asked myself how the accident had come about. The plane must have been hit – there was no other explanation. My accident theory fell flat and gave way to incredulous amazement. Someone had to be responsible and I’d eat my hat if that someone hadn't been Robert Tensington. He was alive! And he wanted to save me! Deep gratitude swept over me. I vigorously pressed my heels into the damp forest floor and tried to free myself from the relentless grip. It took Ladorre a millisecond to regain his balance so as not to fall over. The sight provided me with a devilish satisfaction. 

“What do you think you’re doing? Keep going!” His words left his mouth as a hiss and his hands pierced my flesh like claws. 

“No! I’m not taking another single step!” 

Ladorre tore his eyes open in disbelief. He’d probably never been contradicted by anyone. I tried to make it clear how serious I was in the way that I looked at him. Yet the next moment he hit me so hard in the face with the back of his hand that I tasted blood. I hadn't seen his hand coming; Ladorre was fast. Faster than I’d thought possible. The metallic taste on my tongue sparked my rage, which devoured my arteries and took possession of me. But what could I do? Nothing! I could defend myself, of course, but he was physically superior to me. Nevertheless, I now knew that Robert was nearby. I was absolutely sure of it. I would thus try to make it as hard as possible for Ladorre – I would defy him and give Robert the opportunity to find me. 

I gathered all my courage and spat the blood into Ladorre's face. At first he seemed astounded, but the very next moment his face obscured to a mask distorted with rage. He eyed me with spite, twisted my arm and grabbed my hair with his other hand.

“You’re coming with me whether you like it or not, sweetheart. You belong to me now, and from now on, I decide what you do and when. If you continue resisting me, you’ll regret it, bitterly.” His hot breath on my ear and his hard body against my back made me shiver.

I could imagine very well the abominations he had in mind for me, but that didn’t minimise my resistance. On the contrary, my resolution to defend myself until my last breath was only strengthened.

When he let go of my arm, I thought this was my chance. I tore at my hair with all my might, but he held on mercilessly. Suddenly, I was seeing stars as tremendous pain came crashing down on me. The son of a bitch had punched me in the kidney and it felt like something was ripping inside me. I screamed because the pain was unbearable, while I heard a soft laugh behind me. I’d lost my balance, my knees had simply buckled beneath me, as if they’d forgotten what to do. And now I was dangling from my hair, and my knees were touching the damp forest floor. The fabric of my trousers was slowly getting soaked and I tried to focus my thoughts solely on this feeling, so as to blank out the pain. But I couldn’t do it. Tears ran down my cheeks and I sniffled incessantly. 

“So, my stubborn beast – that was just a taste of what will await you if you don't toe the line. And don't worry, you can still live reasonably well with one kidney. But if you want to survive, we’ll have to speed up a little, because internal bleeding shouldn’t be underestimated. Move along, now. You’ve put my patience to the test long enough.” 
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The interior of the car was bathed in the orange-red light irradiating from the burning plane. The plane in which Olivia had been sitting. My Olivia! My heart! It was precisely that that was currently threatening to tear me to pieces. How could fate be so cruel and take her away from me before it had even really begun?

Everything in me was tensing up and I began to scream. It wasn't despair. No, it was anger. Anger at the reality of this world. At my destiny, which people or vampires were constantly wrenching away from me, the things which had grown close to my heart. The pain that raged inside me was almost unbearable. 

When Shazar put his hand on my thigh, I was about to rip his arm out, but then thought better of it. Olivia wouldn't have wanted me to forget my humanity. 

“My friend, calm down!” 

Self-control was a difficult thing, I thought, as I turned to Shazar with a snarl, and looked at him angrily. “I should calm down?” I asked, dangerously quietly. I felt a desire to kill, and my fangs began to extend. 

“Yes, Raphael. Look ahead and take a deep breath.” His arm pointed to the windscreen as he adamantly drove on.

It was only now that I noticed the jet, which looked confusingly like the one that had just been blown to pieces. I let the air escape from my lungs and stared at the plane, with tears in my eyes. “A diversionary tactic!”  

“Yes!” In Shazar's voice, I could also hear the anger I felt myself. Ladorre – my beloved father, I thought, sarcastically – had lured us onto the wrong track and had carefully calculated that I would drive here to save Liv. However, there was evidently one thing he hadn’t expected – Shazar. Because my old buddy was driving the car without hesitation, without allowing himself to be distracted, towards the right plane. These crucial seconds, in which I was bound to be in despair, not paying attention to my surroundings, would have sufficed for him to get the jet into the air.

Shazar was driving at a reckless speed, straight towards the metal object. When it registered with me what he was up to, it was already too late. The car smashed into the landing gear and pushed the plane off the runway. This ironclad car was definitely not mass-produced, but a custom-made car, right from the wheels to its windows. How else could you have explained that an off-road vehicle was stronger than an aeroplane driving along a runway?

Upon impact, my head thudded hard against the dashboard as I didn’t have my seatbelt on. A short pain shot through my skull, but I quickly caught a hold of myself again.  

When I could finally see clearly again, I recognised the extent of the destruction to the plane. The targeted impact on the wheels had caused it to skid and land on the side. Thick black smoke was emerging from one of the engines. At the sight of it, a fist placed itself around my stomach and squeezed it tirelessly. The fear for Olivia suddenly spread throughout my entire body.

Shazar had already left the car and I saw him land on the plane in one single, robust jump. I quickly followed him.

“What are you planning on doing” I spouted, still angry at him. He had acted against my instructions and driven into the plane, although I had expressly forbidden it. Next to us, Shazar's men were gradually taking up their positions. 

“We’ll storm the wreckage, get your lady out and kill the monstrosity that calls himself your father.” He eyed me vigilantly, but I didn't have to assess things for long. We had to act quickly, so long as chaos still prevailed inside the plane. 

I nodded. “Go!” 

Together, the two of us levered out the door up to which the steps were normally pushed, and stormed in. The first thing I saw was a woman's body. Her legs were unnaturally twisted, whilst she was trying to crawl forward. She was a flight attendant. Relief flooded me, making way for fear at the same time. At least this woman was still alive. I didn’t know whether I could assume the same for Olivia. And like acid, this insecurity ate itself through my gut. My eyes darted around, frantically, but I couldn’t find her. She was no longer on the small aeroplane. On the side diagonally opposite there was a door leading to the hold. My father must have gone that way. For I knew with absolute certainty that we were on the right plane. Liv’s smell was lingering here in this room like a heavy perfume. She must have incurred severe injuries because it was her blood that I smelled and that made my blood run cold. 
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With wobbly legs, I left the cabin, closely followed by Dark, whose presence occupied everything around me and seemed to penetrate to my very core. I felt like I’d bathed in his scent, and enjoyed inhaling it deeply. He had indirectly confessed his love to me, too, which bestowed a blissful tingling sensation upon me. Should we survive what awaited us in Louisville, then we’d definitely still have lots of time to talk about feelings.

As soon as we’d sat down, the flight attendant came along. “We’re preparing to land very soon, at the small, private airport that you informed us about.” 

“All right.” He didn't look her in the eyes, so he didn't notice how she quite obviously yearned for him. 

Inside, I was fuming. Hadn't the girl noticed what we’d just been doing in the little sleeping cabin? Or did she just not care? Stunned, I shook my head. She didn't bestow as much as a glance on me, before she hurried back to the cockpit, where she would probably be worshipping the next man.

Hey, wait a minute. What was I doing? I was actually jealous!

“I don't like her,” said Dark, at that moment, looking at me from those unfathomable, deep eyes.

I frowned, irritated. “Why...?” 

“This plane has suddenly become ten degrees cooler.” Meanwhile, I had quickly grasped the situation and saw him, at vampiric speed, whisk himself down onto his knees and kneel between my legs. “Anne Rumsfield, you don't ever have to worry about other women now, or at any time in the future.” 

My heart beat wildly, whilst I felt I didn’t have enough air to breathe. Had this gorgeous vampire really just promised me his full and exclusive attention?

His hands quickly slid up the inside of my thighs, unleashing my desire for him once more. Trembling, I breathed in deeply. 

A superior, knowing smile spread over his face. My pride went out the window right there and then, however, and I voraciously pressed myself towards his hands, which elicited a gasp from him. 

“Miss Rumsfield, if you don't pull yourself together, I'll have to teach you some manners.”  Demandingly, he rubbed through the fabric of my trousers until I thought I was going to explode. Groaning, I pressed my head back into the nape of my neck and completely gave in to this feeling, which was stronger than anything I had ever felt. Dark opened the zip of my trousers, which sat loosely on my hips, and slid his hand in. “Oh baby, you’re so ready for me.” But instead of ripping my clothes off and taking me right on the spot, he fucked me with his fingers until I screamed in orgasm and clung to him. Breathlessly, I lingered in the seat and watched him as my orgasm slowly ebbed away. He slowly pulled his hand back and sat down next to me. I was very shaky, but Dark strapped us both in and then took me in his arms. 

“Only you!” he breathed into my ear, which drove a tear out of the corner of my eye. It shook me a little, and scared me. Was I at all the right person for a stable relationship? Until now, I’d had absolutely no experience at it. But it felt right, and damn good. Smiling, I snuggled into his arms a little more tightly and closed my eyes, just for a moment.
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“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Shazar asked me, gravely. 

“You’re thinking she must be badly hurt?” I asked this counter question, as I followed the trail of blood between the seats of the plane. Shazar remained close on my heels. I knew I could rely on him one hundred percent. I wouldn't turn my back on anyone that easily. 

“Mhm, exactly.” I heard a rustling sound from behind me and as I turned around, I saw him activating his device. “Spread out. Ladorre and the First Lady have fled.”  

“First Lady?” Despite the seriousness of the situation, this reference to Liv made me smirk.

“Your woman is to us something like the First Lady is to the human Americans. So what's wrong with referring to her as that?” With a grumble, he pulled the emergency exit door off its hinges. It had probably served my father as an escape route. Shazar didn't hesitate and jumped out of the plane. A drop of five metres, which was not difficult for us vampires, must have been an insurmountable obstacle for Olivia. Just the thought of my father holding her in his arms and then jumping down here ignited a tremendous anger in me. These negative sentiments were growing in me and I was hardly able to think logically anymore. But that didn't trouble me any longer, because Shazar was an analytically-thinking and empathic vampire and I followed him without hesitation. 

We raced through the forest. Again and again, I heard branches cracking to the left and right of us. Shazar’s men weren’t exactly quiet, but it probably wasn’t necessary to be, since our enemy certainly didn’t consider himself safe. We had to be fast – this was essential. Liv was injured and not a vampire, so Ladorre would have a hard time getting ahead swiftly. Even if he carried her, he would be slower than us. Accordingly, we were bound to catch up to him soon, so we slowed down a little. Liv's smell, however, was becoming weaker. Had she stopped bleeding? Was this due to her extraordinary healing powers? Nevertheless, she ought to be more present. Which she wasn't! 

Abruptly, I stopped and held my nose in the air. Nothing. Liv had never been here. This son of a bitch had put his mental powers to use once again – had made us all believe something that wasn’t even remotely true. He’d led us totally astray while he’d taken a completely different path. “Stop!” 

Instantly, everyone stopped and it turned deadly silent. Shazar looked at me, quizzically. “What's wrong?” 

“Mental powers,” I said simply, because my friend, Shazar, had also, once before, had the pleasure of experiencing my father's magic, as we used to call it when we were younger. “Try to shake off the fog, then you'll understand.” 

Knowingly, he looked at me less than five seconds later. “I can't believe I'm still falling for that after all these years.” He relayed a message on the walkie-talkie so that all those who were a short distance away from us and had freed themselves from my father's grasp would know as well. “It's always fascinating what power he can have over others if they haven’t noticed.” 

I was just about to answer him when a piercing scream penetrated the nighttime peace. It wasn’t loud. The distance was too great. If we’d been on the move at that time, we probably wouldn't have heard it, especially if my father had still had control over our minds. Instinctively, I knew it was Liv who had painfully screamed in all her agony. Ice crystals were forming in my blood vessels. Along with everyone else, I listened, but it remained silent. I closed my eyes for a moment, and went inside myself. In that instant, I was completely focussed and knew that it was the best way to find Olivia. It didn't help any of us if I ran through the forest like a hot-headed teenager and didn't even spot the trap my father had set for us. This wouldn't have happened if I’d had a clear head.

“North,” I said, pointing in the direction I suspected Liv was located. We immediately set off, this time more quietly, hoping that Ladorre wouldn’t notice us coming.
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“And now get up off your ass. We have to keep going.” Ladorre was pulling at my hair, but I didn’t feel any pain since the spot where he’d punched me in the back hurt so much that it felt like red-hot lava flowing through my body. He really must have hit my kidney, and judging by the pain, he’d lacerated it in the process. I was still hardly getting any air into my lungs. I saw dark speckles dancing before my eyes and was unable to move. 

Without further ado, he lifted me up and threw me over his shoulder, demonstrating very little affection. The pain he caused me while doing this was unbearable. Couldn't my extraordinary, self-healing powers finally set in now? Right now? But the pain was throbbing incessantly and my breath was only a light wheezing crossing my lips. I closed my fluttering eyelids and tried to think of a more beautiful place. I had once read that this was supposed to help, but it didn't work for me. Then I resorted to breathing techniques that women had used in the last century, when it was still common to bear children naturally. But that didn't help, either.

Meanwhile, Ladorre was running and our surroundings were slowly becoming brighter. Only now did I wonder what time it was, as the light I was seeing wasn’t electrical. No, it was the sun, which was slowly following its natural course and announcing sunrise with a wink. 

Sunrise! Where was Ladorre taking me? Suddenly, I was with it again, wide awake. Ladorre wouldn't be able to walk through the forest much longer, the sun would come to my aid. But I didn't think he’d be so stupid as to run around here without the necessary protection against one of his worst enemies – the sun. Something was wrong here. Why wasn't Robert here yet? He probably wasn’t coming at all. Perhaps the thought had only occurred in my dreams and there was a logical explanation for the fact that we had the plane accident. Perhaps Robert didn't even exist anymore? No, I couldn’t allow myself to think that. He would come and save me. He’d promised me.

The steps of my kidnapper changed. I briefly opened an eye and saw grey asphalt below us. We were obviously on a road. 

“Finally,” said a voice I was all too familiar with at that moment. Spencer! He’d died in the plane. How was this possible? But he soon answered my question, amused. “They fell for it. Nobody noticed I was still alive. You were, as always, excellent at misleading them.” 

Ladorre grumbled in agreement. Aha, mental powers that had misled someone. Someone! Robert!

Roughly, I was shoved onto the back seat of a shabby vehicle. The scream that left my mouth could not have been suppressed, even if I’d wanted it to be. The pain was too great. It tore me apart once again. There was a horrible stench of mould and oil inside the car, which induced additional nausea. With difficulty, I raised myself up a little and looked out of the window. It was still fairly dark, the break of dawn was only slowly overtaking the powerful darkness of the night.  

“Unfortunately, there’s no adequate shelter here that we could reach quickly enough. Please get in, Master. I’ll drive the car into one of the hangars; we’ll be safe there until evening.”  Spencer seemed overzealous. I found it disgusting how ingratiating he was to this monster. He had seemed so nice to me as Robert's chauffeur. But he was simply a puppet, to the man who was evidently capable of everything. The pain in my kidney reminded me of this with every heartbeat.

“Okay, let's go then, before I get fried.”  Ladorre laughed at his own joke. That narcissistic tyrant!
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“Nothing!” Dark had been trying to get through to his boss for ten minutes and was getting more and more restless. “I hope this doesn't mean anything.” 

I didn't know what to say to that. I wasn't exactly a wiz at consoling or cheering people up. My area of expertise was much more following or giving orders. So I remained tenaciously at his side and hoped that this was enough support. Dark was a tough guy who certainly wasn't keen on cuddles and caresses in such a situation.

Frustrated, he put the radio in his pocket and turned to me. “Let's go.” 

Nothing I’d rather do more than that, I thought. This lack of action, by standing by his side, made me more than nervous because I knew we were planning something important. And it couldn't wait, just as I couldn’t, either.  

Katarina had left a car at the airport; the driver was waiting impatiently for us. Again and again, he looked over at us and then at his watch. I didn't like subtle messages very much, but I could understand his indignation; after all, I didn't feel much different.

The blonde giant greeted us: “Dark and Rumsfield, I presume.” 

“That's quite right!” Dark replied with a snarl. The pecking order was apparently quite clear.

“I’m Nash. Welcome to the beautiful town of Louisville. I’ve been assigned to do a little sightseeing tour with you,” he explained, with a grin, bowing to Dark without broaching the subject. I found it fascinating time and again, how humans established their social strata and the phenomenon seems to repeat itself with vampires. 

“Good, Nash. Then let's get going before Katarina goes on one of her notorious rampages.” The two men laughed at the inside joke, which remained a mystery to me. It was all right with me. I had no desire for infighting. If they got along well, that was okay, even if it happened at Katarina's expense. 

Nash got us to the meeting point within ten minutes. The others were waiting for us in an old, dilapidated hut in a small piece of woodland. When I saw that there were just eleven vampires standing together, my confidence dropped to zero. We’d never make it with that number. Never! Besides, the clock was constantly ticking. The sun would rise in an hour, and I would experience the first time in my, admittedly, quite short life as a vampire what it felt like to be grilled.

“Kat, this is Anne. She's with us from now on.” Katarina quickly gave me a nod; other than that, she didn't show any emotion in her facial expression. A woman among men, like me in my unit. That meant not dropping the soap.

I greeted her with a nod, too, and glanced at the figures that had taken up position around Katarina. Ten males and one female. They all looked well trained and I could see determination in their eyes. That was good. We couldn't use anyone who was shaky. Such an attitude was a hindrance during a mission. Not only that, it could also be dangerous to have someone in the squad who was uneasy. But I didn't feel any of that here, which I noted favourably. 

“What did you find out,” Dark burst out. I could just imagine what horrific scenarios were taking place in his head right now. He was terribly worried about Sally and his nephews, even if he was trying not to let it show. Now that I was gradually getting used to my new superpowers, I checked out what my nose could smell. I was cataloguing everything in my brain – who knew what I might need all this information for. Dark's scent changed according to his mood. At that very moment, I was taking note of the way worry smelled. Desire, anger and comfort were already an established component of my catalogue of data.

Kat shifted her weight to the other foot, which, to me, was a clear indication that she had something bad to announce, and I was right. “They’ve separated the boys from the mother.”  She spoke emotionlessly, giving no names, because that would make the target objects human, and feelings would worm their way into the soldier’s mind. I knew this procedure only too well, yet I was reluctant to see Sally and the boys as just people to be rescued. Never before had I been on a mission that was in any way personal – except my hunt for the supposed last vampire. However, Katarina's scent also revealed something other than lack of emotion. She was just trying to keep her distance, which she wasn’t doing very well. Did she possibly know Sally?

Dark tensed up a little more. “Are all three of them still in Louisville?”

“Yes, but at two different locations.” 

“And where would those be?” Dark asked, dangerously quietly. She had clearly been putting his patience to the test for long enough. I remained silent and didn’t interfere; after all, I wasn’t yet familiar with the vampire's hierarchy. What did I know about who prevailed over whom here?
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We walked north for what felt like hours, and got closer and closer to Olivia. I felt it in every molecule of my body, but I also observed the change in the light, which was driving a silent terror into my limbs. Due to the genetic manipulation I’d been subjected to, I no longer had any problems with sunlight, but Shazar and his men were not immune.

Since I was well aware of my responsibility for the people who wanted to stand with me, I stopped and shouted, “Wait!” They looked at me, full of expectation. “You have to turn around. I’ll carry on alone from here.”  

Shazar gave me a sorrowful look, all too aware that I was right. He remained silent, though. Instead, he whistled briefly, gave a signal and they all started running, realising that they only had a few minutes left to get a protective roof over their heads. 

I was alone. Wildly determined to retrieve what meant the most to me in the world, I took a deep breath. The cool air of the morning spread like balm in my lungs as I focussed my attention on Liv, to convey a message to her. I wanted to give her hope and let her know I was still looking for her. But then I heard a scream, not far from here – a scream from her.

I instantly launched into motion; nothing could have kept me away from her at that moment. I ran as fast as I could and didn’t pay any further attention to my surroundings. The moment my shoes touched the asphalt, I saw the car. An ancient Dodge with more rust than I’d thought possible. Spencer was standing next to it. What was he doing here? Had he really defected and was now serving my father? This dealt me a blow, but it was something I had always anticipated; he’d worked for him for many years, after all. I ignored him – he was the lesser evil – and turned to my father, who was bending down to get inside the rusty old car. I couldn't see Olivia anywhere; she was probably in the car.

In one jump, I leapt on the man who had fathered me and grabbed his head with both hands. His neck broke remarkably quickly. I almost felt regret that he didn’t put up a fight, but then my gaze fell on Liv and I dropped the body I was holding, which hit the ground with a muffled thud. Her face distorted with pain, she lay on the threadbare cushioning of the back seat and looked at me with her eyes wide open. Her clothes were stained with blood, the smell of which struck me.  

Only now did I realise that something was quite wrong with this situation. Normally, I could never have attacked my father so quickly and without resistance, unless he’d already been unconscious. Nevertheless, the moaning I’d heard before the body had slackened had undoubtedly been very much alive. Every earsplitting alarm bell sounded in my head in that instant. Mind control, I thought, and looked at the man I had killed. My father had had a pawn sacrifice – Spencer – who was now lying at my feet with a broken neck.

Olivia was still looking at me, terrified. Her mouth was taped shut and I couldn't see her hands at all, as they’d probably been tied behind her back. Jerkily, I turned to Spencer. Or rather, to the man I’d mistaken for Spencer.

“Your exuberant nature has always been your greatest weakness,” he said, with an arrogant grin. “How many times have I told you, you must learn to control yourself. You are, and you remain, predictable. Unfortunately. Do you really think I would let my own son kill me so easily?” Shaking his head, he approached me. “Believe me, Son, you’ve always been a disappointment to me. You have far too much of your mother in you. But to observe this cold-bloodedness towards me has been very sobering for me.” 

At the mention of my mother, my anger erupted once again, but this time I didn't do him any favours and lost my temper. Instead, I looked directly into his eyes, which were so similar to mine. “I know, Father, and believe me when I tell you that I’m proud of it.” 

With a clenched fist, he stared at Olivia and then, again, at me. “Tell me how this woman smells as if she were related to us. It can't be because you’re bonded, which you definitely aren’t.” He didn’t reveal how he knew that we hadn’t yet bonded by way of ritual. But I knew it could only be because he had already fed from her.

Anne Rumsfield 

Kat cleared her throat. The vampire was visibly uncomfortable telling Dark what they’d learned over the past few hours. “The woman...”  

Dark flew off the handle. “For Christ's sake, her name’s Sally. She's my Goddamn sister and not some woman. She’s the Sally we spend every Christmas with!” 

Embarrassed, everyone bowed their heads. My question of whether they all knew each other had certainly been answered. They weren’t strangers, they were friends to some extent. This would make our mission difficult, because keeping a cool head in a situation where a person you knew well was at risk was anything but easy. Apart from that, two children were at stake here. Children who obviously knew the others as well. This was going to be incredibly hard for each and every one of us. I fervently hoped that we could save the three of them, but the facts look stacked towards the contrary. 

Dark stared at Kat as if he was about to rip her head off. To calm him down a little, I put my hand on his forearm – nothing more, since I didn't know how he’d react. Although we were physically more than close to each other, we were still strangers to each other in many other ways. And whether we’d ever get the chance to change that remained to be seen. 

Relieved, I observed that he was actually relaxing a little and took a step back. Kat took a short, deep breath; she’d detected the danger.

“Where’s my sister?” he asked, once again.

“They took her to the women's shelter.” 

Now everything was clear to me. The women's shelter sounded so civilised, but was far from it. It was nothing but a brothel. The soldiers with enough cash went there and selected a woman – or a man, depending on taste – either for a short period of time or for days, weeks, or months. No one cared what they did to her; after all, those who were handed over to the rehabilitation program were considered scum of the earth – not worthy of complaining, not worthy of any rights. The human rights activists had given up on tackling the issue long ago. Louisville was thus the ‘end of the line’ for a woman in a women's shelter. None of them came out alive. The suicide rate was alarmingly high. Officially, even higher, since the death of each woman there wasn’t due to suicide or natural causes. Soldiers had free rein, and it was by no means only women who were abused here. Female soldiers, too, had all kinds of inclinations, which they were able to live out on a male prisoner. But nobody cared about that, either. Meanwhile, many of these perverted pricks committed themselves to touching down in Louisville sometime, because word had got around on the scene that you could really live it up here. I was still frightened by the abysses of humanity, even though I’d come face to face with them many times before.

Next to me, Dark snarled, and the smell of his overflowing hatred dispersed over to me. He was like a bomb about to go off. It wouldn’t take much for him to explode. Hopefully, he was saving it for the fight because he’d need all his strength and concentration for that. 

“Where, exactly?” His words were more of a squawk; the tension had apparently reached his vocal chords, too. I could completely relate to him as, at that very moment, my sister was also in the hands of a psychopath, who was unfortunately not a human being, but an age-old vampire. Nevertheless, I believed in Robert, in his love for Margaret. If he couldn’t save her, then nobody could. 

Nash stepped forward and activated a hologram that depicted a barracks-like area. “This is the premises of the ‘psychos’ – as we call these guys who keep people like slaves. And here,” he zoomed in on a building, with a few finger movements, “is Sally now. Toni’s nearby and is observing everyone entering and leaving the building. If anyone takes her with them, we'll know.” 

“Plan?” Dark's taciturnity highlighted the turmoil raging inside him.

Nash looked at Kat who quickly nodded and then spoke. “We'll get Sally out first because she's in the most immediate danger in that establishment. We’re simultaneously preparing for the children’s rescue. Sorry, Marc and Tom’s. We’re combing through the databases with the stationed soldiers. We’re hoping one of them bears some resemblance to one of us so that we can infiltrate the women's shelter. Armed with enough dough.” Kat rubbed her fingers together briefly, to symbolise what exactly she meant by ‘dough’, then she continued: “Then taking one of the women to his accommodation shouldn’t be a problem.”  

A good plan in itself, but with the thirteen vampires currently here, I doubted there would be a match. It was more like looking for a needle in a haystack. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Robert Tensington / Raphael


[image: image]


He was now playing the little game of how to make me angry quickest. It was so clear; nevertheless, I had trouble controlling myself and holding back. I couldn’t let myself be lured out of my reserve, because that was exactly what my father wanted. I ought to act impetuously, so that he’d have an easy game with me. Would he go as far as I did? Would he kill me if he got the chance? I trusted him with a lot, but with this one thing I was completely insecure. 

“Yes, your mother was as incapable as someone possibly could be. She couldn’t even carry out a simple birth. After I’d noticed how weak you were, I decided to impregnate your mother again, but she killed my child.” Disparagingly, he spat on the floor, which caused my anger to skyrocket again. 

I could clearly remember that my mother had always had a hounded facial expression in his presence, but it was only as I grew older that I realised why. She was probably abused by him in every possible way. 

When I didn't reply, he added: “That's why I obliterated that incompetent whore.” At first I didn’t understand what he was saying, couldn’t grasp the meaning of his words, but as I looked into his grinning face, I understood.

“You killed her?” I asked, in bewilderment, because all my life I’d believed that she had died during childbirth, along with my brother.

“I took her life, like she took my child's life. She no longer deserved to breathe the same air as you and me. His whole demeanour revealed how convinced he was that he’d done the right thing. 

I was seized by a silent horror as I remembered how I’d cried in his arms. He had been caring and compassionate and had comforted me affectionately. That deceitful son of a bitch!

I could no longer practise indifferent restraint, could no longer watch him plunge anyone who believed in him into misery. That’s why I attacked, but of course he’d expected that. Had probably even been waiting for it. He dodged me and I ran into nothing.

“Raphael, my son. That didn't really convince me.” With a laugh, he was suddenly standing behind me, but instead of attacking me he groaned.

Abruptly, I turned my head to him. My father’s face had turned scarlet. Only now did I realise that the sun had risen on the horizon. I could still remember the pain I’d felt the last time I was exposed to sunlight before Rumsfield had tampered with my genetics. But I didn't have any pity. My father did not deserve my pity.

In that moment, I had the perfect opportunity to kill him – I knew that, but I was hesitating. Hesitating because it wasn’t only negative memories that I associated with him. He wasn’t all bad; he’d been a loving father, at least until I had openly opposed him.

“Ha! I knew it! You’re not capable of taking the last step. You’d rather leave me here to rot at the mercy of the sun.” My father's spiteful sneer horrified me, for I knew that he was right. I couldn’t do it. 

My eyes quickly darted towards Olivia. There was so much love in her eyes. She understood me. Knew that it was impossible for me. She loved me, nonetheless, which made me feel good. I wasn't a monster like the media had made us vampires out to be. I was more human than some of this species. Encouraged by this, I looked back at my father.

He was no longer in the same place. Where was he? I looked around, frantically, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw him shoot at me. 
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We all stayed put and waited for the results of the biometric scan. Every now and then, two vampires whispered to each other, otherwise it was silent. As soon as there was a match, it would be clear that that vampire had to enter the lion's den. I sincerely hoped it wouldn't be Dark. He was a striking-looking man, and if there was actually anyone who looked like him, they would probably know all the soldiers stationed there. Men like him didn’t live quietly alongside their peers. That’s why it would be difficult to smuggle him in and not blow his cover. But my hope shattered like glass as Kat’s gaze suddenly sought Dark’s. 

He looked at the screen, his face darkening as he straightened up to his full height and snarled, “Keep looking!” 

Kat shrugged her shoulders for a moment and hammered into the keyboard again. Driven by curiosity, I went over to him.

“What's the matter?” 

He didn't even look at me. “Nothing, false alarm.” 

Beside me, Kat snorted. It sounded sarcastic, but she said nothing else and I didn’t probe her. Dark was a stubborn guy; what use would it be aggravating him? Or to be more precise, me?

Feebly, I leaned against him. He immediately put both arms around me, protectively, and pressed me against his chest. I was flushed with warmth and I closed my eyes for a moment. The tiredness that I’d tried to suppress spread through my limbs, and I snuggled a little more intensely into his embrace. I felt his mouth on my hair, the warmth of his breath penetrating to my scalp and giving me goose pimples. 

“Nothing!” Kat’s voice tore me from my blissful refuge.  

Reluctantly, I opened my eyes and saw her raising her eyebrows at Dark as if to challenge him, all the while her gaze remaining vividly fixed on him. 

“Forget it,” I heard the deep bass beside my ear utter very angrily; at the same time, he pulled me even closer towards him and blocked my view. But I was too curious about what was going on, so I raised my head a little. 

Kat was just closing the holographic computer and was setting herself up in front of us. She’d put her hands on her hips. “Let her decide for herself.” 

What was going on here? Astounded, as I discerned that this conversation was about me, I took a step back from the source of warmth that promised me so much security. Dark only let me go grudgingly. His arms dropped down, but determination remained in his eyes. 

“Would you please enlighten me, Kat?” I turned to the only other woman here, with a queasy feeling in my stomach. Because Dark didn’t seem to be making an effort to tell me what was going on, she was the only one I could ask. 

Kat gave Dark a questioning look and shuffled from one foot to the other. This genuinely tough woman was extremely nervous and by now I was beginning to sense why. Dark exhaled angrily, and abruptly turned his back on us. He didn't leave, however, but stayed beside me, so that I had a good view of his glorious, wide back.

“Fire away, Kat!” I prompted her again. 

“You're the only one of us who comes up with a match. A pretty good one at that. We can redo your hairstyle. The soldier’s hair is short, too, but platinum blond. As dawn is slowly approaching, we have enough time to dye your hair and get you a suitable uniform. As soon as the sun goes down again, you can go.” She produced a hologram and showed me the picture of a woman who seemed nightmarishly familiar to me. “However,...”  she paused for a moment. 

“Yes?” 

“Female soldier, prone to violence, and is also pregnant. In the fifth month, to be exact. I don't know how we can wangle a story in there. She had herself artificially inseminated and is now working in the office until she’s deployable again.” Kat didn't appear satisfied.

“I can manage that. As long as there isn't some husband running around, I’ll pass as a lesbian. I can be convincing.” And that I certainly could. I would love to take on the male part in this amateur theatre. I wasn't ladylike anyway.

Dark turned to me. His eyes scanned my face, in search of any doubt. “Are you sure?” 

“Absolutely. We'll get your family out of there. Sally takes priority because she's in immediate danger. And you have to find a way to get the boys out at the same the time.” Who would I be if I backed down? It would be more than cowardly. 

Dark took a step closer to me. Then closer still, until our bodies touched. This instantly turned me on; I would’ve liked to have been alone with him. He smiled, knowingly, but then became very serious. “I couldn’t bear to lose you. Come back to me safe and sound and in one piece. And, for God's sake, don’t not take any unnecessary risks. Have I made myself clear?”  

“Yes, Sir!” But the joke evaporated as he placed his hands possessively around my face, and took possession of my lips. I clung to him instantaneously, and reciprocated the kiss with utmost passion.

Someone clapped their hands, which didn't really bother me, but Dark reluctantly broke free from me. “Safe and sound and in one piece!” I nodded, smiling. “OK. Then let's start the makeover.” Turning to Kat, he added: “We’ll do everything in our power to ensure their safety. And we’ll be standing by, ready to get them out at any time, whatever the cost. Got that?”  

Kat repeated my witty remark and saluted. “Sir, yes, Sir!” 

But none of us felt like laughing.
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By looking into his eyes, I tried to give him confirmation that it was all right if he didn't want to take the last step. Honestly, I would have been a little shocked if he’d managed to kill his own father, even if he was such a monster. When he turned his attention away from me, his facial expression suddenly changed and disbelief appeared in it.

Ladorre! Where was he? I straightened up, groaning. The pain had become bearable by now, and, in fact, I managed to get my upper body into an upright position. But what I saw made my blood run cold. Ladorre was standing a few metres behind Robert and was looking at his son, full of hate. His face was a glaring red and strewn with blisters. Nothing more about him bore any resemblance to the man I loved. Ladorre’s horrifying mask distorted with rage exposed huge fangs before he leapt up. All this happened within a few split seconds. I was barely able to follow the spectacle.  

I wanted to scream, wanted to warn Robert, but my mouth was stuck together with duct tape. I squealed instead, but it was already too late. I watched the events unfold as if it was in slow motion – though the guy was certainly moving at vampire speed. Ladorre jumped a fair distance. 

At first I’d believed he wanted to kill his own son, but perhaps the guy still had a heart. Robert pursued him, as he couldn't let him simply get away.

I tried to get out of the car. Crawling, I pushed myself out of the door and landed on the tarmac on all fours. As I glanced up, I saw Ladorre just reaching the crossroads. And then everything happened very quickly. The slow motion was over and, instead, an accelerated pace was activated. A blacked-out car shot across the intersection, hit the vampire and catapulted him far out of my field of vision.

I drew in a gasp of air, in horror, which I then expelled again, as a pant. I was seized with nausea, but I couldn’t allow it, especially as I still had the duct tape over my mouth. If I were to throw up, like it or not, I would choke on my vomit. So I got a hold of myself, rose up onto my feet and ran over to Robert, who still remained motionless in the spot where he’d stopped when the impact occurred.  

The car had braked, was now on the road and was waiting. Waiting? For what? Why wasn’t anyone getting out? Perhaps the people were in shock. Just like Robert probably was.

When I arrived at his side, he was staring at the lifeless body lying on the ground, about a hundred metres from him. The whole scene couldn’t have been more grotesque.

I pressed my shoulder against Robert's arm, which reacted immediately and pulled me into an embrace. “God, Liv! I thought I'd never see you again!” When I said nothing, he pushed me away from him a little. “Wait, I'll get this tape off you.” 

First, he opened the cuff on my wrists and then focussed on my mouth. He was careful, though it hurt when he tore a few hairs out whilst removing it. As soon as my mouth was freed, he took possession of it. He kissed me, no, he devoured me and squeezed me so tightly that I could hardly breathe. But I didn't care, I thoroughly enjoyed it – after all, I’d been continuously thinking I might never see him again. 

Awkwardly, he detached himself from me. Something must have roused his attention. I, too, looked in the direction he had turned. Ladorre had apparently recovered a little. He was standing there, floundering. What would happen now? Would Robert have to finish him off after all?

But while I was still pondering, the vehicle hurtled towards Ladorre again. Silently and efficiently. The impact wasn’t unexpected this time, but I closed my eyes. I didn't want to see it. Couldn't watch. I clung to Robert, who gaped at the gory spectacle, mesmerised.  
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My father's body was catapulted through the air once more, and as if that wasn’t enough, the driver drove right over him. By now I was convinced that it was Shazar sitting in the driver’s seat, though the completely blacked-out windows restricted any view inside.

My legs, as if by themselves, guided me to my father. Olivia was close beside me when I crouched next to him. The car was still there, ready to strike again. We vampires didn't die from the sun, but were injured by it, so our bodies couldn't heal. Hence, the man in front of me was more human than vampire. He must have been in terrible pain, as his chest jerked as it lowered. My father's gaze was searching for mine. I couldn't help but grab his hand. I was aware that he was dying and these were his last breaths. 

Ladorre whispered something I couldn’t understand, so I held my ear closer to his mouth. “...didn't kill your mother, loved her. Just like you...” Then I felt his breath on my cheek and the hand in mine went limp. 

Devastated, I lifted my head and looked into my father's lifeless eyes. And I felt a revealing sting in mine. No, I wouldn't start crying now, I thought to myself, and abruptly straightened up. Liv, who was still beside me, laid her small hand very gently on my cheek. “Everything’s going to be all right.” She didn't have to say anything else because that was exactly what I needed to hear. Because now that Ladorre was no longer with us, I could breathe freely again. In that moment, in that one vampire, I’d lost two figures in my life. My father, who could also have been a good father. There were many situations I remembered that had also been full of joy. I’d also lost the worst enemy I’d ever had, and I’d had a lot of them. My life would now become more peaceful, I hoped, at last. I cautiously put my forehead to hers and simply enjoyed her closeness, inhaled her unmistakable, apricot scent and succumbed to the feeling that everything would be all right. 

At some point, with a heavy heart, I released myself from her and took a closer look at her. “Liv, your injuries!” I’d completely forgotten how badly hurt she was when I found her.

However, she simply made a dismissive hand movement. “It’s not that bad. It's almost healed.” Then there was a pause between us before she looked at my father's corpse. “What should we do with him? Should we bury him somewhere? Or would you like a proper funeral?”  

Jittery, I shook my head, because giving him the honour of a proper funeral didn’t fit my expectations at all. “I’ll hand him over to the president so that she believes the last vampire has been destroyed.” She gave me a look of sadness, but I decisively reached for my radio and called the president. In a few words, I explained to her that we’d found the vampire, and where she could find him, before ending the conversation. “You know, Liv, at least this way he’ll be making a meaningful contribution to the last of our species, with the end of his life. Hopefully we can live in peace from now on.” I held out my hand to her, encouragingly, which she grasped at once. “Let's go.” We ran to the car together. She climbed in, whilst I opened the boot and went back to fetch my father’s remains. I carefully carried him to the car and when the lid shut, with a muffled noise, I was struck with a sense of relief. I quickly got in the back. Shazar, who was eyeing me solemnly, was behind the wheel. It was clear to me what he was waiting for. Even though I’d expressly said that we should kill Ladorre, it was something else to do it. We’d taken my father's immortal life. I, by giving my order, and Shazar in his deed. The sun, which prevented him from healing, had played its part. I nodded briefly; only then did he start the car and drive off, relieved.

Anne Rumsfield 

When I looked into the mirror that Kat held out to me, a slightly-modified Anne looked back at me, but I was still myself. Or perhaps not, because for hours I had no longer been a human being. But I stuck to the belief that I was still Anne Rumsfield – the elite soldier. Just without the hatred for vampires, as I now knew how my father had died. I knew that he’d brought it about himself and had eventually even ordered his guinea pig, Raphael, to put the destruction mechanism into effect. I was me and, then again, I wasn’t. My thinking and actions hadn’t really changed, but my body was completely different.

Meanwhile, I was wearing the appropriate uniform, had a small, but false, baby bump and was equipped with all the necessary documents so that I could move around freely on the barracks grounds. I was well-versed in military protocols – they’d become second nature to me. I wouldn’t attract any attention there, so it could work. Couldn’t it? 

I was standing at the window, protected by the shadows, looking outside – I was watching the sun slowly set. The next moment, I felt Dark's arms, which he wrapped around me from behind. He gently pulled me towards him. “You’re just as beautiful with light-coloured hair, and your scent would intoxicate me, whether you had green hair or none at all.” His nose tickled my throat and sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine.  

There was a sadness between us that made Dark and I aware that these could be the last minutes we had together. I had to swallow, as going straight into the lion's den was difficult for me. Entering the establishment that had been my home for so long, albeit in a different place. The soldiers who lived here were mostly scum. People who were led by their impulses and felt no remorse. As far as I was concerned, Louisville had always been a cesspool of sin. I’d been firmly convinced of it during my time as a soldier, too. I’d never understood how the government could approve such goings-on. What happened there every day was an open secret. I assumed that the politicians of our country knew what Louisville really was. It couldn’t have passed them by. 

“You don't have to do this. Nobody would judge you if you pulled out. We'll find another way to get Sally and the boys out.” Dark whispered, so that only I could hear his words, but he was wasting his time. My decision was irrevocable.

I turned around in his arms and laid a hand on his cheek. Our glances intertwined with each other. “I’m going. Don't try to persuade me to back down again.” 

Cautiously, he bent down and put his forehead to mine. “I can’t help myself.”

“I know, but you need to direct all your energy towards saving the boys now. I’ll take care of Sally. We can do this.” 

Dark looked sad. “I hope so. I truly do, so much. But I keep imagining none of you coming back. Neither Sally, nor the boys, nor you. I'm not the sentimental type, you know that. But what would I do then? I’d become a miserable wreck and die of a broken heart.” 

I giggled because the words didn't suit him at all, yet I could completely understand. At the end of the day, I was the one who’d been alone for the past years. I knew what it felt like to have no one – no family – no one worth coming back from a mission for. Opening the door and walking into an empty apartment had seemed so normal to me in the end, but it wasn't. I wanted to look into Dark's face in the future, behold his manly features as soon as I opened my eyes. But I had to get Sally out of there. Nobody here but me knew how bad it was there, in that facility. What human abysses revealed themselves there. I couldn't have been happy for another single day if I left Dark's sister there just to protect myself.

I kissed him once again, but then quickly turned around and set off with a confident stride, on a path that would hopefully lead me to the right destination.
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I wearily snuggled up to Robert, who immediately put his arm around me and drew me even closer to him. The blacked-out windows of the car excluded the world around us. The horror was forgotten for a moment. I was filled with his scent and felt the warmth of his body in every single fibre of mine.  

“Where to?” Shazar tore me out of my protective cocoon, and the man at my side was startled, too.  

“To the airport; we’ll offload my father's body there. Then we’ll charter a plane. I’d like to get to Louisville as soon as possible.” Robert’s powerful voice, so accustomed to giving orders, vibrated deeply against my cheek, which was still on his chest.

“All right!” Shazar was concentrating on the road again, even though it seemed to go straight for miles. But that was fine with me; this meant I could surrender myself once again to being alone with my vampire.

Robert quickly cleared his throat. “What did he do to you?” He sounded croaky. The thought of what his father could have done to me was obviously too much for him. I, too, was not immune to the horrifying images of what he had done. 

So as to be able to get a better look at him, I straightened up. My gaze was firm when I said: “He did nothing to me. Nothing at all.” 

Robert laid his hand on my cheek. “Are you sure? Did he...” He left the question unfinished, but of course, I knew where he was going with it.

“No, he didn't touch me, just drank from my wrist once.” 

The breath of air that he rigorously drew in revealed his anger. “With that alone he crossed the line.”  

We remained silent and looked deep into each other’s eyes. It was almost as if we were locking into each other and making a promise. A promise that we would never separate again. Robert put his forehead to mine and I closed my eyes. It all felt so right as long as I was around him. I belonged to him. How that came to be, or who was responsible for the fact that we were both irrevocably tied to one another, was, essentially, completely irrelevant; I would also no longer fight it in the future, but accept it as a gift. A gift from the man who had been my father.

Robert's gaze changed – it almost seemed as if he was shy. “Do you know, Liv? I wish for nothing more than to be bound to you. Forever.” He waited briefly for me to react, but I was speechless. “I love you!”  

Tears came to my eyes. “I love you too, Robert.” 

We became submerged in a heartfelt kiss. It was completely right, happened naturally, and I was happy. For the first time in my life, I was happy, despite the most adverse circumstances.

Breathlessly, Robert detached himself from me and looked at me, full of anticipation. “Say yes, please!” 

It was a huge question; it was much bigger than a human asking another human to marry them. This would be forever. Nothing could separate us. Only death. Nevertheless, I was more certain than ever. “Yes!” 

He passionately whisked me into his arms and I burst out laughing. I’d done it. I’d found something that others couldn’t say they’d found in a lifetime. 
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Since it was just beginning to get dark, there were still a lot of people walking around the streets of the barracks grounds. I did indeed resemble Mary Jenkins, the young soldier, but I kept my eyes lowered. If anyone approached me, my cover would be blown. I couldn’t risk that under any circumstances. 

I kept thinking about the emotional vortex I would have been trapped in if I’d found out that a vampire had gained access to my barracks. If the soldiers here in Louisville found out, I would die a very slow and painful death. Unless they used my humble self for research purposes, which would probably be even worse. Robert's ordeal at the hands of my father came to mind, but I quickly shook the thoughts off again. I had to have a clear mind if I wanted to get out of here again alive – along with Sally.

The path I took led me straight to the women's shelter. I’d put together a story that hopefully wouldn’t attract too much attention. That shouldn't be that difficult, considering that people with the most peculiar fantasies resided here. 

After a short stretch, I reached the inconspicuous grey building and slid the badge through the scanning device. 

“Welcome, Miss Jenkins,” a computer voice sounded, then the door slid open and after I’d stepped through it, it closed again behind me.

I was now in some kind of airlock. My heart was racing as I hoped I wouldn’t be exposed. It was a precarious matter. What if someone had seen Mary Jenkins shortly beforehand, or what if she was even inside the building? Nothing could save me then from the fate of the women in that building. I cautioned myself to remain calm, but the longer I had to stand in the airlock area, the more nervous I was becoming. However, the gate finally opened to the side. 

“Good evening, Miss Jenkins,” the soldier on duty greeted me. I quickly greeted him and continued past him. “Wait a minute!” 
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I stood still, irritated. What did he want? I used my familiar breathing technique to calm my pulse again; it wouldn’t help if I broke out in a sweat now. The guy would become sceptical and I’d have a load of new enemies. No, stay calm.

With raised eyebrows, so as to look as cool and annoyed as possible, just as I would have been if someone had stopped me in my area, I turned to him. “Yes?”  

“The male prisoners are on the left.” His gaze flitted back and forth between my pregnant belly and my face. 

“Artificial insemination,” I said, pointing a finger at my stomach. “What makes you think I like men?” I gave the soldier an ice-cold look, so he didn't dare make a dirty joke.

His eyes opened wide. “Oh!” 

“Exactly; oh! Can I go on now?” I asked him in an irritated tone of voice.

“Of course!” He turned away zealously, and marched back to his place.

I took the liberty of taking a deep breath, and walked briskly along a long corridor. Kat had gone through all the building drawings with me until I knew them by heart. The prison cell areas were in the basement. On the ground floor, there were common rooms for the soldiers on duty and on the first, second and third floors people could amuse themselves for a short time if they didn’t wish to, or couldn’t, take a prisoner home with them. As I said, taking a woman or a man home was a costly undertaking, so many only went to the upper rooms for a few hours. Kat hadn’t managed to find out who the money went to. I intended on taking care of this as soon as Dark's family was out of danger. I wanted to uncover the bastards and raze this hell hole to the ground.

I had to pass through yet another airlock after taking the stairs down. Good thing I didn't suffer from claustrophobia. Again, I stood in the space for a few minutes before being let into the prison cell security area. 

A guy of around thirty jumped up from his chair at a table and came towards me, as I stepped into the hallway to my right. “Hey lady, what are you doing down here? There are men in the west wing. But I can gladly be at your service when I'm off duty.” I would’ve loved to have knocked the salacious grin off his face, but I had to think of my mission. No rash moves!

“I’m not into guys. Hope you’ve got that,” I said, as I took a step towards him so that our noses almost touched. Eye contact at close range helped to intimidate opponents. And it worked. He started blinking and stepped back.

“That's all right. Pick one. Then come to me and we'll do the paperwork.” 

“All right!” 

I slowly paced along the cells. There were small monitors embedded in the doors, which showed a picture of the respective occupant. Under them, there were no names, only numbers, so that the soldiers on duty couldn’t form an emotional bond with the prisoners. Also, no one who was working their shift was allowed to talk to them. I remembered that from my internship.

They were women of all ages, some of them girls who were just going through puberty. Angrily, I clenched my hand into a fist. Yes, this would become my new goal in life – to get rid of this shambles. I didn’t yet know how, but I would do it. Someone had to fight for these women if they couldn't do it themselves anymore. This reminded me of a story I had once read about a young girl. Her name was Malala; I couldn't remember her last name. She fought for the rights of girls in Pakistan, was shot, and eventually was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. At that time, the Taliban and other radical Islamic groups were the world’s biggest horrors. In a speech to the United Nations, Malala talked of how she wanted to speak for those who had no voice. Yes, that is what I would do. I actually didn’t want to speak, but I would fight for these men and women here! 

At the very end of the corridor I found what I’d been looking for. Sally was looking back at me from the picture, her eyes wide open, revealing a muted fear. Fear for her children, her life and her future. 
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She had actually said yes. I still couldn't believe it. This wonderful woman wanted to tie herself to me, perform the ritual with me. Although I’d lived for so many years, I had never gone that far with anyone before. My blood became sluggish with happiness, and I would’ve loved to drag Olivia out of the car and find us a nice little place somewhere, but that would have to wait. Right now we had other things to deal with, and apart from that, I wanted to give her time to change her mind. Rushing into such an important decision wouldn’t do anybody any good. 

Only when Shazar addressed me did I notice that the car was no longer driving. We were in a huge hangar building and the gates had already been closed, so Shazar had been able to get out. Liv and I did the same as him. Since I felt the need to touch her all the time, I held out my hand to her, which, to my relief, she immediately grabbed. 

It was quite dark, and only a hazy light fell into the interior of the hall through the upper hatches. The other vampires from Shazar's group came closer, as the dark-skinned vampire opened the boot lid. Silence spread as everyone became aware of whose body was now laid out on one of the metal tables standing against the walls. Everyone present knew that Ladorre was my father and they probably knew that it wasn’t an easy situation for me to be in at that moment.

One by one, the vampires approached me and laid their left hand on my right shoulder, lowered their heads briefly, and then let the next one step forward. This simple gesture was used to express condolences in our society. A short moment of attachment to the mourner was more comfort than a thousand words. I held Liv's hand the whole time, which kept me grounded throughout. 

Shazar approached the corpse with a large tarpaulin and covered it. I breathed deeply, a little relieved. I’d seen many dead bodies, but it was something else to see my own father lying there. 

To return to the problem at hand, I turned to the assembled team and raised my voice. “I thank you for your sympathy, but now we must try to help Dark as much as we can. Who has the contact with him?” 

A dark-haired man, whom I had first seen at a party, raised his hand and stepped forward. “My name is Steve. Good day, Sir.” I nodded at him briefly, whereupon he continued: “I received a message from Katarina an hour ago.”

I looked at him, expectantly.

“Dark and his girlfriend have landed. Now they’re using bioscans to try to find out if someone is compatible, whom they could then smuggle in,” Steve continued. 

“That sounds like a good plan. Thank you, Steve. With a smile on my lips, I turned to Liv and asked with a whisper: “Girlfriend?” 

Grinning, she shrugged her shoulders. She seemed to like the idea of them becoming a couple just as much as I did. 

It all seemed quite relaxed to me. Nobody had been hurt, but somehow that made me nervous. Something was wrong; I felt it in my gut. That's why I wanted to get on the charter plane as soon as possible. Waiting until my plane was back would definitely take too long. On the other hand, the mood in Louisville seemed to be relatively relaxed. If I waited, I could take Shazar and his men with me. In the meantime, more of us could come to the barracks town. We’d be stronger in numbers, because I knew how many human soldiers were stationed there. 

For these reasons I decided to wait. My plane was due to be back soon; then we could fly there with two planes and try to carry the operation off safely. 
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To keep up the appearance, I first walked past Sally's cell and pretended to be interested in other female inmates as well. I stopped at a door and activated the window, which soundlessly slid to the side to give me a glimpse of the prisoner. A young woman was crouching anxiously against the wall, chewing her nails. I was horrified at the idea of what she had perhaps already experienced. This sight made me all the more determined and at the same time something tightened in my chest, as I wouldn’t be able to help her right now. 

Quickly, I closed the viewing hatch again and turned around. I couldn’t lose sight of my real goal. I had to stay focused and think of Sally. 

During the hours spent in the hut, we’d also thought about a battle plan to get Marc and Tom out of the education camp. They were still young and the government believed they could still warp children’s minds at this age. In addition, partly inhumane practices were used, but the statistics on the rehabilitated prisoners proved them right. Mostly, such children became soldiers themselves, because they felt the need to keep being drilled in the future. They weren’t often accustomed to much else. In contrast with Sally’s mission, saving the boys was child's play. The camp was not nearly as well secured as the women's shelter. Dark had set off for the camp with half the vampires, shortly after me. Hopefully, he’d be able to get them out without difficulty. 

When I stood in front of Sally's prison cell again, I activated the viewing hatch and pretended I was going to take a closer look. She was lying on the floor staring at the ceiling. Silently, I admired her strength. With this attitude, she was crushing all her defiance and hatred.

Just before I closed the window she raised her head and looked me straight in the eye. Her facial expression revealed nothing. Oh yes, she was her brother's sister and kept a cool head in precarious situations.

Determined, I turned around and ran back to the soldier on duty, who was staring at a monitor, bored. As I entered his office, he rose hastily and gave me a questioning look. “Number 23,” I said, in the usual commanding tone. 

“Good choice, just arrived yesterday. Still completely intact and unused.” I angrily clenched my fingers into a fist, but I flashed him a smile at the same time. 

“That sounds great.” 

“But it’ll therefore cost twice as much.” 

I made a dismissive hand gesture. “That's okay. I like fresh meat. It's just right for what I'm going to do with her. I'll take her for two nights.” 

“All right. But you know, it's expensive if you damage her,” he was trying to intimidate me.

“I'm aware,” I replied, with my chin slightly protruded. 

He diligently set to work and prepared the necessary documents. Meanwhile, I looked around the room a little. You could hardly furnish an office more sparsely. No personal belongings, nothing. Everything was testament to the fact that the soldiers rotated through here frequently.  

“Done! Come, let's go get your new sweetheart.” The idiot actually winked at me and seemed to think he was amusing. Oh, how I hated guys like that. 

While I was still thinking this, my mouth suddenly became dry and a tremendous hunger hit me. My stomach contracted in pain, and my jaw started tingling. This couldn’t be happening now of all times. Dark had said I’d be well sated for the time being and wouldn’t need any blood. I tried as much as was possible to suppress the urge I now had to suck someone's blood. Which I managed very poorly. 

The soldier strode down the long corridor at a brisk pace until we reached cell 23. He opened the prison cell door by fingerprint and eye scan. As soon as the door had opened, Sally jumped to her feet and was facing us with clenched fists. She didn’t even look at me, but she eyed the soldier as if she wanted to kill him. But this didn’t bother him. He was probably used to all kinds of things happening in here. 

“So 23, you’re going to behave nicely and accompany your new mistress for the next two days.” The sarcasm, which dripped from every syllable, made me sick to my stomach. 

“Like hell I will!” Sally hissed, and spat at the soldier's feet. 

The next thing she knew, the guy she’d just verbally attacked whacked her in the face. Ideally, I would have smacked him, but that would definitely have given me away. So I held back and gritted my teeth, even though the whole situation was demanding more and more of my self-control. 

Sally looked at the man spitefully, and wiped the blood from her lip. Blood! I didn't know how I’d be able to control myself, but at that moment my teeth started protruding from my jaw. I so desperately wanted to bite into the soldier's vein, even though I had Sally's blood right in front of my nose; my greed was for the soldier who had so brutally beaten this woman. This woman who nourished my beloved Dark. I wanted nothing more than to kill him.  

“Don’t you dare try that again. We don’t grant such liberties to our prisoners in Louisville. Have you got that?” he asked, threateningly, but Sally only looked at him, giving him no response. 

I admired her, but at the same time I would’ve liked to shake her to bring her to her senses. She ought to simply smile at him and tell him she’d understood. The main concern was getting out of here as quickly as possible, without anyone noticing what kind of teeth I had.
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The time we spent waiting dragged on forever. I’d made myself comfortable in one of the small offices, but the boredom was driving me crazy. Since we’d been stranded in this desolate area, I’d only once gone to find the bathroom to take a shower. One of the vampires had provided me with a flight attendant uniform, which I was now wearing. Thank God the trousers were made from a stretchy fabric which didn't restrict me whenever I moved. The top was made from the same material; both garments sat like a second skin on my body, making me feel a little naked, even though I wasn’t. 

Robert was sleeping next to me, his head on my lap. I had to keep looking at him over and over, stroking his cheek or running my fingers through his thick hair. My heart contracted; it was so full of love that it hurt. And yet, it was wonderful to know that I was loved back. Unconditionally and forever.

A knock on the door yanked me from my thoughts and Robert sleepily straightened up before he invited the person in.

It was Shazar. “My friend, a private charter plane is ready for take-off. If you like, you can depart right away. The sun sets in two hours and we’ll come after you with your plane, which should be back by then.” 

“Very good.” Robert elegantly stood up and held out his hand, which I grabbed immediately, letting him help me up out of the deep, upholstered furniture. 

“She’s fully refuelled and has a sleeping area. The pilots are human, so you won’t be disturbed. The flight is two hours. That ought to be enough.” Shazar's voice quivered slightly, as he wore a faint smile on his lips.

Robert sheepishly cleared his throat and looked at me for a moment. Only then did I realise what the two of them had been talking about. We had a ‘timeslot’ of two hours above the clouds, to perform the ritual. I instantly felt my cheeks, which were burning bright red once again. A disadvantage, which as a redhead, I had already cursed many a time. 

Robert squeezed my hand and pulled me behind him. He stopped and stood still in the main hall and addressed the remaining vampires. “Olivia and I are going to take off, so that we can assist Dark as soon as possible. I’ll expect to see you in Louisville.” 

They saw us off with cheers and hoots. It must be a man's thing – cries of war perhaps, or something like that. Robert hurriedly pulled me through the narrow door at the hangar’s side exit. Outside, the afternoon sun struck me. In delight, I lifted my head for a moment and basked in the warmth. I almost could’ve forgotten all the dreadful things that had happened since Robert had saved me from those other women taunting me in the Centrodynamics car park. Almost.

The lavish private jet stood a few metres away, waiting for us. I courageously followed Robert to the steps, but halfway up he stopped and turned around to face me. 

“Liv...” I looked at him, expectantly. He, who was actually never shy with words, was now, nevertheless, quite obviously having to struggle to find the right words. That gave me a kick in my diaphragm, which began to flinch treacherously. “You decide what happens in there. I can wait.” 

I looked confidently into the gentle eyes of the man who had taken my heart by storm, and nodded. “I know.” 

His laughter sounded deep and auspicious. “Then everything’s good.” 

And so it was. It was good, the way it was all going, and what was supposed to happen would happen. I knew what I wanted and I’d never been a patient person. So why wait? We had time, a whole two hours. We had each other and we had a completely private room that was made for us.

“I love you, Liv!” He held my gaze captive as he raised my hand to his mouth and kissed each of my fingers individually. Only then did he turn around and want to hurry up the steps, but I held him back. He looked at me, astonished. 

“I love you too, Robert,” I whispered. 

He breathed a sigh of relief. Had he doubted it again? We both seriously needed to work on these constant doubts, or ideally, get rid of them altogether! 

Without another word we rushed up the stairs and immediately found the sleeping cabin. The flight attendant stared after us with her mouth open, but the last thing I saw of her was an understanding smile on her face. Then Robert locked the door behind us, locking everything else around us out, too. 
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Olivia looked at me with wide eyes and leaned against the upholstered cabin door. I had never seen a more beautiful creature in my whole life. She painted a mesmerising picture. The blue of the interior paired with the colour of her hair was a true explosion before my eyes. Her red hair blazed around her and her green eyes sparkled with joy as she bit into her lip. This simple gesture turned me on more than I could handle. More than I’d hoped. She was everything I wanted and needed to be happy.

Groaning, I thrust myself at her mouth, conquered, caressed and captured it. Liv granted me this conquest wholeheartedly, and returned my demanding kiss with a fire that delighted me, intoxicated me, and made me feel as if I’d just been elected emperor of this earth. Her body seemed to be on fire and radiated a heat that threatened to scorch me, but I nestled in to her as if I were a man close to freezing to death. Greedy to get even more from her. 

With my lips, I slowly made my way over to her ear and whispered: “Remember, you decide. Just give me the word and I'll stop immediately.” 

Liv shook her head firmly, which relieved me enormously. One of her curls swept along my cheek and tickled me. “I want you, Robert. In every conceivable way.” 

Her words penetrated my soul and took possession of me. I held her close to me for a moment, before I lifted her up and carried her, ceremoniously, to the bed. I very carefully laid her down on the sheet. She was so tender, I continuously felt the need to protect her, even from myself and my desire for her.

Our lips met again; hers tasted of vanilla and apricots, just as the scent that she so generously emitted promised. The soft moan that escaped her mouth was enticing, and I yearned to hear more of those sweet little noises from her. 

Her fingers dug into my shoulders, as I first explored her neck and then the edge of her breasts with my tongue. Demandingly, she bent against me and I was barely able to remain faithful to my intentions of taking it slowly. 

The skin-tight top and matching trousers she was wearing had already been turning me on for the last few hours. But now, here in this cabin, isolated from the world, the provocative clothes only bothered me. It was something that stood in our way, which I absolutely had to remove. I wanted to touch and taste every square inch of her silky white skin. Even the tiniest shred of material would be more than a hindrance. Vigorously, I pushed her shirt up, stroked her stomach with my fingers and elicited another of those wonderful, soft noises from her. I continued pushing the fabric up until I discovered the edge of her bra. With my lips, I explored the path my fingers had taken, licked the velvety skin that radiated an immense heat, and enjoyed every single second I spent in her arms.

Carefully, I bit into one of her nipples, which were teasingly visible through the white lace of her bra, which was covering her breasts. Olivia cried out and arched her back. Her pelvis touched my lower body and whipped my desire into a tornado of lust. In one smooth movement, I roughly snatched at her top and tore it off over her head. I immediately grasped at my own shirt, too, and did the same, before letting my eyes wander over her body. She watched every movement of my face, as if she wasn't sure what effect she had on me. The sight of Olivia in her tight bra and her seductive grin awakened in me the unstoppable urge to make her my partner. I paused for a moment, because the intensity of it was so powerful that my hands were beginning to tremble. Yes, she was mine. Whether we performed the ritual or not, nothing and nobody would be able to separate me from this woman.
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Robert's upper body shone in the subtle light that diffusely fell on him. He looked as if he was made of marble. He was so magnificent, he rendered me speechless. We’d made love to each other before, but today it was something very special – that was clear to both of us. My heart was beating like crazy, and at the same time I was gripped by a languid heaviness. I didn't want to wait any longer; my desire drove me to reach for my waistband and pull the garment down a little. Robert immediately stood up, which left a void in me. But he simply wanted to reach for the fabric and was now pulling it down on my legs. I now lay in front of him in just my knickers and bra.

His eyes wandered down my body. I almost felt his eyes caressing my skin, but my unfulfilled desire for his touch reminded me that it wasn’t real. I wanted him, on me, and most of all, in me. My body wanted him, my mind, everything about me wanted to carry out this ritual with Robert. I was being driven by an inner restlessness. Then my body took the lead. 

I straightened up, pushed my bottom a little further back and began fumbling with the belt of his trousers. Damn it; how did this thing even open? Amused, he smiled down at me, but he didn't help me, which I wouldn't have wanted anyway. No, it was my turn, and undoing his belt was part of it.

The buckle finally unclasped and I began undoing the buttons. One by one – and I looked him in the eye the whole time. Robert had stopped laughing, and was nervously licking his chapped lips. Once I’d undone all the buttons, I pulled his trousers down until they slackened in the hollows of his knees. From my position, I couldn’t ensure that he would soon be standing completely naked in front of me. But I didn't have to get up, because Robert kicked his trousers off his legs.

His boxer shorts had an impressive bulge that magically drew my fingers towards it. It was rock hard beneath my hand, with a slight pulsation that matched the rhythm in my abdomen. A tremor oozed through my body. I slowly let myself sink back into the pillow and impatiently began to pull down my knickers. I didn't want to wait another second. I wanted him – right now. His amused snorting and the following grip on his boxer shorts clearly showed that he wasn't exactly a master of patience right now, either. 

When he knelt on the bed, naked, he looked so wonderful, so vigorous and so possessive as he looked down on me. It didn't scare me; on the contrary, it boosted my desire. Carefully, he pulled the triangular shapes of my bra to the side, so that my breasts were exposed and he could then lightly blow over my nipples, which immediately became painfully erect with pleasure. No sooner had he straightened up again, than I was opening my legs for him, inch by inch. His lustful gaze remained fixed on my face. I had to somehow manage to unhinge his self-control.

“Come here,” I breathed, and smiled boldly at him.

“Oh Baby, you're not making it easy for me,” he moaned, as he thrust his head back and looked up at the ceiling for a moment. 

I tenderly reached for his hand and pulled him down towards me, for I had no intention of waiting. Hopefully we’d still have plenty of opportunities to do it slowly and seductively, but not today. Now, there was no more stopping us, no more doubt between us. We kissed as if there was no tomorrow. His fingers skimmed greedily over my body as I explored his velvety skin. Robert pampered and pleasured me until I was about to climax, but then he paused, looked deep into my eyes, and penetrated me powerfully. Yes, that was exactly how I’d wanted him and it was even better than what I’d imagined. I curved my body towards him, ecstatically, but he kept me at bay, with his hips, which hovered a few centimetres above the sheet. We poised ourselves, savouring each other.

I knew that the magical moment had now come; I knew it deep inside me. It was as if the vampiric genes that I’d once been administered had come to life, for it was not just a knowledge, it was a desire, a fundamental need that drove me to move my head to the side and offer my neck to him. Anticipation flooded my body, which was about to explode into a phenomenal orgasm. 

With a growl, Robert bit into his wrist. His other hand affectionately stroked through my hair as he held out his slightly bleeding wrist to me. I didn't hesitate for a second, grabbed it and began sucking. It was different from what I’d expected – far better. I wasn’t in the least disgusted. His blood tasted like liquid dark chocolate warmly burning down my throat. I couldn't stop; I wanted more. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him bend down towards me. I felt tender kisses on my neck, his fangs gently scratched my skin, but then he finally bit me. It only hurt for a moment, but I was able to overlook the pain when Robert began to suck, as an orgasm swept over me and made me forget everything around us. When Robert reached his climax shortly afterwards, I knew that he felt what I was feeling. I felt him in every fibre of my body. We had become one. The ritual was complete and, from now on, we were inextricably bound. 
Anne Rumsfield 

With my eyes, I tried to signal to Sally that she should just back down. I thought she was going to continue opposing the command for obedience, but suddenly she said, quietly, “Yes, we have.” She lowered her gaze in submission and I breathed out, relieved. 

“Good!” The soldier's fingers bore roughly into Sally's upper arm as he pulled her in my direction. “She’s yours until the day after tomorrow. Have fun with the stubborn beast.” 

“Thank you.” I accepted Sally in the way I’d learned to during my military training, grabbing her arm and pushing her in the direction of the first airlock. As we walked through the door and it closed behind us, we were alone. Sally made an immediate attempt to turn around and talk to me. But I didn't know who was watching us or maybe even listening to us while we were in that space. So I gripped her arm tightly, and said very firmly: “No antics, 23. If I want to talk with you, we'll talk, but for now I don't want to. So shut up.” Sally turned stiff and lowered her gaze. She had understood and would play along. Clever girl.

Finally, the gate on the opposite side opened and spat us out. I immediately pushed my prisoner on and up into the stairwell. When we reached the top, I slowly allowed myself to relax a little. Now all we had to do was get past the doorman, as I secretly called the soldier at the main gate. That ought to be easy. And in fact, the guy met us with a grin. “As I see, you found what you were looking for. Very nice.” His gaze flitted lewdly down Sally's body. “I like that one, too. Perhaps I'll come back for her. What's her number?” 

I could hardly swallow the lump in my throat. I was so disgusted by the way we were talking about a human being here, as if she were just a product – a commodity to be passed on. 

Sally reacted, thank God, because I didn't know whether I could’ve hidden my vampire teeth from the soldier on guard. “I’m Number 23. Don't forget.” 

Astonished, the man raised his eyebrows and then said with a cold look and ice in his voice: “Absolutely not. But believe me, when I'm done with you, you'll wish I'd forgotten.” 

Sally remained cool. “We'll see about that.” 

When he looked at me, I could see the determination he felt at that moment in his face. “When’s she coming back?” 

“The day after tomorrow,” I replied, grabbing my nose as if it were itching so that he wouldn’t notice the anomaly of my teeth.

“Well, then get ready, 23!” With these words, he activated the airlock and we entered the room – a room that would have seen many incidents of claustrophobia.  

We had to wait again. Always one step closer to freedom. Again, we kept up the façade so as not to give ourselves away. If the gate opened onto the street, we would have almost reached our destination. 

We waited, our hearts pounding. The time dragged on and on, and when the door was opened, I dug my fingers into Sally's arm. Only when she groaned slightly did I notice what I was doing and let go quickly. 

We took a brisk step forward. I steered my would-be prisoner in the direction I’d come from. Closer and closer to the forest where our little encampment was. The encampment to which Dark would hopefully soon return with the sons of the woman who had so unquestioningly handed herself over to me.  

We turned into a dark alleyway at the end of which there was a wall – one which we’d easily be able to climb over. And then we’d have to walk, a fair distance. We could manage that. At least, I thought so, until I spotted the outline of a man at the end of the alley, in front of the wall.
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Happiness in its purest form flowed through me. It was as if light was pulsing through my veins. A vibrant light of joy. I held Olivia a little tighter in my arms. Of course, I’d already heard a lot about lovers who had performed the ritual – contrary to popular opinion, it was quite rare – but feeling it for myself was a different matter altogether. 

Wonderstruck, I gazed at the woman who was now mine for eternity. Her face shone with joy – she felt it, too. Her green eyes shone at me as if they wanted to show me the way. The way to her lips – swollen from all the kissing – which turned into a smile.

“Robert, this is...” She was lost for words. 

I briefly put my forehead to hers and closed my eyes. I wished for this moment to last as long as possible, and didn’t want anybody to pull us out of our cocoon. “I know,” I whispered. I was almost afraid that any word spoken out loud would destroy the magic.

I love you! Olivia's voice rushed through my head. I looked at her, amazed. It was the first time I’d heard her in this way. Thus far, our connection had only allowed a one-way form of communication on a telepathic level. Only Olivia had been able to hear my thoughts, solely, however, when I was emotionally tense. 

She smiled, confident that she’d succeeded: “It works, doesn't it?” 

“Yes, definitely!” I had to smile, too. I love you! I tried expressing my happiness in a train of thought. 

Instantly, she was gasping for air. “Oh Robert, that's insane!” Euphoric, she sat up, naked in the ruffled sheets. Her dishevelled hair blazed around her face, which glowed with excitement. She was so beautiful it hurt. If I hadn’t already been in love with her, I would have given my heart to her by now. My fierce little witch. 

“Hey, that's not nice!” She playfully punched my chest. 

“What's not nice?” 

“Well, first you seduce me and make me submissive to you, and then you call me a witch.” She chuckled as she looked at me. 

She’d actually heard it. From now on I had to be more careful about how much of my mind I was opening to her. It probably required practice. Olivia, on the other hand, seemed to be a natural, because apart from the one sentence, I hadn't heard anything else yet. The situation was bizarre and our mood was exuberant. Again and again, we kept sending each other silly little messages to test our bond. 

My heart was overflowing with love, and the light that flowed through my veins remained. Never in my truly long life had I felt better than this. Never more grounded and simultaneously closer to the clouds. And I was happy. Olivia Morgan, or Margaret Rumsfield for that matter, was all I wished for in my life, without ever having known that I’d needed her.  

“Will it always be like this?” Liv asked, quietly, and buried her face in my chest. Her little teeth nibbled on me, provocatively. I was immediately turned on again and wanted her, which she noticed and confirmed as such with a triumphant laugh, the naughty little vamp. 

“As long as we’re happy, yes, but there’ll be other moments. If we’re unhappy, distraught or angry, the light in our veins will be more like a murky stream.” I waited a moment to see if she wanted to say anything, but she remained silent. “I’ll even bear that with stoic calm,” I joked.

“Yooouuu,...” The naked beauty rose from my arms and straightened up. Feigning anger, she threatened me with her tiny fist. This fist wouldn't be able to harm me; she had her weapons on other parts of her body, which were enchanting me and tormenting me. 

Resolutely, I lifted her up and put her on my lap. She sat on me as if I were her throne, and looked down on me with her big eyes. My Queen. She didn’t hesitate for long and seized her chance. With a demanding smile, I surrendered to her and she slowly pushed me into her. We made love to each other, tenderly and full of devotion, as if there was no turning back. As if we didn't know what awaited us and whether tomorrow would ever come. 
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When I saw the man hidden in the shadows cast by the densely positioned buildings, I stopped abruptly and said out loud, “Oops, we've taken the wrong road.”  

I frantically turned around and pushed Sally in front of me, but at the other end of the alley the passage was blocked by a whole group of men. Okay, then I’d aim for the smaller obstacle. A single man was the easier choice, so I turned back on myself once more and carted Sally along with me, who stumbled. She remained silent, though, quickly regained her balance and then ran with me towards the man at the end of the alley.

I suddenly recognised him as I approached, and the look on his face seemed more than familiar. In this filthy alleyway at the back of beyond, I was faced with someone I hadn't even remotely anticipated meeting. There he stood, well trained as always, and grinning as if he’d hit the jackpot – Harrison, my boss. His lifeless eyes were fixated on me and followed each of my moves. 

An ice-cold hand clasped itself around my throat. It could only have been a trap. That pig. Tyron, my colleague – the one who had brutally attacked me in the basement of the Centrodynamics building. Brutally, in the truest sense of the word. If it hadn't been for him, then human genetics would still prevail in me, considering he’d beaten the life out of me. This could only mean that the whole thing had been orchestrated by Harrison. With a growl, I made a giant leap straight towards him. I bared my teeth and tried to grab hold of him by the throat. One jerk and his neck would be broken, but I didn't get that far, because what I hadn't realised was that I’d landed on a metal platform that was activated as Harrison's slender finger pressed on his communication device, and was transformed into my prison. Bars to the right, to the left, in front of and behind me, had appeared out of nowhere and removed the opportunity to kill my former superior. Another metal platform slid over my head from above. I jumped up, but wasn't fast enough; the hole had closed and I was trapped. 

I wrenched at the bars in rage and tried to escape from the metal prison, but it was a waste of time. I had no chance against this kind of metal, even with my vampiric powers. Meanwhile, two soldiers had got Sally in a headlock and were battering her in the lower back with their fists. She’d tried to fight back tooth and nail, but that, too, had obviously been in vain. I kept my fangs exposed the whole time because I couldn’t control the anger that was seething inside me.

Harrison stared at me in disbelief and came as close to me as he could without me grabbing hold of him. “But this is impossible!” Then he turned around, seeking the other soldiers’ attention. All of them men I knew and had partly trained with. “She’s a vampire! Who would’ve thought it? Anne Rumsfield has turned into the very thing that she abhorred so much.” He laughed. A rare emotion. I couldn't remember ever having seen him laugh. Then he turned his head back to me. “If it weren't so sick, we might feel sorry for you. Actually, we just wanted to lure you here and grill you a little. Bring you back to the nest, as it were. Then we could’ve got the Centrodynamics security chief in the net. With your help, of course.” 

“What do you mean by ‘back’?” I barked, striving for self-control.

He shook his head reproachfully. “Rumsfield, we put a lot of time and money into your training. We wouldn’t just dismiss such a high-quality product as yourself from active service. And we wanted a vampire for obvious reasons.” 

“What reasons?” I growled.

Incredulous, his eyebrows shot up. “Don't you realise what possibilities would be open to us if we were to apply today's knowledge of genetics to create an elite unit far above the standard of our unit?” 

“That's forbidden!” My voice almost turned over on itself. This self-opinionated guy actually wanted to act against the law. “The president would not approve of such experiments. She’s completely against genetic manipulation.” I knew that from my own experience, because I’d been forced by her to limit my research. She’d also made a speech to the Ethics Committee, which I’d watched live. She had very impressively highlighted the dangers of such genetic selection. At that time, I’d been furious as she’d condemned not only me but also, indirectly, my father, who’d spent half his life researching this kind of genetic manipulation. But today I saw it with different eyes. My stomach turned just at the thought of what they’d do to me if I didn’t manage to escape. 

Harrison pressed another button and the mobile prison cell was lowered into the ground through a shaft. The last thing my eyes caught a glimpse of before the darkness swallowed me was Sally, who lay lifeless on the floor. Blood was running out of the corner of her mouth. Profound distress and worry devoured my consciousness. This wasn't good at all. I had to get out of here as quickly as possible! 

Claustrophobia wasn’t necessarily something I suffered from, but when I saw only stone walls to my right and left, I became a little anxious. Down into the lion’s den. Inevitably, fear hit me. 
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Louisville lay in darkness; I could only see light in a few houses here and there. The car glided along silently. Kat had sent one of her fighters to pick us up – a rather taciturn man. That was all right with me, because I was completely exhausted and cuddled up to Robert in his arms instead. In a way I envied him for this never-ending energy he possessed – for the fact that he didn’t need sleep, or at least, very little. 

“What’s happened here in the meantime,” Robert asked the man.

“We've smuggled someone into the barracks complex.” 

Surprised, I raised my eyebrows and looked briefly at Robert, who seemed to be just as flabbergasted as I was.

“That sounds good. What’s the plan?” 

He described, in a nutshell, how Sally was in a women's shelter and that someone would now be on their way to free her with a cunning strategy. It sounded pretty horrifying, and I didn't know how it could work, but Dark and Kat were experienced in extreme situations and Robert trusted them, so I did, too. 

Something doesn’t feel right about this, I heard Robert's voice in my head.

I immediately stiffened up. What do you mean?

The man’s hiding something from us. I wanted to straighten up, but he pressed me close to him, so I stayed exactly where I was. 

What makes you think so?

He didn’t look me in the eye once, neither when he greeted us, nor just now during his description. I’ve dealt with him once before and he wasn’t like that, Robert enlightened me. We'll be there soon – we’ll see if I'm right. 

A sense of worry immediately spread within me. Maybe something was wrong with Dark. Or with Anne? Time had passed so quickly that I hadn't been able to think much of Anne. I’d been too busy with myself. I was immediately struck with a guilty conscience. What if neither of them were all right?  

As soon as the car stopped at the dilapidated hut in the woods, we jumped out. Kat was standing in the doorway, with a face as long as a fiddle. Robert's intuition had not betrayed him. Something had happened here that we wouldn't like. I was almost afraid of what she was about to tell us. No, I was afraid.

“Kat?” Robert snarled, grouchily. 

“Robert, I'm sorry.” She lowered her gaze and timidly kneaded her hands. Why couldn't Kat just get to the point?

Dangerously quietly, as he took a step towards Kat, Robert asked: “What exactly are you sorry about?” 

She breathed deeply again before she began to speak and tore the rug away from beneath my feet. “We’d used bioscanning to find someone who might be able to be smuggled into the barracks complex. The programme resulted in a hit.” When she was silent, her eyes flitted to me for a moment. “Anne Rumsfield was the one we sent in, after dying her hair.” 

“What?” I asked, although this question was completely unnecessary. I stood there paralysed, staring at Kat in bewilderment.

“It seemed the right thing to do,” she tried to apologise. 

“And now it doesn’t?” Robert demanded. 

She shook her head, self-consciously. “No. It was a trap.” 

In the blink of an eye, Robert was standing right next to Kat. “And what makes you think so?” The way he asked his question, the closeness he had now established to Kat, all of this frightened me. He was clearly on the verge of losing control.

“We received an email.” She swallowed hard because she, too, was aware of the danger in which she was hovering. Robert's anger was almost tangible. It was spreading like a thick, undulating mass. “A certain Major Harrison thanked Dark for successfully leading Soldier Rumsfield to her elite unit.” 

“Where – is – Dark?” Placing such strong emphasis on every single word, Robert's voice roared through the night. 

“He went with the remaining men to the military base. We’ve lost contact.” Kat’s voice broke and a tremor ran through her body. 

Robert grabbed her throat and pushed her against the wall of the building. “Give me one reason why I shouldn't punish you for this,” he growled.

Wheezing, Kat replied: “There isn’t one.”  
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When I woke up with a pounding headache, I realised that, once again, I’d fallen victim to Tuminasil. Meanwhile, I cursed this damn poisonous gas from the bottom of my heart. Groaning, I opened my eyelids and immediately closed them again because I was blinded by a glaring, artificial light. Furthermore, I felt weak and could hardly move. I feebly attempted to raise my hand, but my arms and feet were trapped in steel cuffs, against which I probably couldn’t have resisted, even if I were in top physical condition. All these myths about formidable powers in vampires were not entirely true. At least, the extent of my own capacities resulting from my transformation didn’t fit the stories. 

“Ah, she’s waking up,” I heard a deep voice say. It wasn't Harrison. There was probably some kind of professor hiding behind him, who would chop me up into tiny pieces in order to be able to use as many details as possible for his research. 

What exactly had I got myself into? Where was Sally? I fervently hoped she was all right, although the last I’d seen of her diminished that hope. The last time I saw her she was badly hurt and I doubted that anyone would have really helped her. 

“That's good, because sooner or later the vampire will notice her absence.” It was clearly Harrison's voice, which dripped off my mind, cold and smooth. “Rumsfield! Open your eyes!” His commanding tone resounded in my ear. 

I didn’t move and showed no reaction. The next moment I felt hard fingers on my neck – someone was squeezing the air out of me. I frantically opened my eyes and tried to shake off my attacker, who turned out to be Harrison. I almost succeeded, but my face was suddenly burning terribly, my eyes started watering and I had the feeling that the little power I still had was flowing out of me like liquid butter.

“Amazing what a bit of simulated daylight can do to creatures of this species! Fantastic!” Next to Harrison, a small, portly-looking guy appeared, who was clapping his hands euphorically. I secretly decided to call him Doctor Jekyll.

So this was because of the damn lamp they were pointing at me. I directed a few curses at them, but that didn't help any more than my attempts to fill my lungs with oxygen. 

“Yes, and the ludicrous thing about the situation is,” Harrison began, after he let go of my throat again and I eagerly sucked in the air, “that all these discoveries come from her father's experiments.” 

This fool was amusing himself at my expense! Once again, the desire to kill awoke in me, and if I hadn’t been so debilitated, I would have torn him to pieces. My mind was working like mad to think of a way out of here. I had to find Sally as quickly as possible. Hopefully, these idiots hadn't left her lying in the filthy alley that was probably swarming with rats. 

“Highly amusing, Major Harrison!” Someone squealed like a pig being led to the slaughterhouse. I attributed it to the little man. The man disgusted me.

“Rumsfield, you are a clever, young woman. In the meantime, you must have realised that you have hardly any chance of escaping. If you work with us, I’ll make sure no experiments are carried out on you.” Harrison's nose was about to touch mine and I could smell his disgusting, bad breath. 

I raised my head in one quick, volatile movement and was pleased to hear the cracking sound of his nose breaking on impact.

“You miserable bitch,” cried my former supervisor in a shrill voice, as the blood gushed out of his nose. Blood! Immediately, my hunger set in and I had to hold myself back so as not to lick the one drop that had landed on my lip. He was vaccinated and I was a vampire! For me, his blood was pure poison.

“I'm afraid, Major, we’ll have to proceed to plan B.” The joy in Doctor Jekyll's voice was unmistakable. 

“You’re right. Bring the human woman in,” Harrison ordered a man standing at the door, and whom I’d only just noticed. 

Human woman? Sally! Oh no, that couldn't mean anything good. An ice-cold breeze tickled the edge of my self-control. 
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The air around us seemed to stand still; not a single animal in the forest could be heard, almost as if nature understood the forces I needed to keep my anger under control. Suddenly I felt a tender touch on my forearm and detected the smell of apricots. Olivia! 

“Let it go, Robert. I think Kat acted like any of us would have in her situation.” Olivia's soft, calm words slowly forced their way into my subconscious. It was as if she was simply casting the anger out. Involuntarily, I loosened the grip around Kat’s neck and finally let go completely. Kat landed on all fours and desperately gasped for air. Her damp forehead glistened in the headlights of the car we’d arrived in. Only now did I remember the man who’d driven us. He was standing next to the car gaping at me with eyes wide open from fear. He seemed to be paralysed from what he’d observed. Was I such a terrible sight to behold? Was I becoming someone like my father? A ruthless tyrant? Me?

No, Robert! You’re anything but a tyrant.

Once again I’d forgotten to keep my thoughts under control. Shaken, I turned to Olivia. She was standing right behind me and in her eyes I could see so much love; despite my outburst she was on my side. This helped me collect my thoughts and come to my senses again.

I cleared my throat and glanced at Kat, who was now back on her feet and furtively rubbing her throat. “Okay! Back to the agenda. Kat?” 

She looked at me, quizzically. I didn’t detect any resentment in her face – only concentration. What had I done to deserve such unrestricted power and subservience of my people? 

“Please log into the military base system. This time please stay completely under the radar. Remember, they’ve worked out someone’s on their heels. They know about me and Dark at least. But they certainly don't suspect that so many of us are vampires. What about the local vampires? Are there still vampires here?” 

Kat shook her head. “No, none of us have settled around here. Too dangerous with all the soldiers about. But I've already announced via our network that we need help. I was able to muster up fifty who should arrive within the next hour. Should it take longer, more vampires will surely join us.” 

“Very good, Kat. Then let's get to work. We have to find out where they're holding Anne, Sally, the boys, and in the worst case, Dark and the others captive.” Accustomed to giving orders, I issued my instructions, but then I saw Kat shake her head. “What?” 

“We don't have to find the boys anymore. Dark has already rescued them. Nobody noticed, as he made it look like the mine where the children had to work collapsed. Now we have another little problem, though,” Kat explained to me.

“And what would that be?” At some point I’d have to have a serious word with her; these constant insinuations were driving me crazy. Why couldn't she just get straight to the point? 

“This hut is bursting at the seams because Dark didn't just bring Tom and Marc, but fifteen more boys.” She quickly pointed behind her, where it was surprisingly quiet, considering there was supposed to be a horde of children in there.

This was so typical of Dark. On the outside, he came across as an ice-cold killer – frightening people he met – but on the inside, he was a good-hearted guy. I had to admit, however, that I probably wouldn't have been able to leave the children there either. However, we now had the problem of having to house them somewhere and conceal our true identity from them.

“We can take care of that, too,” Liv replied for me. Had I revealed my thoughts again? This was slowly becoming creepy to me. She quickly winked at me, which could have several meanings. 

I calmly shrugged my shoulders; from now on I had to get used to the fact that I was no longer alone. And as my wife – wait, she wasn't that officially yet, at least if you considered it from a human perspective. We definitely had to make up for that at some point. In any case, I accepted her opinion and she’d be allowed to make it public knowledge in the future, too.

I turned to the silent listener. “What's your name?” 

The man blinked, nervously. “Sir, my name is Marvin.” 

“Marvin, you’ll see to it that the children get away from here. Tom and Marc, too. If the worst comes to the worst, I don't want them to be caught in the middle of it – they’re too young for that. Think of something. A hotel, or for all I care, you can fly them to New York with my private jet. I'm sure there are still rooms at the Regency, one of my hotels. My assistant, Mary, can play the babysitter.” The man diligently nodded and set off towards the hut.

Shortly afterwards, Tom and Marc appeared in the door frame. Drowning in tears, they ran towards Liv and fell into her arms. My partner’s eyes glistened suspiciously. She was not left unaffected by this very moving situation.  

“All will be well, boys,” Liv cooed, and stroked their hair over and over again. “You have to be brave now.” 

Tom's gaze stiffened. “I want to see Mum now!” 

“That’s not possible – we’re rescuing her right now. You have to be patient,” Liv tried to calm his overheated temper. 

“No! I don’t have any patience. Such a shitty word. Nobody’s patient; it’s bullshit!” The boy yelled. 

I could understand very well what was going on within him, so I stepped towards the three of them. “Tom, we're doing everything in our power.” 

“Okay. I get it. And why should we go to New York now?” Marc asked in a calm, matter-of-fact tone, but I could detect the underlying sarcasm in his words. 

Apart from that, I didn't know the answer.

“We’re staying here! I’m not flying to New York while our mother’s life is in danger!” Tom nodded emphatically, to stress what his brother was saying. 

Once again, I admired the two boys who, despite their age, possessed a fighting spirit – many an adult man could take a leaf out of their book. “All right. You'll stay, but if I hear anything at all about you not following my instructions, I'll personally put you on the next plane to New York. Is that understood?” I asked the brothers, in an authoritative manner.  

I got a nod from Tom and a “Yes, Sir!” from Marc. That would satisfy me for now. I quickly nodded to Liv, who embraced them, while I watched Marvin put all the other boys in the spacious limousine.

Anne Rumsfield 

My worst nightmare came true when they led Sally into the room. Her face was snow-white; she was obviously not doing well. She was hanging in the soldier's arms and seemed more dead than alive. I wanted to help her so much, but I was chained up here like a wild animal. At school we’d been taught that vampires were wild creatures, but now I knew better; I knew that there was more humanity in most of them than in those who called themselves humans. These versions of the human species in here had certainly never heard of charity.

“Rumsfield!” Harrison demanded my attention. “Cooperate. We want the male vampire. Daniel Malcolm Higgs, brother of Sally Michaels.” I looked at him, astonished. How did he get hold of the information that Sally was Dark's sister? He didn't show up in the documents anymore. Officially, he didn't exist. And now my former supervisor, Harrison, was standing here before me and even knew his full, real name. Exceedingly few people were privy to this. Robert knew, then Sally and the boys, Liv and myself and... Then it dawned on me. Spencer, the bastard, must be a traitor. He was the only one who could have passed this information on. To me, betrayal was one of the worst things you could do. Betrayal – like I’d committed when I turned my back on my people to join the vampires. Was that better? I convinced myself that this was completely different. At least, I hoped so.

“Yes!” The little guy in the white coat squealed. “Then we’ll have a female and a male specimen! Can you imagine the possibilities open to us then?” His elation drove bile up my throat. He disgusted me.

Research and its results; Harrison probably didn’t possess the ingenuity, but it was perfectly clear to me what they would do to us. Genetic manipulation, reproductive experiments with the same species or another: the gates of hell stood wide open. And this little scoundrel, who was on the verge of madness, was probably capable of anything, especially when you considered that he wasn’t accountable to anyone. Because we were still in Louisville, a large military town, secretly called the ‘Soldier State’ because different laws prevailed here compared with elsewhere in America. Nobody would care what happened to me and Dark here. No human rights organisation would side with us, because we were no longer human beings. 

“Pullman, don't vex me!” Harrison squawked, angrily. “So Rumsfield, now over to you. I want Higgs here, and in return I’ll release the civilian.” By that, he obviously meant Sally. “Either you cooperate, or the good woman will gradually be chopped to pieces until you deliver the man here to me. Have you got that?” 

His face appeared in my field of vision and his eyes glared down at me. This time he kept a healthy distance from me. My hands were tied in the truest sense of the word. I felt so helpless and entrapped in my rage.

“I’d rather die than hand my brother over to Doctor Frankenstein here, for him to carry out his disgusting experiments on my brother!” Sally yelled right at that moment. As I turned my head in her direction, I could just see her twisting, in one fluid movement, out of the tight grasp of the absolutely dumbfounded soldier, who hadn’t expected her to resist. In one jump, she’d reached the white cupboard and had taken a scalpel from the surface of a surgeon’s tray and was now holding it in her hand as a weapon. “If any one of you comes too close, I won’t hesitate to use this.” Emitting clear resolve, she held the cutting tool to her neck. Blood slowly seeped out of a small wound, reiterating her intent. She impressed me, but I doubted she would make the necessary impression on the men here. 

Harrison started laughing, confirming my theory. “Bravo! A very good performance by Miss Michaels. But do tell me, why I couldn't do without you?” 

A justified question. At first I’d been lying on my stretcher, observing like an indifferent spectator. Meanwhile, however, I was back to my senses and trying to free myself. Now that my brain had started working again, I was sure it was what Sally was up to. She wanted to give me a few moments so that I had at least a chance of getting out of these cuffs and saving us both. To my ears it sounded like a crazy approach – what else could we do, though, but clutch at this tiny straw?
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I was terribly afraid for my sister, but I tried not to let it show. Tom and Marc were sitting next to me, and they’d only become more nervous as soon as they realised that I, too, was afraid. I was like a cat on a hot tin roof. 

My sister had found me again after years apart, and just a few hours later we’d been separated again. How unjust could fate be? Why was I even asking myself this? I knew from my own experience that fate was hard and relentless. 

Kat and Robert were stuck to the devices, trying to find out where Dark and his men were. They suspected Anne was in an underground laboratory that, according to the files, was disused. But like so much in Louisville, most certainly, no one here had checked to see if that was true. Was Sally still at the women's shelter? Was she still alive? Or was she already having to provide for the pleasures of one of those perverted bastards? 

We’ll find her. Stay calm.

Robert's thoughts shot into my mind like a flaming arrow. Until now, he’d only contacted me like this if we communicated openly with each other. To now experience that my thoughts were no longer free when in an exceptional emotional state confused me. But it was generally a nice feeling to have someone with me, without having to hold my hand all the time.

I hope so! I sent him in response. 

Outside, I heard voices in front of the house, then a knock at the door, which was probably unnecessary, as Kat and Robert had certainly heard the visitors long before me. The boys were asleep but moved restlessly due to the background noise. I stayed with them so that I could calm them down if they woke up. From here I could see everything and listen in on quite a lot. Otherwise, Robert would definitely keep me in the loop. 

Nevertheless, from my seat, I curiously observed the arrival of the vampires from the various nearby locations. A colourful, motley crew. Only eight had come in – more than that wouldn’t fit in the hut. 

“Have you found out where they are yet?” asked a man in combat gear, whom I’d rather not chance upon in the dark. But he seemed to be a good associate for our cause. At least, he radiated aggression and strength, combined with willpower. 

“Astair, thank you for coming to our aid,” Robert thanked him. 

He humbly lowered his head and replied: “For you, always, Raphael.” 

Robert briefly put his hand on his shoulder and looked into his eyes. It seemed to me as if the two had known each other for a very long time. “We suspect that Anne Rumsfield is in the lab in section 3 V. Sally Michaels could be with her or still at the women's shelter in section 4 B. If she isn’t there, she could be anywhere. Dark and Kat's men have disappeared. I suspect he’s ceased contact so the soldiers can't locate them with the electrical signal of their communication devices.” Robert explained to Astair. 

Astair and I have known each other for over three hundred years. I trust him entirely. Apart from that, he’s one of the most experienced fighters of our species, Robert addressed me in his thoughts. I couldn’t resist a grin. These secret thoughts we were able to exchange were invaluable. 

Yes, he seems very competent!

When I looked at Robert, he was just grinning cautiously. But in view of the delicate situation the grin very quickly disappeared from his face again. 

“We should wait until we know where Dark is, so that we don’t put him in danger,” Kat interrupted. 

Astair shook his head firmly, however. “I disagree. What if they’ve really captured our guys and we’re wasting valuable time?” 

“What do you suggest?” Robert asked. 

“We cut off their electricity supply; the generators have to be switched off, too. Julienne’s outside – she’s a genius. I'd almost say she's a little more cunning than Dark. She invented what we call the ‘Worst Case’. It’ll take down all electrically-powered devices. Then we watch them panic. They’ll try to find the fault, but won’t have a chance. Then we’ll get into their uniforms – that way, we won’t be recognised immediately. We’re a good team and have a chance of getting everyone out alive.” Astair seemed confident and full of drive. One thing I had to agree with was that the plan sounded better than idly sitting around here. 

Robert looked at me questioningly and I nodded in agreement. 
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I made every effort to get out of the cuffs, but only managed to loosen them a little. I’d never been someone who surrendered to the inevitable, but here in this room, I was at their mercy. Yet I continued to pull, and I welcomed the pain caused by the sore skin on my wrists as it meant that I was at least doing something.

“To answer the question that you are obviously unwilling to answer yourself,” my former superior looked condescendingly at the woman who was threatening to slit her throat with a scalpel, and he simply continued: “You're just a piece of cheese in a mousetrap. This cheese doesn't even have to be alive. You’re of no value in my eyes. But your brother will still come here to save you, I'll bet you anything.” 

Harrison's arrogant tone stoked my anger and, with a grunt, I yanked on the cuffs again. This time, the metal cut deep into my flesh, but I felt that something was giving way. My hand wasn’t free, but now I knew that my fight was not completely hopeless.

Next to me the mad Doctor Jekyll was chuckling, and pulling some kind of serum into a syringe. Who was it meant for? I tore at my shackles again in panic, but he walked towards Sally instead of me. Along with the other two men, they encircled Dark's sister. Meanwhile, I pulled and wrenched with all the strength I possessed and, finally, I got one hand free. Sally smiled for a moment. She’d seen that I was about to free myself. I’d very soon be able to rush to her aid; but it had been a farewell smile, because in the very next moment she pulled the scalpel over her main artery, dropped it afterwards and said: “Go to hell, you shit...” The last tone broke and she collapsed. Doctor Jekyll immediately rushed to her and tried to stop the bleeding, but he didn't have the necessary instruments. So he jumped up and scurried to the cupboard from which he took some clamps and a laser. In the meantime, I was now grappling with the metal on my other wrist with my free hand. I had to hurry if I wanted to get Sally out of here. I was working away quietly. Nobody noticed me because all three of them were busy saving Sally's life. The Doctor gave a number of instructions, which the two soldiers followed.

When I’d got both my wrists free, the light suddenly went out. Horrified, I drew a deep breath. The room was now pitch black. Since there wasn’t even a glimmer of light coming into the room from anywhere, even with my supernatural abilities, I had no chance of making anything out. I heard the men swearing and talking to each other. 

“That’ll be him,” said the unknown soldier.

Harrison replied: “Turn on the damn flashlight, you idiot!” He hissed at the low-ranking soldier. “How the hell did he manage to turn off the power completely? We still have a main power generator.” 

Well, he didn't know anything about Dark's outstanding hacking skills. 

“Nothing works anymore.” It was the other soldier again, who sounded angry. “Not even the flashlight. What's going on here? This is impossible. Nothing, nothing works anymore. Even the battery-operated devices aren’t working anymore. They must be working with an interference frequency. No bloody idea how they’re doing it.” 

“How can I save the woman if I don't even know where the wound is? I can't put any clamps on her, and I need electricity for the laser!” His voice was merging into a hysterical squeal. 

I frantically undid the ankle cuffs, which, with two free hands, was ultimately a piece of cake. Then I silently slid off the examination table and slowly felt my way to the cupboard closest to Sally. In doing so, I paid careful attention to the breathing sounds of the three men so that I knew they weren’t moving from the spot. I had to get to Sally and save her somehow; if need be, I’d squeeze her damn artery together with two fingers. She’d sacrificed herself to get me out of this miserable experimental lab, and had thereby ultimately saved Dark. 

“I think we should get out of here. We’ll take Rumsfield with us. I don't give a shit about the woman. We'll leave her here.” Harrison's wrathful voice echoed through the darkness. I could hear that he’d stood up. “Then this Dark can see right away how serious we are.” 

I heard the other two stand up as well. Additionally, I heard a wheeze from Sally, who was fighting a hard fight with death.

“Shit! The vampire woman’s gone!” shouted the other soldier, whose name I didn't know.

“She must still be here somewhere. Kill the woman and leave Rumsfield in here, we’ll lock her in. We can do it manually, too.” This time Harrison's voice sounded as cold as ice and I knew very well what he was capable of. I hurriedly tried to reach Sally without making a sound, but then I heard the gunshot. It was soundproof – but to me, so loud it was as if the explosion was occurring right in my heart. 

Suddenly I heard another deafening noise. My ears hurt, as I was still getting used to hearing everything – I hadn’t been prepared for the volume. 

Beams of light struck the three men and then I finally saw Sally, who seemed to be looking at me with dead eyes. I’d failed once again. I hadn’t been able to save the woman who had so freely sacrificed her own life for me. Something broke inside me, tears ran down my cheeks, whilst the noise of battle filled the room around me.

Next to Sally, Dark got down on his knees, seized the corpse and pulled it towards him; he held his dead sister's body, pressed against him like a baby, as he cried.

Like a bolt out of the blue, Harrison was standing behind Dark and, in a rapid movement, slid the blade of a scalpel over his throat. Our eyes opened wide in shock and we looked at each other. Time seemed to stand still, but by the next split second, a tremendous anger was flaming up within me. I shot up at a speed that no human eye could perceive and reached for Harrison's head with both hands. His neck broke, and a dead silence simultaneously fell over the room. All the men stared at me as if I were the goddess of revenge. I quickly let go of the man. When his body touched the floor, I had the feeling that I’d done completely the right thing; shortly afterwards, however, I saw Dark, who at that moment looked in the same state as Sally. He was fighting for his life. Without thinking about it, I bit my wrist and laid it on his lips. It was only when he began sucking desirously that it occurred to me that I’d been vaccinated when I was still walking the streets as a human. What if I didn’t save him, but killed him outright instead? 
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This Julienne woman had done an excellent job and had actually managed to throw the valley where the barracks were located into total darkness. Only the stars in the sky and the half-full moon lit the way for us. Prudently, I’d left Olivia with Kat. I wouldn't have been able to concentrate for a second if I’d had her with me. She was still partly human; even though she possessed excellent self-healing powers, she was not immortal.

As Astair had predicted, there were soldiers walking around everywhere trying to keep the situation under control. Some of them were also standing guard in front of the buildings where prisoners were being kept. Nobody regarded us with distrust. In a quiet alleyway, our troop stood still on Julienne’s signal. 

Astair gave instructions as to who should keep their eyes and ears open, while others were prising open a secret entrance hidden in the ground. A deep shaft became visible, into which Astair stepped first. A soft whistle from below and we followed. Nobody said a word; we’d already clarified everything beforehand. We had a few very old torches with us that showed us the way. It was dark as night in the corridors but we all knew only too well where we had to go. The smell of blood was omnipresent and pointed us in the right direction. I was filled with horror at the thought of what could be waiting for us, and when we arrived in a small laboratory my suspicion was confirmed. 

Sally was lying on the floor. Someone had lain her dead body down neatly, folded her hands and closed her eyes. She looked as if she was asleep. But the pool under her body, the metallic smell in the air, and the redness that was illuminated by our flashlights all indicated that she’d been killed. What shocked me even more, however, was the sight of the man lying a few feet away. Dark had been badly injured, but the blood that had also streamed out of his body was already drying on the wound to his throat. He was hanging on Anne's wrist and was drinking in great gulps. The look Liv's sister gave me I could only interpret as fearful. 

“I think he’ll survive. He's been drinking for a few minutes, and my blood doesn’t seem to be harming him. The poison in it must have been neutralised in the transformation.” She seemed weakened. If Dark had been drinking from her for minutes, she wouldn't last much longer. 

Resolutely, I joined the two of them. Dark would never forgive himself if he harmed Anne just because he didn't realise what he was doing whilst he was healing. “Hey, buddy! That's enough. Take a break.” As I spoke, I covered his nose so he could breathe and release his mouth from her wrist. My plan worked. Dark literally gasped for oxygen, just like a fish on land, he opened his mouth and inhaled eagerly. I snatched his wrist, abruptly. “Lick your wound,” I instructed Anne.

With a growl, Dark opened his eyes and looked at me hatefully before he finally came to his senses. He blinked briefly, then his head jerked to the side and his gaze found his sister’s body. 

Silence spread through the laboratory. The other vampires were waiting outside in the hallway and had respectfully pulled the door to. Only a single torch stood on the floor, illuminating the room with its cold light. Long shadows were cast against the wall which created a creepy atmosphere. 

Anne hesitantly laid her hand on Dark's broad back and whispered: “I’m so sorry. I couldn't save her. They’d chained me to the lab table and she cut her own throat so that she wouldn’t be used as bait to lure you here.” She swallowed, and tears ran down her cheeks. The scene seemed so intimate that I felt like a voyeur, so I left the two of them alone and retreated as well.

I sent a message to Liv, hoping she wouldn't probe any further. Anne’s alive!

But as is the case with women, they never do what you expect. Oh my God! Thank you! What about Dark and Sally? 

I swallowed and tried to stall. 

Robert?

Sally’s dead. Dark is in a bad state, understandably, I enlightened her.

At first she didn't answer, then she decisively announced: Bring them all home!

Yes! 

The way back would be straightforward. From down here, there was a secret passageway that would take us straight to the edge of the forest. We just couldn’t have got in unnoticed that way from the outside. I would bring everyone home, including Sally. 

Anne Rumsfield 

One month later 

I ran faster than I'd ever run before. The wind whistled through my now chin-length hair, which was now back to its natural colour. The moon shone down on us; from now on, it would no longer be possible for me to pursue my hobby in daylight. In spite of the exertion, my body was in such a good condition that I didn't even sweat during this crazy outing. 

I’d chosen one of my favourite routes. Dark had flown to New York with me in Robert's private jet. I’d temporarily placed my belongings in storage after I couldn’t find enough room for them at my elite unit’s base. There was some memorabilia from my family that I could finally unpack and put in my new home. We’d given all the boxes to a shipping agent who would make sure they got to Seattle unscathed. Before returning, I’d planned to introduce Dark a little to the art of parkour; but it wasn’t at all necessary, as I noticed at that moment that he was a complete natural. Together we mastered the most difficult obstacles, and flew over the widest gorges possible between two skyscrapers. Never before had I felt so free and happy. 

When we arrived at our starting point, where the limousine was waiting for us, we were only moderately out of breath. Smiling, I looked at Dark, who caught my eye and bit his lower lip for a moment. 

“Anne Rumsfield, you're the hottest thing I've ever met in my life. I’d just love to show you right here and now what I’d most like to do with you.” His voice was deep and full of promise, and when he pressed my body to his against the car, I could really feel his desire. The hairs on my forearms shot up and my mouth became dry. As soon as we got close to each other sexually, I constantly felt the need to drink from him. In the meantime, I’d learned from Liv that it was my body demanding the ritual. Nevertheless, that wasn’t really possible for me; after all, I was just a vampire who’d been changed, and Dark as well. Those were facts, weren't they?

Dark had been able to drink from me without the poison affecting him, even though I’d been vaccinated. For two weeks I’d thoroughly committed myself to the research again, but now my field of work was finding an antidote to the vaccine my father had once upon a time developed. And I would find it; I was absolutely certain. 

“Mr Higgs, if you like, what we have to stop here in public, we can carry on above the clouds,” I whispered in his ear.

I received a deep growl in response, as he nestled his nose into my neck and breathed in deeply. “Who says we have to stop?” 

“Me! After all, I don't want my new housemate to be arrested for offending public decency.” Just the thought of living with someone in the future still caused me to experience a strange tingling sensation. 

“Then the chauffeur should hurry the hell up so I don't demote him for offending me personally,” Dark hissed, and lifted me into his arms. Carefully, he put me on the back seat of the car and gave strict orders to the man in the front. 

I was glad that Dark had regained some of his light-heartedness. In the first week after Sally's death, I’d hardly dared to take a few steps away from him. I’d felt the need to stay with him and the boys. The children had lost their mother and were suffering. Since I, myself, had been in this situation once, I knew only too well how much hatred one felt for the world in the first few days, and how little one understood that the world kept on spinning, even though it stood still for you. 

Dark and I had bought a condo in the same lavish, high-rise building as Robert and Maggie. We’d all live there in the future. He’d had a sister taken away, mine had been given back to me. Life was not always fair and certainly not easy. But from now on, I would enjoy every second to the full, because I was no longer alone. I had a strong partner by my side and a family for whom I would do anything.

Dark slid over to me and put his arm around me. His fingers made their way into my hair and played with it. “You know what, Anne?” 

“Mmhmm?” 

“I love you!” The words were so quiet that at first I thought I’d only imagined them, but, next to me, Dark held his breath.

My heart racing, I straightened up and looked him firmly in the eyes. “And I love you!” 

With a triumphant grin he whisked me up and gave me a kiss that robbed me of my senses.
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One week later 

I felt like my heart was bursting at the seams. It was racing at a breathtaking speed in my chest as I tried, in vain, to calm down. I was standing on the beach under a phenomenal canopy of stars, continually sucking oxygen into my lungs, and waiting.

I was happy, and I wanted to show the world, with this human ritual, how much it had affected me. I wanted to reveal to everyone how great my love for Olivia was. To put it bluntly: I wanted everyone to know that she belonged to me, and for nobody to even dare begin to desire her. 

This silly claim to possession was antiquated, barbaric and a typical male thing, but denying it, shutting oneself off from it, was absolutely impossible. 

And as I pondered the thought of Liv and my tremendous claim to possession, one thing became quite clear to me. I loved Olivia more than my life, more than anything I had ever believed I loved. Fria came to mind, my Fria, but that too had been more of a youthful infatuation. This unshakable bond that now connected me with Olivia was incomparable. I, Raphael Robert Tensington, was head over heels in love. Nobody could change that, least of all me. 

I was happy to have found someone who saw me, my soul, my love. This was the true meaning of destiny. I’d had to wait many hundreds of years until my soul mate was finally born and we found each other.

A tune quietly drifted over to me. I looked up. The sky shone with a dark blue colour, illuminated by hundreds of stars and a great big full moon disc, which looked as if it could be touched. A gentle wind rustled through the palm trees. The air was filled with fragrant jasmine, which flourished here so abundantly.

When I looked to the side, I caught Dark's gaze. He looked at me with compassion, and smiled. In contrast to me, he seemed completely relaxed. No wonder – this wasn‘t his wedding celebration, after all, but mine and Olivia’s. 

He was still the smooth guy he’d always been – he stood there, cool and mysterious. But one thing had changed; he was becoming more peaceful, which he owed to his relationship with Anne. In the meantime we’d become close friends. Real friends. Something I’d never thought possible. And yet here, too, fate had taught me better. 

“Boss, are you getting cold feet?” His large hands fiddled with my tie and adjusted my collar. 

“No, bloodsucker. Are you getting some kind of maternal feelings for me or something? Is that why you’re fiddling around with my clothes?” When I saw the serious look on his face, I couldn't stop myself from laughing. 

Dark pondered, but suddenly he fell abruptly silent. “If anything, then fatherly feelings, although theoretically you could be my great great great great great great great grandfather. Look who's coming.” The hand that landed on my shoulder hadn't relinquished any of its strength, even though recent events hadn’t failed to leave their mark on him. 

“Raphael, Dark!” Shazar looked at us one after the other and smiled, proud to be able to be there. “I thought I was going to be late.” 

I calmly shook my head. “No, no; the women are taking far too much time again.”  

Dark cleared his throat and thus drew our attention towards him. “Anne and I have another wedding present for you.” 

“Oh, but that's nonsense. You don't have to give us anything,” I said, playing down the issue. 

Dark's smile was mysterious and full of joy at the same time. “I think we do. It’s this: Anne made a critical discovery yesterday.” 

Now he’d managed to make me curious. “Do tell!” 

“There’s an antidote!” 

“WHAT???” Shazar and I blurted out at the same time. 

Dark proudly told us: “Anne disappeared into the lab sometime after our return from New York. Two days later she had the solution. Sir Rumsfield had already invented the antidote, and so that it didn't fall into the wrong hands, he hid it well.” 

“And where?” I asked. 

“In his daughter.” Triumphantly, as if he were the discoverer himself, he glanced back and forth between me and Shazar. “Anne's blood has been the antidote since her transformation. That’s how I was able to drink from her without anything happening to me.” Sternly, he looked into my eyes, which were wide open – I still couldn't believe it. “We have the antidote!” 

Shazar expressed his delight first. “Wow! This is truly the best wedding present the leader of the vampires can receive.” 

We enjoyed the moment that was also a moment of triumph. Because from now on, we would never again lose another vampire to hunger. Nevertheless, we would have to be careful in the future about who was given the opportunity to carry this antidote – but those were details we would take care of later. For the time being, the joy of finally being able to do something to prevent the extinction of our species prevailed. 

We were still standing around like that, when the music sounded shortly afterwards. Music that had remained the same through the centuries. After a few chords, however, the melody fell silent again.

“I think that was your cue.” 

I proudly positioned myself next to Shazar and Dark. I impatiently shifted from one foot to the other, while the other two stood calmly beside me. When Kat and Julienne hurried dazzlingly to their places, I smiled at them, happily. Now that the two of them were sitting down, it was clear that the final cosmetic touches had been seen to and things would begin. 

Then, when I hardly thought it possible any more, music filled the air that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. My eyes, burning from the tears of pride that I was holding back, were directed forwards. And then I finally saw her. My love, my life. To the rhythm of Wagner’s Wedding March, Olivia slowly walked towards me, on Anne's arm. Her gaze held mine firmly captive. 

She stopped in front of me and our hands touched when Anne ceremoniously handed her over to me. It seemed to me as if I’d waited an eternity for this moment, and yet even a thousand years couldn’t have prepared me for the feelings I now felt.

I felt how the tender body next to me began to tremble. Liv raised her eyes, which captivated me, and without words promised never to let go again. I carefully squeezed her hand and lifted it to my lips. Tenderly, I kissed her knuckles, one by one.

“Forever,” I whispered.

“Forever,” Liv replied with a smile.

- THE END – 
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