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      The woman’s footsteps echoed through the alley and the vampire paused his pursuit. Ahead, the woman also paused and glanced back with too much nerve. Not his typical victim, she stood tall and solid large under the weak light of a blinking street lamp. He preferred his women soft and round, petite. Not lumbering giants like this one. Her mess of hair shifted with a lazy midnight breeze. Her fashion was a disaster of creased linen. He drew his lip up in a sneer worthy of the age of aristocrats. He preferred his victims more… good looking.

      He lit a cigarette and inhaled, satisfied she would see his face in the glow – his jet-black eyes, curled lips, his porcelain skin now etched with a web of fine dark lines – veins filled with dead blood. When the red haze came, his face would become a horror. A beautiful horror.

      But the woman refused to be startled. She turned and marched on in her plodding way. He flicked the cigarette with irritation. This hunt was dissatisfying. Something was missing. Fear. She had none of it. Most bothersome. Particularly as he didn’t feel at all hungry.

      He inhaled one last stream of nicotine before tossing the cigarette and stalking after her, making each step louder and quickening his stride. She must fear him.

      Her lumbering steps came faster too, and together they made quite the rhythm in the deserted alley. Puffs of steam came from her with each breath, heavy breaths that added a harmony to their steps, like a train. No. Like sex.

      She knew he was after her, but she remained stubbornly unafraid. His eyes narrowed on the blonde frizz of hair as she rushed under another lamp before turning to a door, her hand procuring a key.

      Another second and she would be inside the building, safe enough from him, and that simply wouldn’t do. He summoned his rage. Without her fear, he had to cajole his limbs to move, but move they did, with superhuman speed. Soon his hands clasped her white throat. The stench of cinnamon masked a much more inviting scent beneath – the aroma of rich, buttery blood. His hunger was piqued, though she stared with large green eyes that still held no fear.

      “I know who you are,” she said in perfect English.

      “I am death.”

      “No. You’re Nathanial Chartley and you are a bastard.”

      A heavy stone seemed to plummet somewhere deep inside. A feeling he so rarely experienced he failed to identify it. Disappointment? Shock? Shame? He flung it aside and drew once more on his rage, ever-present, ever-reliable, and he tightened his grasp on her milky throat. “You know about me? I know about you, and your friends. And I will learn more.” He bared his teeth, but they remained square and fright-less like a cow’s. He was no docile bovine. He was the wolf in the night. He was terror. He was death. He bit down hard on a cheek and tasted stale blood. His hunger was triggered further and finally the monster stirred.

      The red haze came for him.

      His vision shifted, making every colour swirl with its own light. The black shadows of the alley were black no longer, and a rainbow of shades from purple to jet-blue filled every crevice. Drops of moisture shimmered like diamonds on the cobbles and brick walls. His victim’s milky throat gleamed like mother-of-pearl, and the promise of her warm nectar rushing beneath the skin fed the haze. Plain she was, but her scent was exquisite beneath that foul cinnamon – tender and so much like his first victim all those centuries ago.

      The memory triggered his hunger further still and he knew his change was complete. Finally, she showed fear. A thin scattering of it, and it seemed different somehow, as though manufactured, but it was enough.

      His incisors now long, grazed his tongue. His hand around her throat appeared blue and monstrous, the nails long black claws. It was time.

      “I know you, Georgette, but I must know more.”

      He thrust forward and plunged his teeth into the warm softness of her neck. Her blood filled his mouth with its exquisite promise. The bitter cinnamon wasn’t enough to mask the hot sweetness that mingled with her fear, small and strange as it was, and he closed his eyes to capture her mind. In that instant he saw a mixture of images. Emma and the priest. A little leather-bound book he recognised from centuries past. And something that roused his curiosity and his concern – the image of a blade with a golden sleeve.

      A sudden shout from behind dispelled the visions and Nathaniel tore his mouth away with great reluctance and turned, but searing pain on his skin had him crouching in the gutter, screaming like a victim himself. Trapped within a silver net.

      “Schleck?” Georgette muttered.

      Nathanial tried to look up, but the netting of silver stung his face, and the sickening stench of burning blood and flesh filled the night air.

      “Cuff him. And her,” an order in French barked through the alley and Nathanial’s wrists caught aflame as they were clasped in tight silver binds. Through the stinging silvery webbing, he spied the towering figure of a known foe. Schleck was the slayer’s most prized dog. Nathaniel bit down on his lip so hard his mouth filled with blood once more.

      Schleck stepped closer and spoke in harsh English. “Tell me what I want to know, and things may go easier than the last time we met.”

      Nathaniel swallowed the blood cooling in his mouth and attempted to look beyond Schleck’s formidable form to the scuffle beneath the streetlamp. Muted grunts suggested Schleck’s footman struggled to capture Georgette. “And what does Amynta want with me this time?” Nathaniel’s voice remained deep and hoarse from the haze.

      “The lance.”

      Nathaniel’s curiosity was plucked once more, but he kept his gaze locked ahead as he lied. “Lance?”

      “You’re a glutton for punishment, Chartley. We know you took it.”

      He grimaced at the searing pain from the cuffs that were tightened by the second guard before he removed the netting. Nathaniel looked up into the stark, sterile face of Detective Jeanette Schleck. She and her guards were dressed in polished black leather reminiscent of Gestapo uniforms. “You think you’re death, Chartley?” she said with a smirk as contrived as her arched eyebrows. “Death is what awaits you in—”

      Gunshots pierced the night and an eruption of pain in his shoulder told Nathanial he’d been struck. He glanced around, desperately finding focus. Georgette stood by the door, a gun in hand. It was pointed at him, and she knew how to use it. Her hand was as still as the dawn. A moment of understanding passed between them as their eyes locked – Nathaniel was safe from her. Then she turned and ran, a frizz of blonde curls speeding away with loud, echoing steps until the darkness swallowed her.

      The moans of Schleck drew Nathaniel’s attention. The detective lay within reach, both her and her two foot-soldiers sprawled on the cobblestones, all of them had been shot. Schleck’s blood poured forth from the gunshot wound in her arm, it smelled of German spice, and something filled with rancour. Nathaniel summoned the last of his strength, ignoring the pointed pain in his wrists and shoulder as he crawled the short distance.

      “Casse-toi,” Schleck hissed.

      “Oh I intend to go, dear Jeanette, but I need an ounce of your blood first. It will help me learn more of your intentions. But you know that already.”

      Schleck’s pain was visible on her creased face, but she managed to spit at him anyway.

      Nathaniel crept closer. Schleck’s blood pooled on the cobbles and held that unique aroma of decay that could only mean her blood had been tainted. “You’re a sly one, Schleck.”

      Her eyes widened with fear and it fed Nathaniel’s haze, elongating his fangs further. Planting his mouth around Schleck’s wound he drank deeply. Her blood was foul, but he forced himself to ingest and opened his mind to hers, saving the images that flashed in his consciousness for later reflection. Then he sat up like the dead come to life, snapping the silver binds with his replenished strength. He groped the wound in his shoulder and, clenching his teeth, he prised the bullet from its bloody hole. It sizzled in his fingertips, the silver burning his flesh. With a grunt he flung it down the alley. The sharp pain dulled almost immediately. He clutched his wounded shoulder as he sprung to his feet, and with a sideways glance at Schleck and her guards, he raced away. It took more than a bullet and two thin strands of silver to stop an Old One such as he.

      “Useless!” he heard Schleck hiss, before he bounded up a brick wall and the detective’s groans dissolved with the city bustle.

       

      The place Nathaniel called home here in Paris was a tomb over two hundred years old in Père Lachaise Cemetery. Overgrown ivy had concealed the chapel, but the door creaked as Nathanial pushed it open, dust stirring underfoot. He didn’t bother lighting a candle. Schleck’s blood fired in his veins and his vampire vision caught every particle of light in the tomb. It was darker than most, devoid of little windows popular at the time of its construction – a perfect abode for an Old One.

      His shoulder still hurt slightly when he opened the sarcophagus where the bones of a long-forgotten aristocrat lay, but it would heal fully in another hour or so. Vampire flesh always healed in full – the damaged shell becoming as good as new again. But pain for Nathaniel had become a regular visitor, and there were moments he wondered at the purpose. When the rats were shot, stabbed, or burned at the stake, they died. Perhaps that was preferable to reliving such pain over and again as he had done. But the thought of living the miserable, enslaved life of a human was repugnant to him. This existence would have to do. Not that he had any choice.

      He rubbed his shoulder absently as he studied the open sarcophagus. Along with the bones, it housed a number of Nathaniel’s possessions: books, various trinkets, his old table dagger. Even the odd scroll sat in clusters around the tomb. There was also a wad of American dollars, but Nathaniel ignored it all as he reached with both hands to lift the small oak chest and open it. Inside lay an artefact wrapped in red silk. He picked it up, unwrapped it and allowed himself a very human sigh.

      The golden sleeve around the blade felt warm in his hand. The steel hilt, cold. He caressed it gently. While there was silver on the blade, it remained hidden and inaccessible beneath the gold, for which he was grateful. That much maligned metal of men and angels was no friend to vampires.

      Nathaniel gave a lopsided smile before rewrapping the priceless lance in the silk cloth and placing it back in its hiding spot. His mind returned to the images that had opened to him when he’d taken Georgette’s blood. She’d sought the spear, and so had Schleck. A coincidence?

      “The slayer wants her toy back,” he whispered. But what was Georgette’s game?

       He closed the chest, returned it to the sarcophagus, and sat on the marble edge to think. It was time to plan for what would come next. He must find Georgette. He touched his coat where an inside pocket housed his most valued possession.

      He must find Emma too.
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      I dream of an ancient time. A place in the mountains. A village nestled in a forest of cedars. I’m not myself but someone else entirely – a young girl with long black hair my mother must untangle every morning with a bone comb. It is not morning now, but night time. Lamps burn with a pungent oil that sends dark tendrils through the room. Not a true room, but a space dull and dank. We are in a pavilion, a large tent made from aged leather and coloured like dried blood. Perhaps a dozen people sit in the gloom upon goat-wool cushions and wolf furs.

      A small fire burns in the centre beneath a narrow smoke hole. A wizened woman stoops over the flames and stirs the contents of the cooking pot. She wears silver loops on her arms and in her ears, and they tinkle with her movements.

      The woman turns and looks at me as she approaches. She grips something that glimmers in the faint light. I shift my gaze from her wrinkled face to her weathered hands and realise to my horror she holds a blade.

      A strong hand grips my shoulder and I turn to look upon a man’s solemn face. His dark skin and kohl-lined eyes are strange yet familiar. His hair is long, and he wears a silver loop in his ear. Father.

      “You must be brave, daughter.”

      I turn back to the old woman who now crouches over me like a crow at a corpse and reaches for my arm. My heart pounds its human rhythm of fear. But the crone’s grip is strong, and the sensitive skin of my forearm soon burns with ice-fire as the blade cuts deep. I open my mouth to scream but my father’s whispers halt my panic; the scream dies in my throat and I let go a whimper in its stead.

      The woman holds my bleeding arm over a wooden bowl that fills with the red, hot blood of my small body. I watch it pool in the bowl and marvel at the bright crimson of it, even in the gloom the colour is a miracle. And some other force awakens within me. Hunger.

      “Resist, little one,” the crone hisses.

      Her eyes are black, and I want to fall into them. I am falling. Speeding down, down, down…
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        * * *

      

      My eyes snap open and I sit up. It takes a moment to recall where I am – a guesthouse in Alexandria, Egypt – in a large built-in robe with enough space to shelter me while I sleep. Then I recall what I am. Not a little girl, not even a woman now. The dream drifts away and I frown, wondering why I thought I was a child. I force in a breath, though the stale air of the wardrobe provides little comfort. These images I have while sleeping haunt me in flickering glimpses every day. Ever since Greece.

      I step from the robe and into the room. Michael and I checked into this guesthouse two nights ago. The walls are whitewashed, the furniture plain. Michael has placed a towel over the mirror, and once again I find his kindness touching. I reach for the thread of silver that lies on the side-table. The silver chain burns the skin on my palm as I attempt to hold to the images from my sleep. Fleeting impressions of tall cedars and a red tent form a momentary picture, and a father who loves his child… but they slip away like smoke from a fire, disappearing into the air.

      I shake my head to dispel the grogginess – a feeling I’ve not experienced since I was human when I would wake from dream-filled sleep every morning. But vampires don’t dream.

      Do they?

      I must tell Michael.

      Michael.

      I close my eyes and clench the silver thread hard. When I place it around my neck, it burns my chest. At least it provides a distraction. Even thinking his name awakens that urge within me. I must be careful.

      Straightening my clothes – a black shirt and jeans – I detect the faint stench of death. But there is nothing else. Our belongings were taken from us by Amynta when she imprisoned us in her castle, and we’ve been on the run since, with no time to… I shake my head; we’ve already lingered in this guesthouse too long.

      From the small living area, the ceaseless hum of traffic floats through the open window, the red Egyptian sky gloriously wicked. I used to love the sunset, but now it is a cruel reminder of what I have become, and the dusk colours make me think of blood. My eyes find Michael the way a hawk finds its prey. He sits on the sofa, the lamplight streaming over his hair making it glimmer in a halo of gold. From the shadow of the door, I study his angled jaw, the curl of his lips. He would be at home in a Renaissance painting.

      The youth is with him – the guesthouse porter. He is that peculiar age, not quite an adult, and the angles of his young face shimmer between the promise of the man he will be, and the boy he is leaving behind. Hany is his name, and I’ve spotted him a handful of times when he delivers Michael’s nightly meal. A tray of hot food rests on the table, and I effortlessly hear the words Michael speaks to the youth – instructions for purchasing new clothes. He hands the boy a small fold of notes.

      I step from the shadows. “Aren’t we leaving?”

      Michael’s blue eyes connect with mine causing the familiar spark to reignite between us. His emotions hit me – a turmoil of desire and the self-control that keeps it in check. Michael flicks his gaze back to the boy and tells him he may leave.

      I watch Hany go. The scent of his sweet young blood makes my mouth water.

      “Perhaps you ought to have a vodka?” Michael’s voice is soothing with its calm confessional hum. He was a priest once. He would have been a good one too. A rare thing indeed.

      “It’s been a few days now since you’ve… well…” He takes his glasses off to clean them. An action to avoid eye contact with me, something he does increasingly.

      “Since I’ve fed you mean?” I snap the words. It’s been almost a week since we fled Amynta’s clutches in Greece, when I drained one of her minions until he was blue. The hunger is returning, but I have not lost control. Not yet.

      “Yes. So would you like some?”

      “Would you like some?”

      He stares at me a moment before getting to his feet and the glow of gold in his hair from the lamp is extinguished like a vanquished flame. “I’ll have a glass of red with dinner.”

      He sits at the table and lifts the silver warmer. The aroma of charred meat with Middle-Eastern spices fills the room. Cinnamon and other spices foul the air and I turn from the stench and step to the minibar. It’s been restocked since last night. My instincts are resisting still, but Michael is right, my hunger will awaken with time. The ancient texts we’ve read have told us this, and my own limited experience has validated it. A vampire such as I can last a week, perhaps two, without needing to feed, but I’ve never really tested the theory. In Paris, I fed on pigs’ blood. Every day I would visit Jardin de Lotus, the Chinese restaurant where Liu or Shen would provide me with sustenance, but nothing sates the hunger like human blood. Though the crippling guilt it brings is hard to bear. My last victim was different. He deserved exactly what he got. I open the small bottle of vodka and drink its contents in one gulp.

      “Perhaps I should get you a large bottle,” Michael says after swallowing a mouthful of food. “I’ll do that on my way back.”

      “You’re going out?”

      He sips his wine and nods. “Back to the library. Their section on the occult is extensive to say the least. And to think the greatest library the world has ever seen once stood in this very city. I could spend days, weeks even—”

      “We don’t have days.” I chuck the empty vodka bottle in the bin. “Amynta comes for us. I feel her.”

      Michael frowns. “You do?”

      “I feel something. Like a scent, or a push. No, more like a pull. It must be her. She is coming, I know it.”

      Michael sips his wine once more. “Perhaps it’s mutual.”

      “Mutual?”

      “In her castle, she told me she could sniff out a vampire. Perhaps the vampire can sniff her out too.” He shakes his head. “I don’t know. All this lore, it grows confusing.”

      “There’s something else I must tell you.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve been dreaming.”

      Michael’s eyebrows rise. “Like human dreams?”

      “Perhaps.”

      Michael frowns once more as he adjusts his glasses. “What were they about?”

      I grab a wine glass from the cupboard and pour some of Michael’s red. The crimson liquid reminds me of something. Something from the dream, I’m sure of it. Blood? A young girl’s blood? “I… I find it difficult to recall. The dreams vanish the moment I wake.”

      “That is like a human dream.”

      I swallow a mouthful of wine and press my lips together as a memory of pain in my forearm flashes along my skin.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I just can’t put the pieces together.”

      “The books… there’s one that has some detail on sleep.”

      “The Foliss.” I had only to read a passage once for it to lodge in my memory. “Well, both it and the one on vampiric infestation, they say the same thing about sleep. The vampire doesn’t truly sleep. It’s more like a stasis, like death.”

      Michael shifts on his chair and pats the hair that sticks up at the back of his head. He’s uncomfortable, but he does a good job of pretending to be calm. He’s curious too. He isn’t entirely normal himself. He’s seen things so frightening most people would die from shock. Still, he’s never dealt with vampires. Not before me.

      “You’re sure it was a dream?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      “I believe you.”

      “I know.” I can’t exactly read Michael’s thoughts but the impressions they make are clear enough, as are his emotions. His desire still spikes every time he looks at me, but he keeps it under control. Can I do the same?

      “Perhaps Amynta is trying to contact you through your sleep.”

      “Not very effective if I can’t remember the message.”

      “Perhaps it’s all she has. Or it could be Brother Gerold.”

      The monk’s name brings a scowl. He was the first to put me in silver, and while I thanked him at the time, I’ve since grown rather weary of strangers attempting to imprison me.

      “Brother Gerold had certain… talents that could potentially seed such a vision in a person’s mind.”

      I scoff. “You make him sound like a sorcerer or something.”

      Michael looks away, his cheeks blushing. “No, not sorcerer. He does have some skill nonetheless.”

      “I’ll not go back to him.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting you do. I was simply postulating—”

      “I’ve told you, we must move further east.”

      Michael snaps his attention to me. “You keep saying that. Why?”

      I take another sip of wine. “I don’t know. It is a feeling, that is all.”

      “A feeling?”

      “A strong feeling. Like my body is being pulled by some strange force. I can’t explain it. All I know is I must go further into the desert.”

      “Where? Cairo, or further inland?”

      I consider his question and search for an answer. But the truth is I’ve no notion of where I must go. I only know we have not yet arrived at the right destination. The place, wherever it is, awaits me.

      “Emma—” the way he says my name, so softly, always makes part of me melt away. But the sharp ring of his phone interrupts the pleasant feeling.

      “Georgette?” Michael says into the phone. “What?” A strong sense of panic overrides all other emotions. I extend my hearing, hardly thinking to do so.

      Georgette’s voice is quick and panicked. “I’ve been attacked—”

      I freeze as anger and urgency combine to make me want to smash the glass in my hand against the wall. “Who?” I sneer, and Michael shakes his head slowly as he tells Georgette to calm down.

      “Shleck?” His eyes widen, and I jolt my chin up. Schleck was the detective in charge of the investigation into my so-called disappearance.

      “She knows,” Georgette says. “I am coming to meet you, Michael. I’ll be in Cairo in two days.”

      “Georgette, it’s too dangerous.”

      “I am already in danger, Michael. Perhaps more so here in Paris than anywhere else. No, I will come. I’ll contact you when I arrive. Goodbye, Michael.”

      “Georgette! Stay safe.”
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      Excerpt from Dark Ones, by Faustus Gavius

      … One such hypothesis holds that these blood rituals were a common custom practiced by nomadic tribes in the ancient world. The primordial clans who traversed the once thick cedar forests of northern Mesopotamia were inclined to collect a sample of blood from each child on turning seven summers old. The blood, taken by spiritual leaders, was stored in clay phials to be administered in the event of illness borne of nefariousness, specifically of the spiritual kind. It was believed the blood of the pure held the power to cure any spiritual malady that may accost the individual, or the tribe, at any time.
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        * * *

      

      Michael closed the old book and studied its cover once more. The cloth binding remained remarkably intact given its age. The title had worn, but held at a certain angle the words ‘Dark Ones’ were readily discernible. He opened the book and returned to the passage, allowing his gaze to linger over certain terms. “Blood ritual,” he whispered, translating the Latin in his mind before looking up at the lofty ceiling of the reading room.

      This text was significant and all too reminiscent of Emma’s dream. The parts she could remember at least. The tall cedars. An ancient people. Something about collecting blood from a child.

      “Surely no coincidence,” he whispered again, and his fingers tingled ever so slightly.

      No coincidence either that he’d received a call from Henri, the rare book trader in Paris, to tell him of this particular text by Gavius. A copy of which resided in the modern Bibliotheca Alexandrina. “It was penned by one of them,” Henri had told him with gravity. It didn’t take Michael long to surmise what Henri had meant by that clandestine comment. Gavius was a vampire.

      The library’s loud buzzer broke Michael’s train of thought and he glanced at his phone. Closing time. Pressing his lips together he patted his coat pocket where the silver tipped stake rested. He briefly considered concealing the old book there too, but he placed it on the desk. Alexandria, like the rest of Egypt, had suffered enough thievery from foreigners. Instead he took quick pictures of several pages with his phone. He’d read them later. Gavius had more to tell him. Perhaps they could stay one more day in Alexandria and he could return to the library to read more tomorrow. Emma wouldn’t agree though, she’d already said they’d lingered here too long. He flicked through the pages and snapped more pictures.

      Michael’s shoes echoed on the polished concrete floor as he exited the library’s reading room with the few others, mostly university students by the look of them. Outside, the night-time cool of the ancient city hit him like a wave. At this time of year the desert turned to ice once the sun descended, and its cool seeped into the cities. He glanced back at the concrete walls and glass panels of the modern library’s entrance and made the mental comparison with the famed ancient Library of Alexandria with its lofty height and marble colonnades. It had housed more books than any other in the known world. It had burned to the ground, but some scrolls would have survived. If only their whereabouts were known. Books were the key to knowledge, Michael’s father had always told him, and so far on this strange journey, books had told him more than people.

      Michael had been tasked with finding Emma by her father, the earl, and her sister, Susan. Emma had been missing for over a year, and he’d found her sure enough, but she was now irrevocably changed. Reuniting Emma with her family would be dangerous in the extreme, and he struggled to think of what to tell them. Whenever he pressed her about it she shrugged the problem off as though it were of no consequence. Said her father never really cared about her anyway. And her sister was too self-absorbed to mind what happened to her. The few times he’d brought them up had revealed Emma’s growing acrimony toward her father and sister. A part of Michael considered that a good thing. He’d read enough about vampires to know they stalked people they’d been close to in the past, and ultimately destroyed them in the quest to gain back old familiarity.

      Another part of Michael was glad. If he were to be truthful, he had Emma all to himself. She filled that place, deep within, once occupied by his ex-wife, Judith. It was a part he’d had a lot of practice in ignoring. Love and lust had only resulted in misery for Michael. Now he knew it would also lead to danger if he allowed it to dominate. Acknowledging that desire was one thing, acting on it, something else entirely. He took a sharp breath and raked his fingers through his hair before quickening his step along the Alexandrian streets.

      It wasn’t long before he reached the port. The streets bustled with tourists seeking the thrill of Alexandria’s nightlife. Restaurants were still busy, and bars and clubs were just opening, pumping out thumping music that mingled in a discordant clamour in the chilly air. A breeze blew in from the harbour, cold and damp, and brought some welcome freshness to Michael’s mind, despite the stench of rotting fish and boat fuel.

      He buttoned his coat and paused his step to study the inky water of the harbour and imagine the great city in ancient times when it was one of the most powerful strongholds in the world, second only to Rome. If he had time he would explore the Citadel that stood like a gateway to the Middle Ages, on the westernmost point of the harbour. Spotlights highlighted it in such a way it could be seen from all over the Eastern Harbour. It appeared so flawless, the towers and turrets so defined against the black sky, as though merely stepping through it would take one back through the centuries. He forced his gaze away. There was no time for such fancies. They had to move east, though where precisely remained an enigma. At least they had one destination in mind, for now – Cairo and Georgette.

      Michael’s stomach clenched whenever he thought of Georgette. She had a dangerous curiosity for all things supernatural. He didn’t doubt she’d continued searching for information despite Michael’s pleas that she put a stop to it. And now danger had found her. Michael blamed himself, of course. He should have refused to allow Georgette to help him, but without her, he may not have found Emma.

      Then again, perhaps it was best Georgette stay close. He could protect her, or Emma would. If it were true Schleck was somehow involved in this strange business, Paris would no longer be safe for those who knew anything of vampires. He’d seen the warning in the Foliss Abesse and other sources. Vampires do not want to be found and will seek out and destroy all those with knowledge of their existence. He had to protect Georgette from a bloody end.

      “And so, we shall go east,” Michael uttered. He started thinking through a plan for leaving. They still had the motorbike they’d stolen from Amynta, hidden behind the pomegranate in the guesthouse’s small garden. It needed fuel though. Michael frowned; he should have paid more attention to leaving. What if they had to escape in a hurry? The bike was empty. Perhaps Hany could get them fuel. The lad had helped with a couple of other things and had promised them a new set of clothes by the morning. Something Michael would be thankful for, he could still smell the blood on his shirt, not to mention the stale odour of clothes well past their wash-by date.

      Michael took a breath and forced his mind to calm. All would be well, he just had to be smart. But that link Amynta held with vampires was troublesome. He believed Emma’s claims that she could sense the slayer and he wondered at the reason why.

      He was not lacking in certain talents of the supernatural kind. He’d always seen ghosts and demons. As a boy he’d been fortunate to have a grandmother who shared his ‘gift’ as she called it. She’d taught him everything he knew, and more. If it wasn’t for her, Michael could have ended up with a psychiatric diagnosis, or dead through suicide. It was the most common fate for people like him when left to their own devices.

      But he’d learned to master his gift, and to use it. He’d trained his skills and honed them well, and now the demons were even a little afraid of him. When he performed exorcisms, he saw a glint of recognition in their beastly eyes as he forced them from their possessions. He enjoyed it too, and though he would only admit as much to himself, he was good at it.

      He let go a sharp breath. “But what am I doing now? Going around in circles?”

      Was Amynta like him? And if so, how far did her gift extend? If she was behind Emma’s visions, or dreams, that was a skill far beyond anything Michael was capable of. She called herself vampire slayer. A ridiculous term. Something straight from Hollywood, yet could it be true? Vampires were real, after all. Why not slayers?

      Whatever Amynta was, she was powerful, and she had something planned. To kill the most formidable vampire the world had known, according to Amynta. The gypsy woman. The vampire who had turned Nathaniel Chartley. Asha was her name. Amynta had revealed that much, but aside from the fact that Asha had lived as one of the Romani in sixteenth century England, they had precious little information about her.

      Michael cast his gaze again to the boats on the Eastern Harbour. Fishing boats mostly, but clusters of tourist cruisers huddled along jetties at various points. At the end of one wooden jetty a small boat was moored, Michael focused on it bobbing with the low waves of the bay. It sat in the shadows behind a row of stalls. Michael strode over and ducked under the chain to walk to the end of the short jetty. He looked out over the boat and the dark bay and narrowed his eyes as he whispered her name to the breeze. “Asha.”

      Using the bay as a conduit for his visioning, he relaxed his gaze and steadied his breath as he conjured an image of what she might look like from the descriptions in Nathaniel’s diary. Michael’s hands and feet tingled as his gift came to life and pictures filled his mind. Black glossy hair that fell to the waist in waves. A buxom figure. Bronzed limbs, and a deadly lust. Images flickered through his sight, or his mind, he never really knew which. And one froze. A sharp tingling buzzed in his hands as he focused. Dark, gleaming hair fell over her shoulders. A sensuous smile played on her lips, and a red pendant seemed to glow as it rested upon her breast. Perspiration beaded on Michael’s brow. His heart raced, his hands burned with fire, and already the hunger and fatigue gnawed at him. But he pushed his mind further and focused on that vial. It was filled with a deep crimson liquid. Blood? What could it mean?

      The loud hoot of an incoming ferry echoing over the water disturbed his concentration, and Michael didn’t have the energy to begin the visioning again. He took a slow breath, willed his burning hands to cool, and returned to the bustling street.

      A gelato stall came into view and Michael’s stomach rumbled. His gift always made him feel spent. He ordered a mango gelato and ate it quickly as he walked. His mind wandered back to the past when he and Judith had holidayed in the south of Italy, and an after-dinner gelato had become part of their evening routine. He shook his head with the last bite. There was no use thinking about Judith anymore. About his failure to keep her entertained so that she didn’t seek the company of another man. Emma had solved that little problem, and Judith no longer remembered him. She wouldn’t know him if she fell over him. But she was safe, and by now his ex-wife had either resolved her differences with her new husband, or she’d left him, like she’d said she would and was living once more in England.

      Michael tried not to care either way, but he hoped it was the latter. He frowned as he became conscious of his thoughts. Strange, he rarely thought of Judith anymore. It was Emma who filled his mind most now, and his heart. A shiver gripped him, and he clenched his hands into fists. It was dangerous to let his mind drift that way. He had to be strong. Guard your heart, his Nan’s warning echoed in his thoughts, and Michael shut the lid on them, and all memory of Judith.

      Near their guesthouse stood a liquor shop. Michael entered. Every night took them further from Emma’s last feed. Alcohol was a necessity. Its dulling effects on her urges were mysterious to say the least, but Michael was thankful for them.

      He exited the shop with a bag containing two vodka bottles. Over the harbour, the horn blasts from incoming ferries swirled in the breeze. More tourists were arriving at Alexandria and a medley of languages filled the night air. Only a few nights ago, Michael and Emma had been among them. Michael scanned the harbour. It was always busy, no matter  the time – day or night. One vessel caught Michael’s attention as it motored with seemingly too much speed to one of the jetties. Something about it seemed familiar. He’d seen that boat before… the tingling in his hands confirmed it. Then the hulking figure on the deck stole his gaze and Michael gasped, dropping the bag. One of the vodka bottles smashed on the pavement, and Michael swore under his breath as passers-by turned to frown his way.

      He bent to the bag, glancing up constantly to watch that boat. That vessel had been moored in the bay in Greece, right near Amynta’s boat shed. He and Emma had ridden past it when they stole the slayer’s motorbike. And that man on the deck looked exactly like the vampire who’d pursued Michael and Emma as they made their escape from Amynta’s dungeon. Or his twin.

      “Impossible,” Michael whispered as he clutched the bag now holding one bottle and the broken remains of the other.

      Michael had staked Vincent. The huge vampire disintegrated to nothing but congealed blood and dust. And before that, Emma had sucked the very life out of his human twin brother.

      But there was no mistaking the bulky form of the man who now stalked the deck of the incoming cruiser, preparing to moor. It was either Vincent or his brother. Somehow, one of them, or even both, had survived.

      Another figure walked the deck, appearing suddenly from the cabin. Michael recognised her instantly. The red hair and confident strut told him all he needed to know.

      “Jesus!” he hissed as he thumped the pavement, nearly running to get back to Emma.

      The guesthouse came up quick enough, though it seemed Michael’s ragged breath alerted all of Alexandria to his whereabouts. Questions of the connection Amynta held with vampires returned. It was likely she knew their precise location. They had to flee, now. Hopefully Amynta would be distracted for a time with her arrival to the city. He cursed himself again for not thinking to fuel the bike.

      He opened the gate to access the steps that took him up to their apartment. The accommodation proved an excellent location for a vampire, with an inbuilt robe in the bedroom, large enough to enclose Emma safely during the day, but it was accessible to all and sundry. If Amynta came here, there was nowhere to hide.

      Michael unlocked the door with a trembling hand, then opened it with force, almost dropping the other bottle. He stalked through the short passageway and called Emma’s name twice before coming to a dramatic halt in the living room.

      Emma, crouched on the floor, looked up at him with black monster eyes. Eyes he’d seen thrice before. Once in Amynta’s dungeon when she’d sucked Vincent’s brother dry of his blood. Once in the crypt of an old ruined church in Italy, when he’d stupidly woken her – a sleeping vampire. And once when she’d attacked Judith. The eyes were filled with dark crimson and red veins dominated their edges. Emma’s skin had turned a strange shade of blue, and the veins a darker tone of the same colour, they bulged from her skin. Her fangs were long. Her mouth dripped red.

      “Emma!” Michael said, and the fear in his own voice was too easy to detect. He cleared his throat and forced his breath and heart to calm. “What have you done?”

      Slowly she stood, and Michael took a short step closer. On the floor lay Hany, the guesthouse porter, blood pumping slowly from a wound on his neck, skin pale. A pile of new clothes by his side.
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      In the hour before dusk, deep within a tomb in the oldest part of Père Lachaise Cemetery, an ancient vampire slept a fitful rest. Visions crowded his consciousness with such clarity the Old One believed he existed in the dream…

      It began with a forest. Tall cedars covered a mountain. The forest was dark, but safe enough. Many creatures filled it; the hoots of owls and the baying of a wolf echoed off mountain peaks. Deep in the dark heart of the cedars stood a camp. Tents of worn leather had been pitched in a circular pattern, each bearing symbols and rudimentary pictures. A wolf’s head with a human body. An eagle. A rose. And on one shelter – the red tent – the unmistakeable image of a pentagram scarred the surface. From within that tent came a sharp, high-pitched scream.

      The vampire opened his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Nathaniel sat up with a jolt, filling his lungs with the stale air of the tomb. It was an odd thing to do, to gasp like he was human. It was more so strange to have dreamt like one. Though now, when he tried to remember the dreams, they dissolved like steam in midwinter air. He recalled a red tent with some kind of symbol, and a scream. Yes, the scream had echoed as he woke.

      He shook his head and ran a hand through his long hair, which had somehow become tangled in his sleep – odd for he never moved when at rest. Stranger still was the sheen of perspiration on his forehead. He’d not felt this way for centuries. Not since he was human. Indeed, it was as though he woke from human sleep. His mind was groggy, and he longed for a basin of cool water into which he could plunge his face.

      The tomb was bereft of basins and water. It was cool and empty, and its familiarity calmed him. Nathaniel had gone to some effort to furnish it. The marble sarcophagus – still open from the morning when he’d checked the lance – dominated the space, but a few additional items gave it a sense of home. An eighteenth-century chaise longue occupied the majority of space along the north wall, and a rococo table in the corner held a few bottles of the finest brandy, all stolen of course. Both pieces of furniture were priceless. Both had been pilfered by Nathaniel over a century past. There was an iron sconce on the wall. An old-fashioned addition that allowed mourners to visit the tomb and light a candle. No such paraphernalia would be included in tombs these days. The rats no longer remembered the dead the way they used to. But it was a handy thing for a vampire.

      Nathaniel didn’t mind the dark, not at all, but sometimes a little light was necessary to help him seduce a victim. Or frighten one. Or simply to read by candlelight the old-fashioned way. He kept a stash of candles for such a purpose, and he rose now to light the one still in the sconce.

      Dull candlelight filled the space, and he leaned on the sarcophagus to consider the strangeness of the act of dreaming. Images flickered unbidden in his mind – a forest of cedar. Few such forests existed anymore. And the ones that had… he knew only too well where they were located. Or used to be.

      Nathaniel paced a few swift steps as more images from the dream returned to him. The encampment with the red tent. That pentagram. It was too similar to the very pavilion that had obsessed him all those centuries ago.

      “No, not similar. The very same.”

      A violent panic lurched though him with a sudden awareness of the familiar scent lingering in the tomb. He sniffed the air in an attempt to identify it, it was bitter and acrid, but his senses seemed to dull, so he quit trying to smell and glanced around instead. Something echoed. A scream? Nothing but the candle and the dancing shadows moved. It was just the dream playing tricks on him, and he forced his mind to still. No one was here. The tomb was safe.

      Safe from Amynta and her minions. But perhaps the slayer was behind these dreams somehow. Amynta had certain unnatural skills, that was a certainty, and she had posed a serious threat to his very existence on more than one occasion. But he was an Old One, and had overpowered her, or outsmarted her at least, and they’d come to a truce after a time.

      But Amynta was agitating once more. Schleck was enough proof of that. Nathaniel nearly shivered as he recalled their last meeting, decades ago. Schleck’s joy of torture was not something he would forget. She possessed an impressive collection of fine silver blades that unnerved even an Old One like himself.

      Things had changed. Amynta sought him again. Schleck had wanted the Lance of Constantine, and so too did Georgette.

      “But why?” Nathaniel spoke quietly. He sniffed the air once more, there it was again. A scent, odd yet familiar.

      Nathaniel turned and took the few short steps to the open sarcophagus. It was gloomy in the depths of the old tomb, but his sharp gaze found the oak chest in an instant. Opened. Empty.

      “Fuck!” he told the gloom. “No!” he added as he bowed his head to look more deeply. The lance was gone. Even the red silk was nowhere to be seen. Taken.

      He bent his head and forced air through his nose. A new scent, subtle and also vaguely familiar, mingled with the other and filled his nostrils – buttery cinnamon.

      “Georgette,” he whispered.

      In the next moment he also recognised the first scent. Holy water, of course! She must’ve sprayed it about while he’d slept. Its charms would have prevented him from waking. It was the real thing too, made by no ordinary priest, and Nathaniel briefly wondered how she’d acquired such a rarity before a fury of rage gripped him.

      His hands clenched tight, but he forced them open and willed anger from his mind as he paced the tomb, focusing on the scant clues available to him. Georgette, that ox of a policewoman continued to evade him. He’d tracked her the moment he’d spied her loitering at Emma’s apartment. Emma had disappeared just when he needed her. Only a dim awareness of his progeny had nestled in his blood. Emma was far away, and weak. It repulsed him to think of her. She was still refusing her nature, that much he knew.

      Instead, he’d found Georgette fussing with a camera and other recording equipment in Emma’s apartment. Nathaniel had recognised the equipment. It was used by specialists to gain precious information on ghosts and demons. Most of the rats who chased paranormal activities were nothing more than bored humans, pathetically searching for evidence to prove life could offer more than the monotonous drudgery they were irrevocably enslaved to – what they called ‘life’. Such equipment was snapped up for large sums. Few knew it could also be employed to capture vague images of vampires. The eyes at least.

      It had piqued his interest immediately. Just who was Georgette? Did she hope to learn more about his kind? The notion had caused his blood to boil with rage and from that moment, she’d become a target. It was a part of his make-up that had grown into something of an obsession over the centuries. Since awakening from his first dormancy, an Old One, he couldn’t let any human with knowledge of vampires live to tell the tale.

      Georgette had to die.

      He narrowed his eyes as he thought of her. “Yes, quite the mystery.”

      She had no fear. None whatsoever, and that was as interesting to him as it was troubling. He’d never met a rat who held no fear of his kind. Unless they were a slayer like Amynta. Or knew the tricks to hide their fear like he suspected Schleck did.

      And Georgette tasted good. Fuck, she’d tasted good. He’d only had a trifle, barely a drop, but her blood was thick and sweet, and he could guzzle it all night long. Even with the foulness of the cinnamon. Perhaps he should hunt her down and keep her as his special treat.

      He shook the thought off as he rubbed his eyes, trying to rub away the grogginess that stubbornly lingered. Keeping humans as an on-tap food source never worked out. Too much to do with feeding them, clothing them, keeping them free from disease, and keeping them quiet. Rats got whiney too easily. And the fear, if it lingered too long, would eventually taint their blood making them bitter and overripe. He’d tried it a handful of times in the past. But he’d inevitably forget all about them and they’d died of starvation. Not that he’d cared, but it proved too dangerous with the authorities finding the corpse. And when the police and the media found out, Amynta would come sniffing and try to kill him. Again.

      “Georgette,” he whispered once more, and he allowed his mind to fill with the vision of her bulky form, her frizzy blonde hair, her green eyes. His blood tracked her in an instant and a sense of her filled his mind. She had left the city and was moving eastward. In a car or a train most likely.

      “East.”

      A rush of urgency swelled within him for the chase. That cedar forest from the dream, he somehow felt exactly where it was, or used to be. Was that where Georgette was now headed? Strange, it seemed Emma had gone a similar path.

      He glanced to the corner where he’d hung his coat upon the sole hook in the wall. He carried few possessions now. Only one object of importance, aside from that lance – a diary, so old some of its pages were crumbling. It was one of the reasons he’d sought Emma again, against his better judgement. Perhaps she could help him to preserve the diary. He’d written it centuries past, when he’d first left England in pursuit of the Gypsy woman. He had no need of the diary, of course. Its contents were firmly burned on his mind’s eye. His power of recall, like all his kind, was so strong he could recite any part of a text he’d read, even if only fleetingly.

      But the diary served another purpose. In it he’d sketched a number of portraits in his first decade as a vampire when the nostalgia was almost crippling. There was a sketch of his mother who had been a scullery maid in the viscount’s manse. And the viscount himself, Nathaniel’s father, who’d seduced his mother and produced him, an illegitimate son and constant disappointment to him. “If only you could see me now, Father,” Nathaniel whispered the lament he’d said a thousand times before.

      Life as a bastard hadn’t been a bad one. Nathaniel was educated and treated well, almost like a noble himself. He was, after all, the viscount’s only child. A bastard heir was better than no heir at all. In time, Nathaniel would have inherited all his father’s lands and responsibilities. Would he have made his father proud?

      Probably not.

      He stood and pulled the diary from the coat pocket, being careful with the delicate pages, he turned to a well-worn sketch – a portrait of himself as captain of his father’s war band. He was a fine-looking man, even then. In the portrait he stood tall, cuirass, gauntlets and greaves well-polished. Sword, striking at his side. Nathaniel curled his lip. The fools who called themselves soldiers today when they pressed their computer buttons to launch a missile, or pulled a trigger to shoot bullets, they had no notion what real battle was. The colour of mud, the din of steel, the stench of shit and blood. The feeling of running a man through with a sword and watching his unaccepting eyes as he died.

      Nathaniel took one last, lingering look at the portrait. Memories rushed back to him, as usual. He recalled seeing himself thus dressed in the tall mirrors of his father’s hall once, and he’d felt pride at the sight of who he was. A man. Almost a nobleman. A captain. A son a father could be proud of.

      Certainly, Nathaniel could conjure the image in his mind whenever he chose, and often he did. But the vampire was a nostalgic creature, and the yearning never went away. More and more Nathanial found himself opening his old diary to look at the sketch with his own eyes rather than the eye of the mind. It gave him a visceral pleasure, and few things gave him such simple rewards now.

      If only he could get his hands on the diary he wrote before. The one Emma translated for all the world to read on that ludicrous blog. That would give him pleasure to hold again. To smell. To see before him the inky words he’d written while still human. But the chances of stealing that old book were scant. Amynta no doubt held possession of it. Schleck would have made it so. Still, she’d stolen the lance, perhaps it was not impossible to claim his diary from her too.

      Regardless, he still had this diary. His hands hovered over one page, so worn the edges had frayed and dissolved over time. His heart quickened at the thought of it fraying completely. If only he’d thought to have Emma conserve it before. He held his thumb over the fragile page, wanting to open it to reveal that sketch. But something made him resist. If he looked at her, he might descend into a black reverie that could last days.

      He shook his head and put the diary down upon the sarcophagus. The air was disgusting in the tomb, the holy water still lingered and burned his nostrils. It was time to get out.

      “East,” he said again. “Egypt.” That was the place the dreams showed him and that was where Emma went and where Georgette now headed. With the Lance of Constantine. Nathaniel turned and brushed dust from his coat. He would go east too.
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      We march the streets, heading toward the tourist hub where all-night booking agents, car hire, and money exchange shops huddle together in a neon blaze. We are on the run. Again. I wipe my mouth and touch my cheeks for the tenth time since we fled the scene. My fingers show no sign of blood. I changed into the new clothes the youth had acquired for us and washed my face and hands as best I could. It all happened so quickly. He was there. The hunger piqued. His young blood smelled too good.

      I lost all control.

      Michael walks with long strides ahead of me. His thoughts are awash with regret about that damned motorbike, but we had to flee the guesthouse, especially in light of Amynta’s surprise arrival to Alexandria, and the bike was useless without fuel. Michael’s black coat flaps behind him. He leans slightly forward, as though he’s trying to out-walk his anger. I have the strange thought he must be cold in the chilly night, and I’m glad he has his woollen coat. Temperature no longer affects me. I could stand naked in a blizzard and I wouldn’t mind.

      If the cold does bother him, he doesn’t show it. A mix of anger and frustration streams from him. He has every right to be angry. I would be too… if I were human. I must remember that. I must hang on to my humanity. It has returned to me more firmly now. It always does after… Rather than force the guilt down, I hang on to it. Michael says the guilt will help prevent me from becoming an outright monster. Though it didn’t help the young guesthouse boy. Hany, that was his name.

      Michael heads to one of the car rental places, but I grip his arm. “Not there.”

      He turns to me with a frown. “What do you suggest?”

      I point to the harbour not twenty yards away where a handful of tour-boat companies are set up.

      “Boat?”

      “I have a theory.”

      “What?”

      “Over the water, I can’t sense as much. I think it restricts our powers.”

      Realisation shines in Michael’s eyes. “You think it might block Amynta too?”

      I nod.

      Michael shakes his head. “We can’t afford it.”

      “Yes we can.” I stride toward the nearest motor yacht tour company. There is a small stall and beyond it at the end of a jetty sit two large vessels. Perfect.

      “Emma, stop. Amynta—”

      “Will not expect us to travel by boat as she does.”

      “How do you know? Can you read her mind now?”

      I glance at him. His expression is pained. I don’t need to be a mind-reader to see the hurt inside him. A new emotion rises in me and it takes me a moment to realise that I am growing irritated with Michael’s reactions. “She estimates our movements based on the predictability of a human’s judgement. It is time the vampire among us started making choices.” I turn before he can respond and stride the few steps to the smiling attendant.

      “You would like to book a tour, Madam?” The tour-guide asks.

      Michael’s bewilderment and anger are almost over-powering and I do my best to ignore him as I lock eyes with the attendant before he begins to fear me.

      “We need a ride to Cairo.”

      The man’s smile fades. “We have tours locally, around the bay. I’m sorry, but there are no tours to Cairo.”

      I stare at him and force his mind to me. Within seconds something snaps, an invisible line of power, and his thoughts open. He is a young father, his first child but days old. “You will take us to Cairo. No payment required.”

      The man nods with a slack-jawed stare.

      “Emma!” Michael hisses behind me.

      I ignore him and keep my focus on the man. I narrow my eyes and concentrate. “Tell me your name.”

      “Farouk.”

      Farouk is probably the same age as me, late twenties. He has brown hair and honey-coloured eyes and I wonder how much of the ancients of Egypt are mingled within his bloodlines.

      “We will require a cabin under-deck.”

      “Madam, the upper cabins offer a much better view of the sights.”

      “No. Below deck. We leave immediately with no other passengers. If any of your co-workers have questions tell them to speak with me.”

      

      “This is folly.” Michael paces in our cabin as he constantly readjusts his glasses.

      The cruise yacht has picked up speed now that we have left the harbour, and I am glad for it. Glad to get away from both Amynta and Hany’s bloody body.

      “She will know.” Michael’s panic bubbles up and nearly spills from his very pores. He’s been through a lot since he met me, but always he remains calm. This frantic state seems out of character. The large double bed sprawls between us and he glances at it constantly.

      I lean forward and use a low, calming voice as Michael has often employed for me. “She will know whatever route we take. I’ve been to Egypt before. Believe me, the river will offer us some small protection, and provide a quick route without the bother of Egyptian traffic. It will be more scenic too.”

      “We don’t need the bloody scenery,” Michael nearly shouts as he runs a hand through his hair. Then he stops his pacing and looks at me squarely. “Can you feel her now?”

      I close my eyes. An unnecessary action, but sometimes, especially after I have fed, I feel almost human, and the old habits return. I concentrate, extending my senses. Amynta I cannot feel, perhaps my guess is right and the black waters of the Mediterranean have severed our connection. But then a new sensation comes to me. There is someone else, faint but familiar, and I am reminded of his blood – thick, hot, with a strange energy. I open my eyes and stare at Michael.

      “What is it? Can you feel her?”

      “No, I feel another.” I stand and walk a few quick paces just as Michael has been doing since we entered this cabin. “But it’s impossible.”

      “Who?”

      “Hercules.”

      “Hercules?”

      “Vincent’s human brother. I think of him as Hercules because… Well, he was built like a brick shithouse.”

      Michael’s eyes widen. “I saw him with Amynta on her boat, it must’ve been him. How is he alive? You drained him completely. He was blue when we left.”

      “I don’t know, but I can feel him.” Excitement rushes and I smile like a child with a new toy. “Extraordinary!”

      “Wait, you feel him despite the water?”

      My excitement dies. “Yes.”

      “We are not so safe then.”

      “I don’t know. I was sure it dulled my senses before.”

      Michael gives me a stare and the old light of curiosity flares in his mind. “You’re stronger now. You grow stronger with every new feed, and I think another talent has awakened to you. Vampires can track their victims. I’ve read as much. Can you sense what he’s doing, this Hercules?”

      I focus my mind once more. “Reading a map of some kind, I think.”

      “You can detect that?”

      “Yes. It’s as you say. My powers seem to grow with every new…”

      Michael slumps in a chair.

      “I’m sorry, Michael.”

      He gives a weary look and holds his head in his hands. “It is your nature. You’ve done well to keep it so controlled. You were hungry. I should have returned earlier with the vodka.”

      “I’m not sure it would have helped.”

      Michael pats down the cowlick at the back of his head. It pops up regularly, as though it has a mind of its own.

      The guilt rises once again as I think of Hany, and what I have done to him. My hand finds the silver chain about my neck and it lightly sears my fingers. Little good it did to protect Hany. He was just a boy, his whole life ahead of him. “Do you think he will be all right?”

      Michael had administered first aid as best he could. The youth was breathing when we left him; but he was unconscious, and I was unable to influence his mind – to wipe his memory of the horror. There was no time to influence anyone in that guesthouse. When they found him, we would either become wanted criminals, or lost to the multitude of cruel acts that occurred in every city every day.

      “Perhaps you can sense him?” Michael looks up with hope in his eyes. “With your new-found skills. You did it for Hercules, you might be able to do it for Hany.”

      Hope rises and fights the guilt inside me. I close my eyes again, this time focussing on the guesthouse youth. I remember the way his blood tasted. So very sweet. But all I get in return is a void of cold, gaping darkness.

      

      The cruiser moves at a swift pace, and by midnight we enter the Delta to begin our navigation up the Nile. Michael tries to stay awake to read the images he took of some ancient text from the library in Alexandria. He mumbles something about Asha, but when I question him he shakes his head. His eyelids grow heavy, and in another few moments his head nods as he falls to sleep in the chair. I take the little book called the Foliss Abesse from his hand, remove his spectacles and place them on the bedside table. I lift him whole, as easily as I would lift a child and drape him carefully on the bed and nestle a pillow under his head. The strong scent of sunshine wafts from him and it comforts me more than I can say.

      I now sit reading from the Foliss, a fresh glass of vodka in my hand, and I learn more about this new state of mine. I am vampire. It no longer seems so strange. I wonder if I’m beginning to like it. I wonder what it is I desire most. Sometimes, when the guilt is strong, I wish to end it all, to kill the monster within. Flashes of the guesthouse youth return to me. Of the billowing blood, hot, sweet and sticky. Of the fear on his young face before his eyes closed. The guilt tightens like a noose. I don’t dismiss it, but I gulp the vodka down. It burns and numbs both instinct and emotions.

      I focus my gaze back on the Foliss and read from its ancient pages. The vampire has strong powers of persuasion. Seduction is the tool of choice. Lust and love come readily when called.

      I snap my attention to Michael and watch him sleep. He looks like an angel. His fair hair and features so artful. Somehow, the goodness within him radiates most when he sleeps. It is a great comfort to me most nights. Often, I want to curl up into his embrace and feel his goodness surround me like a well-loved blanket and forget, if only for a heartbeat, what I have become.

      The lust has freed its grip of Michael, allowing him to slumber in peace. But it will return by the dawn. I know he will dream of me. And his desire will fill the cabin like a thick cloud.

      It is just as Nathaniel wrote in his diary with the gypsy and her powers of seduction. Have I become like her?

      “Asha,” I whisper.

      Michael stirs, rolling over, knocking his tablet to the floor, but his sleep isn’t broken and his breaths soon grow regular once more.

      I step over and pick up the tablet. Images of old-world font show on the screen. I scan the text, my attention drawn to the imagery of a cedar forest and ancient tribes whose spiritual leaders took samples of blood from children as a cure for potential ailments. I shake my head slowly at the familiar scene. Imagery from my dreams.

      Cure.

      I step to the chair on the other side of the cabin and pick up my vodka as I sit. My thoughts return to the gypsy woman. Is she what I hope to find in the east? And if that is so, what will she teach me? Will she reveal the full extent of the monstrosity I have become, or something else? Will she show me how I may escape the evil that plagues me?

      And what of Amynta? The slayer seeks Asha as her ultimate prize. She revealed as much to Michael. Perhaps if Amynta slays Asha, there will be some unknown consequence. And what of the pendant Asha wears? A vial of blood if Nathaniel is to be believed. Michael thinks it relevant.

      I dare to hope it is some kind of cure for this affliction. But even if it is, how would I live with myself knowing what I have done? My mind turns once more to the youth and the sweet taste of his blood. At that moment a strong ribbon of lust emanates from Michael and I know of what he dreams. I swallow the last of the vodka, and step outside to walk the deck for the final hour before dawn. Cairo draws thankfully closer, and Georgette will meet us there, but following that our destination remains a mystery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Excerpt from Dark Ones, by Faustus Gavius

      There is much I have discovered concerning the nature of vampires, and there is much yet to learn. Why does the Young One suffer such voracious appetites, yearning so desperately for the taste of blood, yet after a century or so the need for replenishment loses urgency, so that Old Ones need only feed every few weeks. Even more curious is that state of elongated dormancy which affronts vampires most commonly at the onset of their second century. Why must the vampire hole themselves down in darkness, in a tomb, essentially for decades, before they rise in another era, an Old One with renewed powers, to devour the innocent once more?

      Most intriguing of all is the question of origin. Where did the Dark Ones begin? And what does the future hold for vampire-kind? I’ve traversed this planet, scouring the very Earth for answers. The burial places of Egypt offer insight, though more often than not they raise more questions than answers.

      Tombs have poetry and spells inscribed on their walls, not unusual for that era, and one such verse gave me clues. To the best of my knowledge it was written by a Priestess of Hathor. Many such verses line the walls of a secret cavern in the deserts of Egypt, and illustrations depicting a great cataclysm to come accompany verses such as this…

      Come, give your blood unto me

      For I shall deliver it

      Over the waters of Death

      Where the wind of mortality dies

      There within the darkness

      Hathor’s priestess sings a song of joy

      For she awaits the coming reckoning

      Upon which the blood of the dead

      Will provide the sacrifice

      And the Lord of Chaos shall rise up

      And inherit the realm of men

      The unfaithful shall be devoured

      blood and soul

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Michael woke in a state of breathlessness from yet another lust-filled dream to find Emma lying beside him. She slept, though she didn’t breathe like a sleeping person. She didn’t breathe at all. He rubbed his eyes and reached for his glasses. The longing from the dream still lingered and his gaze quickly sought Emma once more. Her elfin features gave her an innocent beauty, making her appear harmless, vulnerable. Someone who needed his protection.

      He yearned to reach out and touch her alabaster skin. But he’d done that once before, in the crypt, and he’d never risk it again. Michael kept his hands close. It was dangerous to be so near a sleeping vampire. When woken suddenly, their self-control was at its lowest. The sense of threat only made them lash out in a most deadly way. She’d almost killed him in Italy.

      Emma’s arm twitched, and Michael jolted. He kept as still as possible and turned his gaze to study her face. She wore a frown and her head moved from side to side. A small moan escaped her lips. Vampires weren’t supposed to move in their sleep. Vampires weren’t supposed to dream.

      Michael frowned as he gently moved to the edge of the bed, his desire still too strong. He should have better considered their sleeping arrangements. He stood and headed to the bathroom with light steps.

      

      It was still morning when Michael, freshly showered and shaved, climbed the narrow stairwell to the upper deck and blinked into the bright Egyptian sunshine. The morning air retained a crisp coolness, but noon approached and the day was warming nicely. He stared down at the water. It was the first time he’d ever laid eyes on the mythic Nile. Its waters were dark blue. The banks were green with palm trees and numerous other plants and various crops beyond, extending to the horizon.

      “Good morning, sir.” The attendant appeared before him with a wide smile. “Your companion tells me I am to treat you like royalty.”

      Michael adjusted his glasses. “Ah, that won’t be necessary.”

      “Do not mention it, sir. It will be my pleasure. Please go to the dining cabin for your breakfast whenever you are ready.”

      Michael cleared his throat and narrowed his eyes to read the man’s name on his badge. “Thank you, Yossef.”

      Yossef inclined his head. “Of course. The dining cabin is on the second deck.”

      “Ah, the matter of payment for our journey—”

      “Please, do not mention it. All has been arranged with your companion.” Yossef waved his hand up in a dismissive gesture before flashing another white-toothed smile and walking off to attend some other duty.

      “Yes,” Michael whispered. “But my companion’s arrangements won’t fatten your wallets.”

      Breakfast was a simple affair of poached eggs and sausage. Another young attendant named Kallum waited on him and Michael grew more concerned at the expense they were causing this honest host of workers who should have been making a profit on a large group of tourists rather than just the two of them.

      “How many people can this vessel accommodate?” Michael asked Kallum as the young waiter poured his coffee. The aroma of it made Michael’s mouth water. The coffee was good, and his breakfast looked perfect. Tours with this company wouldn’t be for the budget traveller.

      Kallum’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm as he answered. “We carry a maximum of thirty guests on any one tour. Our Shakra is famous for providing the highest quality experience with many spaces for meeting other guests and socialising as well as offering nooks for private retreat.”

      Michael studied Kallum as he spoke. He was young, about the same age as Hany, the guesthouse porter in Alexandria, and Emma’s latest victim. They also shared certain facial features. Both had slim long noses, narrow chins and small eyes the colour of honey. Michael’s fingers tingled ever so slightly at the comparison. “Have you met my companion as yet, Kallum?”

      “No, sir.”

      “It is well you do not. She is rather… averse to people.”

      The youth smiled as though Michael spoke a strange jest, making Michael grip his hands together rather than reach out and clutch the youth’s collar and shout at him that under no circumstances was Kallum to find himself alone with Emma. But the young waiter left him to his breakfast and the moment passed.

      Michael finished eating and sipped his coffee as he checked his tablet for emails. Still no word from Emma’s family, and Michael breathed easy. He felt bad about taking the rather handsome payment the earl had given him yet keeping them in the dark about his progress. He, or Emma, had to decide what to tell her father and sister. But what and when remained unknown. Emma’s future, if she had one, was veiled in a dark and unwelcome shroud of mystery.

      There was only one new email, from mail@chat_bizarre. Georgette. Michael looked over his shoulder. A silly gesture, for he and Emma were the only passengers on the cruiser. The crew had been brainwashed by Emma so heavily they were nothing but walking zombies and the banks of the Nile revealed only large stretches of greenery. They were between cities, or villages. Not even a fishing boat could be seen.

      He turned his attention back to Georgette’s message and read it in less than three heartbeats.

      I make my way to C. I will meet you at le chat at midnight.

      Michael frowned. Trust Georgette to write such a cryptic message. He supposed she was stalking about wearing bug-eyed sunglasses, and scarves that would never retain her blond frizz of hair. He should have been more adamant with her. He should have told her to stay in Paris, and that he would refuse to meet with her under any circumstances. But it was too late for that. Now she had set forth on a dangerous path and her very life was at stake thanks to him. With that thought his hands buzzed so violently he nearly dropped his coffee. The cup plonked onto the saucer with a loud clang and coffee splashed on the white tablecloth.

      Kallum appeared by his table. “Is everything to your liking, sir? Is there anything you need?”

      “No. Thank you. I just… I just dropped my cup that’s all.” Michael tried to shake the tingling from his hand.

      “No, trouble, sir. I shall bring you more coffee.”

      “No, it’s all right. I don’t wish for more coffee right now.”

      “You’re certain? It would be no trouble.”

      Michael grimaced. Damn Emma and her bloody enchantments. These zombies were utterly under her spell. “No, perhaps later.”

      Kallum flashed a smile then, gratefully, departed.

      Michael took a deep breath as he shook his hands once more. Georgette was involved in this more than he knew. He must meditate on it.

      He glanced around. There was no else present in the large dining cabin. Michael had seen a handful of crew; the driver, perhaps he should be called ‘captain’, Yossef, Kallum and he’d glimpsed a cook in the kitchen. The pamphlet in their cabin announced there were twelve members of the crew who worked in set shifts, so there was always someone available if a guest needed a ‘midnight snack, new linen or a cocktail at any time of the day or night’. Outside, the day had brightened further, and a pair of herons glided past. All seemed peaceful. With his belly full and his energy high, now was as good a time as any to meditate.

      Michael closed his eyes and stilled his breathing. In seconds he entered that almost trance-like state in which he could simply allow his consciousness to reveal certain clues. He pictured Georgette, her tall frame, her blonde curls, the scent of cinnamon or nutmeg that seemed a permanent part of her. Images flicked through his mind. Georgette on a plane, or train? Georgette tapping away on her laptop. Georgette reading. Michael attempted to identify the book, but it remained shrouded in the cosmic fog that always obscured these visions. The images flicked past at an increasing pace and Michael’s breath came faster as he tried to still the flow and focus on just one sign. But a single vision recurred. The stream of pictures refused to slow no matter how much he concentrated, but that one image repeated itself among the many others.

      His palms were hot and sweating and the buzzing in his limbs became almost unbearable, but he gritted his teeth and forced his mind to remain in this state until he’d seen enough of that image to glean some small detail. There was a gold handle, or hilt belonging to a long blade. Some kind of dagger perhaps, or a spear? Michael opened his eyes and breathed sharply.

      He forced the chair back and stood on unsteady legs to pace the available space in the dining cabin, shaking his hands out and breathing hard. The visioning had taken its toll physically, but it had given him something. Some ancient relic. It was a weapon of sorts with a gold and steel blade. Perhaps it held power over vampires. But there were thousands of such relics. Beginning a search for this one seemed pointless. A chill gripped his spine with a new question that slowly formed in his mind. What did it have to do with Georgette?

      

      Michael napped after the strenuous meditation and in the early afternoon he dined on a delectable luncheon of baked Nile perch and fennel. Gradually, his strength returned. He read from the notes he’d taken from Gavius’ Dark Ones in the late afternoon as he reclined on a deck chair. But his concentration wavered, and now and then he watched the river as he considered the matter of Georgette and the mysterious relic.

      The fatigue returned to him in spurts; he kept nodding off, and the dreams would begin. There was Emma standing in the dark. A pale light illuminated the sharpness of her cheek and jawline. The softness of her neck. His eye kept returning to behold her artful beauty, and a longing deep inside him made his dream-self step forward and reach out to touch her, to kiss her…

      Michael, Emma said in the dream.

      “Michael.”

      Michael opened his eyes. Someone stood close – a black shadow in the dusk light. It wasn’t Emma, she wouldn’t yet be awake. This person was too tall to be Emma, and the red hair confirmed it was not her.

      Michael jolted and sat up, blinking, suddenly alert and only too aware of who stood before him. He glanced around in earnest. The river remained empty of other vessels. How did she manage to find them and board the yacht?

      Laughter emanated once more and the figure in black stepped forward. The red of her hair was more visible now and it matched the colours of the dusk skyline. “Enjoying your dreams, priest?”

      Michael sprung to his feet. “How did you—”

      “Never mind that.” Amynta’s clipped words cut through his post-nap haze. Her accent was a strange mix of cultures. “I am not here to capture you, though well I should.”

      Michael frowned. “What do you want?”

      “A word. To appeal to your rationality while I still can.”

      “While you can?”

      Amynta pursed red lips. “Her influence over you grows, Michael. You’re a fool to deny it one moment more. Soon, you will become her prey in full, and then I fear it will be too late. Your fate will be sealed.”

      “And why should my fate be of any concern to you?”

      Amynta raised an eyebrow. “It isn’t. But, as I’ve tried to tell you, she is my concern.”

      “You want to murder her.”

      “Ha! If we cull the wolves who prey on the village, do we judge it murder? You’re a fool to think it so.”

      Thoughts of Hany flashed in his mind. The blood had been everywhere, and he very much doubted the boy would have survived.

      “You know I speak the truth. You’ve seen her powers grow.” Amynta tilted her head and took a step closer. Her ruddy eyes seemed almost red in the dusk light. “She’s already caused grievous harm, hasn’t she?”

      “What exactly do you want with her?”

      “I’ve told you, I need her for bait. Something is happening, Michael. An ancient prophecy is about to play out. I need to get to Asha.”

      “Why is she important?”

      Amynta took a sharp breath and studied him a moment, considering her words. The dusk was rapidly fading, as it always did here in Egypt. One moment it was day, the next, night. “You know about the pendant Asha wears about her throat?”

      Michael’s hands buzzed.

      “Of course you do, it was written all over Chartley’s diary. I must have it.”

      “Does it hold some kind of power?”

      Amynta smiled in a creepy fashion and opened her mouth to speak, but a terrifying screech interrupted her, followed by a rushed blur, and in the next instant a fight was in full mode. Emma was punching and kicking Amynta, but the slayer seemed to be holding her own, dodging punches with stupefying speed and throwing some of her own. Emma was still high on the youth’s blood and her strength and speed was so much more than Amynta’s. In less than half a minute Emma stood on the deck, arm stretched out over the water where she held the slayer by her collar dangling over the whitewash of river below.

      “I’ve a mind to drain you dry, bitch, for what you did to me,” Emma snarled. Her voice was altered, deeper, and like gravel. The monster’s voice. Michael paced a few short steps before hesitating. He should accept what she’d become. The monster was part of her now, but he couldn’t do that. He had to help retain her dwindling humanity.

      “You could try,” Amynta managed to hiss back. Her hands clung to Emma’s forearm. Her feet circled the air. Beneath, the river churned as the yacht powered through. “Go ahead. Make my night.”

      Emma’s snarl curled all the more. “Your blood would taste like piss.”

      “Emma, no!” Michael shouted too late.

      Emma released her hold.

      Time seemed to pause as Amynta, still grinning, shot her arm up and stabbed Emma in the shoulder with some small object, before pulling back, object still in hand. Then she fell into the inky waters of the Nile. Down to the dangers of currents and crocodiles. But if the slayer had been afraid, she hadn’t shown it. Not in the least. For Michael swore he saw her keep that smug grin, her reddish eyes never leaving his as she plunged into the river that now reflected the red night sky.

      “Damn her,” Emma said rubbing her shoulder.

      “What is it?”

      Emma looked at him, her eyes also red. “She stabbed me with a syringe. Took a sample of my blood.”
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      Paris Gare de Lyon looked much the same as it had for the last century. Nathaniel had first seen the old train station’s now famous clock tower and stately architecture during the 1900 Exposition when talking films and escalators were all the buzz. For Nathaniel, that World Fair had proved utterly fascinating. He’d only just awoken from his second dormancy – a hibernation of almost fifty years in which he’d slept deep in the bosom of the earth. Resurfacing to learn of such advancements were perplexing to say the least. Before his long dormancy, the civilized world was still coming to grips with barometers and daguerreotypes. To see moving films, let alone talking ones, had made Nathaniel’s jaw drop on more than one occasion. Of course, the speed of technological development had increased exponentially since, and Nathaniel found himself contemplating what type of world he would awaken to the next time he slept for half a century. Or perhaps, the rats would destroy it all. Nathaniel wouldn’t be at all surprised if they did.

      He forced his thoughts back to his task as he stuck to the shadows and observed the bustling crowd. Commuters who lived in Paris’ outskirts marched in a trance-like state, rushing with briefcases and phones in hand to catch their routine ride back to mundania.

      Nathaniel like to watch the rats in their race, even when he wasn’t hunting. To observe their utter ignorance of how close their worn paths came to danger intrigued him. Sometimes, when he was in the mood, he would frighten the living lights out of them just by revealing his fangs and blood-filled glowing eyes. But this night, there was no time for play. Keeping close to walls and barriers, avoiding the security cameras where he could, he made his way to the platform.

      He’d tried travel by plane, only once, and vowed he would never attempt such folly again. Airports proved too difficult for a vampire to navigate. The X-ray equipment, the mass of security cameras and sniffer dogs, not to mention the guards with their misplaced superiority, it was all too tricky. Rats were, on the whole, easy enough to sway when they weren’t thinking about it. But those guards at the airports had attitudes that would put even Schleck to shame. No, it was all too difficult. And why bother with planes at all when the romance of travel by train, ship or ferry offered so much more. He knew it fed his nostalgia, but he permitted the indulgence. On these longer trips, one could delight in various pleasures of the blood and the flesh. Rats could die anywhere, after all. Mostly, Nathaniel preferred not to kill these days, but sometimes he was rash. Old Ones could be rash when the mood took them. He didn’t blink if he killed a victim though. This planet was crawling with rats, there was a veritable infestation of them. He was doing Mother Earth a favour by reducing the plague of humanity that choked her. He’d often considered altering his policy and killing every single one of his victims. He would, too, if it didn’t draw the attention of the authorities and, in turn, Amynta.

      At the platform, the train awaited departure and passengers gradually made their way onboard with luggage in tow. A young couple kissed and embraced. The sweet innocence that emanated was so strong a hard knot of nausea settled in Nathaniel’s stomach. He snarled, wishing he could give them the fright of their young lives. They needed it. Nathaniel studied the man a moment, but swiftly moved on. Far too young.

      Nathaniel scanned the growing crowd as he stalked along the platform. He needed a passenger with a certain build, a certain look. Handsome, debonair. A family rushed passed, the mother held a small infant in her arms and it was screaming, producing such an affront to Nathaniel’s delicate hearing his ears actually hurt. The family boarded a carriage in economy, and the child’s piercing wails muted somewhat. Nathaniel almost pitied the passengers forced to share a cabin with that screeching runt – almost.

      He walked on to the first-class carriages and resumed his search.

      An elderly couple, conservatively dressed, looked around with dumb expressions on their crinkled faces. Probably bamboozled by the new e-tickets that were so different to last century. Simpletons. Another thing he’d noted about rats. The older they got the stupider they became. Some scholars, those with even a pinch of merit, had postulated that the vampire was reluctant to change with the times. Nathaniel smirked. Bullshit.

      Further along a young woman, thin and over-preened, her tall heels making a clacking sound on the platform, held an air of self-importance, as though this train was here for her sole purpose, and others should think themselves lucky it existed at all to take her to Rome. Nathaniel paused a moment to watch her arse as it bobbed in jerky movements in her little floral skirt. She was far from his type – pretty in a plastic way, skinny and stupid. Probably thought shoes and handbags were the all that mattered in the world.

      Nathaniel moved on before pausing once more. He found his target. The man was approximately his own height, give or take a centimetre. He had dark hair and eyes, an elegant nose and just the right jaw line that gave him a certain dignity. He would do nicely.

      Nathaniel stepped forward. “Excusez-moi,” he said quietly.

      The man turned in a distracted fashion. He was in the middle of texting. Nathaniel was pleased to see his age, thirty-odd, a good match.

      The man glanced at him. “Je ne suis pas intéressé.”

      “Oh, but you are interested.” Nathaniel locked the man’s gaze in place and felt the familiar immediacy of having a rat under his immense power.

      The man’s mouth fell open slightly and his hand drooped by his side. The phone nearly slipped from his clutch and Nathaniel stepped forward to take it. “I’ll be needing this. Along with all your passwords, your wallet, any laptops or other devices, and I may as well take your luggage from you too. When you leave from here you’re to go to Ruelle Noir, to the men’s hostel. They will take you in. In the morning when you wake you’ll wonder what happened. You would have suffered a mysterious and altogether unexplainable bout of amnesia. And I wish you all the best with that.”

      

      His cabin turned out to be a first-class sleeper. Nathaniel congratulated himself on his choice of rat. Not only did the identity fit him nicely, but the cabin would give him the privacy he desired. Perhaps a little distraction would be possible after all.

      The train jolted, and began its trip to Rome just as Nathaniel placed his newly-acquired suitcase in the storage compartment. He would go through the rat’s belongings later. It always proved entertaining searching through his victim’s articles, seeing what mundane or sordid little lives they led. He enjoyed the secrets he uncovered. It could also prove profitable. Sometimes he found large sums hidden away in the pockets. Drugs too. Though he steered clear of those. Alcohol, tobacco and opium provided him with some slight pleasure, but most of the cheap chemical concoctions the rats cooked up gave him nothing but heartburn and headaches.

      Yes, the train was good, but not like the old days. They were something. Long wintry nights playing poker till dawn in the dining car of the Orient Express. He recalled a night when the old wooden train came across a snowdrift somewhere near Cherkeskoy, Turkey, and remained stuck in one place for five full nights. He feasted on the wealthy. A mistake – the murderous journey received too much attention from the world’s fledgling press. Nathaniel later learned it had hit the front pages everywhere from Melbourne to New York, and Amynta had pursued him hard. Perhaps it was that particular journey that gave old Agatha the inspiration for her famed novel.

      Trains had changed, though not for the better with their sealed windows, air-conditioning and accoutrements wrapped in plastic. This century, plastic was everywhere. Plastic panels. Plastic table. Plastic in the very seat. A lingering nostalgia rose within Nathaniel’s mind and he yearned for the warm smell of varnish on wood panels, the squeak of leather seats, the soft hue of woollen curtains in the trains of yesteryear.

      He shook his head. These little episodes of nostalgia grew more frequent the older he got. If he allowed them, they would take him down into a dark and brooding despondency that would last days. Keeping up to date with the times – the gadgets, fashions and even the politics – helped him to foster an appreciation for the present. But the past continued to battle this self-obsessed modern world that increasingly sickened him. Them, the rats, they’d become more self-absorbed, more greed-ridden, more narcissistic than any vampire he’d known.

      Nathaniel turned to face the door to the little cubicle that was his private bathroom and found a mirror on the wall. Nothing there but the reflection of the door. He took a towel and covered the looking glass as best he could, just in case.

      “Looking glass,” he whispered with a shake of his head. “Get a grip, Nate. They haven’t called it that for a century at least.”

      He washed his face and hands then stepped out into the passage. It was time to explore.

      

      Nathaniel ended up at the bar, as he knew he would. The skinny woman with the short skirt and the impossible heels was there, well on her way to inebriation. Her horrid accent told him she was American. New worlder, he thought with disdain. She flirted with a couple of young male passengers, Germans, and every single one of her actions screamed an obvious message – she was available and open to whatever entertainments the young men suggested.

      The carriage was busy. A little too busy for Nathaniel’s tastes. He preferred quieter spaces with fewer rats. Though, with more people, it would make it easier for him to lure away a victim if the mood took him. Not that it would be difficult otherwise. Still, Nathaniel preferred to attract as little attention as possible. That way he was less likely to cause a blip on the radar for the likes of Amynta, or her irritating minions like Brother Gerold or Schleck.

      The old brother wasn’t all that bad, Nathaniel had to admit. For a rat. The monk’s intellect and self-awareness were well beyond the average, beyond such base human desires of mindless procreation and living a sad little life in a sad little suburb, worrying about how big the house was, or if the car would shout ‘upwardly mobile’ to spying neighbours.

      But the monk had tortured Nathaniel more than any other. More than the sick and twisted Alguaciles, the so-called wardens of the Inquisition with their burning swords. More than the witch hunters with their fire and holy water. More than that modern dog, Schleck, who so relished her torture.

      Brother Gerold seemed to know all the tricks, from garlic and holy water, cinnamon and pimento, and various other ostensibly harmless spices, to silver and fire. And then there were his curses. Those little utterances he mumbled were of an archaic and mysterious language, and they had the power to paralyse even the most aged of Old Ones. Nathaniel knew. The monk had done it to him.

      But Brother Gerold had information, and Nathaniel intended to prise it out of the old prick one way or another.

      A high-pitched giggle flew over the muted conversations in the coach and grated against Nathaniel’s ears. It was filled with promise and pretence. Nathaniel narrowed his eyes on the Yankee at the bar. So glaringly pretentious. Couldn’t the other rats detect it? Nathaniel considered choosing her, just for the glee of extinguishing her pointlessness. Her hair had been bleached, coifed, curled and tortured. Later that night, when he sunk his nose into the mess of it, he knew it wouldn’t smell like human hair – warm and musky. It would smell like… plastic.

      Nathaniel took a step toward the bar and froze. The sudden scent of something so familiar made him stick his nose in the air and inhale again to be sure, though he’d known it the very second he detected it.

      Nathaniel scanned the carriage, before realising the scent was coming from behind. A number of eyes were on him, though, and he advanced slowly to the bar, emitting a sense of calm as he stepped through clusters of rats talking in at least five different languages, all of which he understood. At the bar he ordered a cognac, a double. As he waited he turned his head, slowly. There, seated at a back booth, the man sat. He wore black, the preferred shade of their kind. His hair was a wavy dark blonde, and would have been a shade or two lighter before he was turned. His eyes were red – just sated then.

      Nathaniel turned his head once more to collect the cognac and made his way over. The vampire’s gaze connected with Nathaniel’s and the stranger gave an almost imperceptible nod, which Nathaniel returned.

      Nathaniel sipped his cognac in an overly casual way then stepped to the vampire’s side, sniffing the air as he did so. The vampire was only recently sated, and he was, Nathaniel was somewhat relieved to learn, much younger than he, a few decades, at least, before his first dormancy. Not a surprise. Nathaniel was the third-eldest vampire he’d ever known.

      He sat at the Young One’s table, keeping his gaze forward and spoke quietly. “You head east.”

      “As do you.” His voice held a hint of trepidation. He was wary of the older vampire, and well he should be.

      “How far?” Nathaniel glanced across to see him squirm, ever so subtly. No vampire liked to give their intentions away. Especially not to one with the strength to overcome them, to compete with them. Vampires have always been somewhat territorial. Unless, of course, they organised themselves for a mutual purpose, or into a coven. Nathaniel had joined a coven once, and once had proved enough.

      “Egypt,” the Young One finally said.

      Nathaniel felt himself frown and he smoothed his brow with an effort. “Egypt. I, too, travel there.”

      The vampire looked up with a startled expression. “Intriguing.”

      “Agreed.”

      “You’re the second one I’ve met in as many days who travels there.”

      “That so?” It was possible the Young One was lying, though he showed no sign of it. The vampire held his gaze. Lying to an Old One would be too risky. No, he tells the truth.

      “Three Dark Ones traveling to Egypt,” the vampire said. “Extraordinary.”

      “Indeed.” Nathaniel gave him one last glower before saying, “I suggest you leave all passengers well alone on this journey. Any pleasures to be had will be mine and mine alone.”

      The vampire narrowed his eyes, almost imperceptibly, as he glanced to the bar. A sense of regret wafted from him.

      “Especially that one,” Nathaniel said.

      The Young One bobbed his head. “Of course. As you say, Old One.”

      

      The Yankee’s blonde head fell back the moment her pulse stopped, and Nathaniel swallowed his last mouthful. Her blood was second-rate to be sure, filled with sweet wine and cocaine, but she had been a safe victim that raised no suspicion when she’d followed him all too willingly. The chemical stench of her plastic hair wafted to him once more and he scowled. Sometimes he wished his predictions weren’t so accurate. Very little surprised him anymore. A surprise now and then would be nice. Somewhere in his mind he recognised the contradiction wrapped up in such a desire. Georgette had surprised him, and that hadn’t been nice at all. She’d penetrated his privacy and taken the lance.

      He forced his attention back to the task at hand. This rat’s life had now fully vanquished. Her slight form grew heavier by the second. Not that it bothered him. Still, he had to deal with her corpse this very minute, lest any prying rats found her dead in his arms. It had been an easy task to draw her to the very back of the last carriage. He could have persuaded her to jump from the train if he’d wanted. Her intellect, what little there’d been, was readily pliable. He forced the door and a rush of snow blew in. In less than a second, he had her thrown off the train, into a drift and the door shut.

      He walked with quick steps back through the passage and into the dining car where a few passengers whiled away the small hours getting drunk. He took a seat and pretended to read a stray newspaper, Belgian, as a steward hurried to the back of the train. Nathaniel smirked. An alarm would have sounded when he’d forced the door open. But it would take days, perhaps even weeks before his victim’s body would be found in these far reaches. If the snow covered the corpse, it would take even longer, and by then he would have no need to worry about Amynta.

      

      Once back in his cabin, Nathaniel shut and locked his door, and drained the cognac in one long gulp. He studied the empty glass for a moment with a sigh of regret. He should have ordered another.

      He tossed the glass onto the seat and sat beside it. He didn’t want to think about the Young One and his troubling news. It was extraordinary. Three vampires all traveling east. Surely it was nothing but coincidence. But then coincidences were increasingly troubling. It had been no coincidence that both Amynta and Georgette sought the lance. And he still failed to understand why. He must find Emma, as well as Georgette, perhaps Emma’s knowledge of such ancient relics would help him to put certain clues together.

      He closed his eyes and an image of Asha sprung up in his mind. Her arms held wide, her black hair flowing, looking exactly the way she had all those centuries ago when she’d made him.

      With reluctant hands he pulled out his diary and his thumb found the fraying page before he could think. In the next instant he’d opened it and there she was before him. The sketch was a perfect likeness. He gently traced the outline of her flowing hair, down to the vial of blood that rested on her breast. God she was beautiful. And so cunning. He snapped the diary shut and returned it to his coat, which he took off and hung on the hook by the door.

      He looked out the window at the snowy landscape. “What do you know of her, Gerold? What pulls me east?”

      Shaking his head he retrieved the suitcase, opened it, and smiled. There on the very top lay a full and handsome bottle of cognac.
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      We wait in the shadows of the ticket office. It’s nearly midnight and the famous light and sound show finished at least two hours ago. The gates to the complex are shut, and only a few tourists linger. The old security guard, who I’ve already bewitched, has retreated to the small office to sleep. Is ‘bewitched’ the right term? Perhaps I should use ‘glamour’ like they do on the TV shows. Why not? Hollywood got some things right after all. Things like sunlight and wooden stakes. I tap my pocket. Michael insists we both keep a weapon. He gave me a wooden stake fashioned from the leg of a broken chair he’d found on the street when we left the yacht. When Michael staked Vincent, it was straight from a movie scene. Blood and gore everywhere.

      Michael is pacing again. He worries about what happened in the guesthouse. As do I. The youth interrupts my thoughts often, and now and then I attempt to reach out to him with my mind the way I did with Hercules, but still there is nothing. I fear I’ve killed him and blinking my eyes hard I take a few steps toward the great Sphinx to study the ancient monument. If only to distract myself from a downward tumult into guilt-ridden despondency.

      Here I stand before one of the greatest mysteries of human civilisation, and the most ancient. The old Emma would have given an arm to do this. To stand beneath the stars, observing the limestone sculpture, to consider the questions that many had asked, but to this day, remain unanswered.

      Within the face, dark shadows linger in the missing nose and mouth, giving it an enigmatic yet slightly sinister appearance. Even with all our knowledge, no one can truly say who built the Sphinx and when, or for what reason. We do not even know its true name. All we know is that after several millennia, it remains standing despite the shifting of sands and time. Immortal.

      Heavy footsteps crunch over sand and I turn to spy a woman walking with a young man, perhaps her son. I glance at Michael, and he shakes his head.

      “She has blonde hair,” he says as he steps near.

      Of the few tourists who stand close to the fencing, many are young – university students, probably. No doubt some are adherents to preposterous theories about aliens and have come to observe Giza under the light of the stars. I say preposterous, but it wasn’t long ago I would have laughed in the face of anyone who told me vampires were real. Perhaps I shouldn’t judge too swiftly. Perhaps I should ask Michael’s opinion of the notion of the Sphinx and the three pyramids being some kind of time-keeping device, tracking to some inevitable end, but another set of heavy footsteps arrest my attention.

      A tall woman approaches wearing a long-sleeved overcoat with buttons running up the middle. The type of coat Muslim women wear over their dress here in Egypt. A severe black bob, with no hijab and huge sunglasses seem to suggest she is not a local. Odd, but not Georgette. I begin to turn, but Michael’s laughter distracts me.

      He moves toward the heavyset woman. “Georgette! Still in disguise I see?” he says with a warmth that somehow manages to raise my hackles.

      “Shhh,” Georgette hisses and swivels her head from side to side. Her black bob is a cheap Cleopatra wig hawked at every street corner in Cairo. “Someone might hear.” Her French accent rings clear. “Are you staying near? I think we should retreat to privacy.”

      Michael grins. “Of course, Georgette. Whatever you say.”

      “Don’t say my name!” she hisses again, and looks over her shoulder whereupon she spies me.

      What to do? Smiling is a foreign thing to me now. When I do smile it is forced, a way of appeasing the humans around me for my own purpose. So I remain still and return her stare.

      Georgette’s eyes widen, and she takes a sharp breath, but there is no fear. “You are Emma,” she says quietly.

      I allow her a small nod.

      “Come, let’s get back to our accommodation,” Michael says and we both follow him, creating a discordant rhythm of footsteps.

      

      In less than twenty minutes we’re back on the yacht, which has thankfully resumed its journey along the Nile. In our cabin, Michael brings Georgette a chamomile tea, while I down a full glass of vodka in one gulp and pour myself another.

      “You look well, Michael,” she says, casting an obvious look my way. “It is good to see you, mon ami.” She sits on the sofa and chats incessantly.

      To my growing annoyance, Michael keeps smiling. Georgette, it seems, has become quite the friend. I open my mind to his emotions and am glad to learn his feelings are platonic. My wariness eases somewhat. Georgette is not a lover, not like Judith was, but she is important to him. It is clear they’ve grown close in the short time they’ve known each other – a result of their work in finding me.

      Michael laughs at something she has prattled and despite what she means to him, my ire flares once more. Even a platonic friendship, it seems, can bring on waves of aversion. I never used to suffer jealousy, or very rarely. As an adolescent, I felt it strongly when my sister would attract the attention of the boys. My sister was eternally better than me at everything. Prettier, more stylish, and so much more popular. Making friends for her was as easy as breathing, and she always had a slew of boys trailing after her. Even the few boys I brought home soon lost interest in me when they met Susan. The bitterness seems to linger even now. I grew up and soon realised there was more to life than receiving desirous attentions from adolescent boys. So why do I feel anger toward Susan now?

      Sometimes I think this new state has sent me backwards. My moods suffer from extreme swings and I am unable to always remain in control of myself. Indeed, it is like adolescence. Love, hate, lust, rage and hunger. These are the drives I must check every moment of my existence. It grows tiring, and often it seems my life would be much easier if I simply gave into the drives. Gave my body, my mind, my heart, exactly what they wanted.

      Another gulp of vodka and I shut my eyes for a moment. I feel tired, which is strange. Perhaps because my sleep is not as it should be. Those dreams keep returning, but when I try to remember them, they slip away like shadows. Some images have stuck – flashes of old cedar forests, and a bowl filled with blood. But they are too difficult to keep in my mind’s eye.

      “Emma.” Georgette turns to me, her green eyes remain wide. She reminds me of a large, lumbering Labrador, but she is quite something else. Beneath the vague veneer she is as sharp-witted as a fox. This one knows exactly what she is doing, and I will not be fooled. “It is good to finally meet you.”

      Without breaking eye contact, I take another sip of vodka. I don’t play this game anymore. These social niceties filled with nothing but platitudes. I was never good at small talk, now at least I have an excuse.

      But my iciness does nothing to dissuade her. This Georgette is also like a dog with a bone when it comes to being nice. “You look just like the photos we had during the investigation. The ones your sister sent us.”

      A warm wave of some strange yet familiar emotion fills me. It is at once calming and slightly alarming. Mention of my family, and my past always has this confusing effect on me and I clench my hands together and say nothing. Georgette is trying to warm to me. It will take more than a few statements to do so, and she will never get close. Michael is the only one I trust, and it feels to me that I will never trust another again. Not my sister, and certainly not my father.

      “Georgette,” Michael says. There is a strong sense of affection whenever he says the policewoman’s name. “It’s time you tell us what happened. In Paris. Why were you in danger?”

      She nods and sips her tea. “I had suspicions I was being followed and my calls and emails were being bugged.”

      “Not your secret email address?” Michael asks.

      “No, not that one. But my work address and another personal one that is on file with my workplace. They have both been hacked.”

      “How do you know?” Michael asked.

      “She’s a policewoman,” I offer. “If she says her communications have been intercepted we must simply believe her. No need to get bogged down in the hows and wheres.” I give him a level stare wanting to say more about how we should be moving faster rather than drinking tea and chatting pleasantly with Michael’s new chum. I was beginning to doubt she was of any use to us at all.

      “Of course.” Michael adjusts his glasses. “Go on, Georgette.”

      “Well, I’ve no wish to get bogged down in the details either.” She gives me an enthusiastic nod, her frizzy hair bounds forward and backward. “So let me get straight to the point.”

      “That would be appreciated,” I say with a flat edge in my voice. There is something about Georgette that catches my senses. It could be the very scent of her – a rich butteriness that makes my mouth water mixed with cinnamon that ruins the effect. But there’s something else, something about her blood.

      Georgette sighs as she puts her cup down. “Detective Schleck is more than what she seems. It appears she knew about you the whole time we conducted the investigation into your disappearance, Emma.”

      “What?” Michael says. “You mean she knew Emma wasn’t dead or missing?”

      “Exactement. Moreover, she knew what Emma had become.”

      “About me being a vampire?” I ask.

      “Oui, Mademoiselle.”

      “I knew she was keeping something back when I interviewed her,” Michael says. “But I never imagined it would be this.”

      “That and more,” Georgette replies.

      Michael sits on the edge of the sofa. “Go on.”

      “Schleck is in direct contact with someone who calls herself Amynta.”

      “No,” Michael exclaims.

      “It is my belief that under this Amynta’s instruction, Schleck has been conducting an investigation to seek out and destroy any and all vampires in Paris.” Georgette looks between Michael and me. “I take it you both know who this Amynta is?”

      I keep my mouth shut, but Michael pipes up with an answer. “Yes. She calls herself a slayer. She captured Emma and me in Greece. She claims her mission is to free the planet of the disease of vampires, but strangely, we found a vampire in her service.” Michael glances at me.

      “Is this Amynta a vampire herself?”

      Michael blinks, and a slight frown tugs at his eyebrows. “I didn’t think so. I suppose it is possible. What do you think, Emma?”

      I consider the notion. Amynta has superior strength and I strongly suspect that our tussle on the deck was no true demonstration of her skills. She withheld her power on purpose. She didn’t want to harm me. She didn’t even try to warn me. She simply responded defensively to every one of my strikes. Her movements were too quick for an ordinary human though. There is something about her, but I couldn’t detect the scent that would indicate a vampire. And when I let her fall into the river, after she took a sample of my blood, she accepted her fate willingly.

      “Emma?” Michael says again.

      “No. She has strength and speed, but she lacks the power of a vampire. And the smell.”

      “The smell?” Georgette says, and I sense the curiosity in her is strong. There is a glimmer of how much time she herself has spent in pursuit of vampire knowledge and lore. I am tempted to probe her thoughts further, but that cinnamon is a distraction. “Could you try to explain what a vampire smells like, Emma?”

      “Death. Decay.”

      I expect Georgette to be repulsed by such a notion, but she doesn’t even blink. She stares at me and asks her next question. “Can you readily detect another vampire?”

      “Yes…” my answer trails off as I think of Nathaniel and his peculiar scent – like aged death, ancient bones and ash, but mixed with a powerful energy. Suddenly his scent seems to fill the cabin. As though he stands before me. I focus on Georgette once more and narrow my eyes.

      “You believe Amynta pursues you now, non?” Georgette says to Michael.

      “We know she does,” Michael answers. “We came face to face with her just after dusk. But she did us no harm.”

      “What did she want?”

      “To urge us to go with her further east. She wants to draw out another vampire.”

      “No,” Georgette says. “You mean the Gypsy?”

      Michael nods. “Her name is Asha. There is precious little we know about her, but the way Amynta talks, she must be very powerful.”

      “We knew that before,” I say. My eyes have not left Georgette. The scent that lingers in her blood, I inhale it deeply. It is too familiar.

      “She revealed something about the pendant Asha wears at the throat,” Michael continues. “She wants to get her clutches on it—”

      “I knew it!” Georgette claps her hands together. “What do you think it is this pendant? A vial of blood according to the diary, but it must have some kind of power…”

      Georgette’s prattle fades to the background as I focus on that scent. All at once an image forms in my mind, of Nathaniel in an alleyway. There are cobblestones that shimmer in the light of a flickering streetlamp. Nathaniel is feeding, and the fog clears enough for me to see his victim and her blonde frizz of hair.

      I snarl and reach for Georgette.

      “Emma!” Michael shouts.

      I grab her throat and bring it close to breathe her scent more eagerly. Her large frame is easy enough for me to manhandle, and she flops forward like an oversized rag doll.

      “Emma!” Michael grips my shoulders, trying to pull me away, but I am too strong for him and my clutch on Georgette’s throat remains true. Her wide eyes watch me as her mouth falls open, but still she holds no fear. Her buttery blood fills my nostrils and my mouth waters with the scent of it, but in that stream I also sense my maker and with a growl I shove Georgette away, and stand back from her.

      She flops onto the chair and studies me with eyes more curious than before and I am struck once again by her lack of fear.

      “Emma!” Michael’s face is before me and so is his rage. It blocks the sunshine and goodness that normally streams from him. “What are you doing?”

      “She’s been bitten,” I say with a snarl. “When were you going to tell us?”

      Georgette stares for a moment before looking away. “Yes, I was bitten.”

      “What?” Michael turns. “Georgette, why didn’t you tell us before?”

      “And why didn’t you tell us it was him?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      “Who?” Michael gives me a slack-jawed stare. “Who are you talking about?”

      “Nathaniel,” Georgette says quietly.

      “Nathaniel?” Michael says. “He’s the one that bit you?”

      “Yes.”

      Suddenly an image emblazons itself in my mind. A sword. Not a sword but a blade of some kind. I release Georgette and grab the big shoulder bag by her side and empty the contents. Scraps of paper, notebooks, handkerchiefs, a punnet of strawberries and two apples fall out onto a heavier object. Pushing the debris aside, I grab something in a red piece of silk. It has the feel of a blade. Georgette’s green eyes watch me as I unwrap the silk.

      I hold it up to Michael. The spearhead feels warm in my hand. “This is the Holy Lance.” I step close to Georgette once more and grab a handful of blonde frizz and pull her head back. “You better tell us everything you know. No more secrets.”

      This time, Michael doesn’t stop me.
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      SSO, Dossier abstract on PE1 – Gypsy, Asha, Ashayet

      Security Level: Extreme

      Source: The Dux

      Asha is known to the SSO and has long been classified as our Public Enemy Number One. Her inevitable assassination remains this Order’s raison d'être.

      Asha is one and the same entity known as the ‘gypsy vampire’ documented in the diary of PE2, Nathaniel Chartley (Evid Doc #3067) and made public in the blog created by Emma Farleigh (Evid Doc #3059), who has herself become vampire as a result of targeting by Chartley in the aftermath of his diary entering the public domain.
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        * * *

      

      Michael stopped reading and turned to stare at Georgette. “How exactly did you come across this so-called dossier?”

      Georgette glanced at Emma, who now stood on the other side of the cabin drinking another vodka as she examined the lance. “Since you left Paris I’ve been doing my own investigating. I’ve suspected Schleck was involved in hunting vampires for some time.”

      “How?” Michael asked.

      Georgette bit her lip. “I’ve been intercepting her communications.”

      “You’ve been hacking her?” Emma asked.

      “Oui.” Georgette sighed. “She communes regularly with Amynta.”

      “Who else does she commune with?” Emma asked as she returned the lance to the fold of silk still on the bed.

      “Brother Gerold.”

      A flourish of tingling flew along Michael’s fingers. “Gerold?” he whispered.

      “Who else?” Emma’s chin was thrust forward, and Michael gave her a frown. It had taken all his negotiation skills to make her release Georgette’s throat and step away.

      Georgette returned Emma’s gaze for a moment before lowering her chin. “Schleck is also in regular contact with someone they call The Dux.”

      “Dux?” Emma said. “Like leader?”

      “I suppose.”

      Michael’s hands continued to tingle a warning. “Georgette, you should not pursue this kind of thing. It’s too dangerous.”

      Georgette rubbed her eyes. It was three am. She needed sleep. “Something is happening, Michael. Something important. Schleck was after this lance—”

      “The Holy Lance.”

      “The Lance of Constantine, Schleck called it. It used to belong to Amynta until it was stolen by Chartley a long time ago,” Georgette said.

      Emma frowned. “Why is it relevant to anything?”

      Michael looked at it. It was in very good condition considering its age, though it could do with a polish, the gold sheath had dulled somewhat. His fingers buzzed again, and he shook them with a sigh. His gift was too alert, but there was so much new information, and he was tired; it was difficult to discern what was significant anymore.  “You call it the Holy Lance, Emma. The weapon that killed Christ on the cross?”

      Emma shook her head. “If this is the Lance of Constantine it is supposed to have been lost to the ages, and was only ever considered to be one of the fakes used by kings to gain influence among the devout.”

      “I believe,” Georgette said, her voice deep with drama, “Amynta believes this to be the true blade that finally dispatched the Christ.”

      “That’s not what the bible teaches,” Michael said.

      “No,” Emma added, giving Georgette a glower. “He was already dead when Longinus plunged the blade through his side.”

      Georgette shrugged. “Amynta says there are other texts, other gospels that tell a different story.”

      They all looked at it and a flourish of tingles resonated along Michael’s hands and up his arms. He would have to meditate once he was rested.

      “I overheard a few conversations,” Georgette said.

      “You overheard?” Emma scowled. “How is it you came so close you could eavesdrop on Schleck’s conversation?”

      “I’ve been getting closer. I had to if I was to learn more. After Chartley attacked me, I heard Schleck ask him about the lance, specifically.”

      Emma rushed forward, but Michael stood between them. “Emma—”

      “How did you escape Nathaniel?” Emma hissed at Georgette.

      “Emma. Please,” Michael said.

      “Don’t you think it suspicious? He’s an Old One for crying out loud,” Emma snarled. “I don’t believe her stories.”

      “We can trust her,” Michael replied forcing his voice to calm. “Perhaps you should leave. Just for a while?”

      Emma’s eyes narrowed, and Michael checked his voice once more, making it as soothing as possible. “Georgette is tired. She needs sleep.”

      “I’m all right,” Georgette said with heavy eyes.

      Michael ignored her and continued speaking to Emma. “Find Yossef, tell him to arrange a cabin for our guest.”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone with her.”

      “I want to be alone with her for a little while. I am perfectly safe, Emma. Please.” Michael extended a hand toward the exit.

      Emma glared back and forth between the two of them before abruptly turning and leaving the cabin. Michael exhaled a sharp breath.

      “The monster in her grows dominant, Michael,” Georgette said, her weary eyes giving him a sorry stare.

      Michael sighed again and sat heavily before Georgette’s laptop. He pointed to the storage device still plugged into the computer. “Tell me more about how you came across this.”

      Georgette’s head flung up in a dramatic way her curls flopping, as though she was trying to keep her fatigue at bay through sheer physical force. “Schleck is part of something bigger than just the police. Some kind of organisation called ‘SSO’, though what that stands for I’ve yet to discover. As I’ve already said, I know Amynta is involved, and so is Gerold, and it seems they seek to destroy the gypsy woman, Asha.”

      “And someone called The Dux is also involved,” Michael said. “As Emma said, Dux translates to ‘leader’, perhaps there is another member of this SSO we’ve yet to meet.”

      Georgette’s eyelids lowered. “It seems so.”

      “You need sleep, my friend.”

      Georgette sat up straight and opened her mouth, to protest presumably, but they were interrupted by Yossef who entered the cabin with soft steps. “Excuse the interruption, sir,” he said. “Mistress Emma tells me you require another cabin for your guest.” He turned to face Georgette. “If you will follow me, madam, I will show you to your sleeping quarters.”

      “No, I am not ready—”

      “Georgette,” Michael spoke. “Go get some sleep. I will read more of this information you found and meet you later. After we’ve both rested.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Of course.”

      

      Michael sat in the dining cabin, alone, and considered all he’d learned. Georgette had survived an attack by Nathaniel himself. She’d also escaped Schleck. Emma had told him his ‘French chum’, unlike every other human she’d encountered, held no fear of her. A good thing too. Emma’s behaviour grew more erratic. It seemed the closer they drew to their mysterious destination, the more Emma’s hunger grew, and the less she appeared in control of herself.

      The boat still cruised silently along. Georgette had left him with her laptop and the information she’d stolen from Schleck’s computer in Paris. He’d returned to his cabin to retrieve his tablet before heading back up to the dining cabin.

      Emma was a shadow, standing at the bow. She stood straight and alert, as though on guard, no doubt scanning for any sign of Amynta’s cruiser. Michael considered once again the way in which Amynta had stolen a sample of Emma’s blood and wondered why. He came to the same conclusion he had come to a dozen times before. The slayer was probably using the blood as way to track them.

      Emma was fingering the silver thread she insisted on wearing about her neck. She didn’t reveal things through her demeanour the same way humans did. Her facial expressions and body language remained ostensibly neutral to the uneducated eye. But he was growing more accustomed to her. He could read the slouch of one shoulder. The persistent slow tapping of one foot. Emma was troubled. She fought the monster within, and with every new night the struggle grew stronger.

      He was tempted to go to her. To offer words of reassurance. To talk to her of Amynta’s clue that the pendant worn by Asha was some kind of cure. But nothing was certain, and he had no wish to give false hope. He must convince himself before he could convince others. She would read his mind and see straight through his falseness otherwise.

      He tore his gaze from her, pressed his lips tight and took the remaining steps up to the topmost deck. It was cooler up here. In the dining cabin, one of the windows was open and a northerly breeze blew iciness through the space. Michael closed it, poured himself a whisky and settled in to study.

      He opened Georgette’s laptop, sipping his whisky as he waited for it to load the information Georgette had encrypted. A page came to life with the case name, Asha, written in bold at the very top. Michael clicked and began reading from where he’d left off.

      
        
        
        Asha is believed by SSO to be the undead embodiment of Ashayet, a once sacred and holy priestess of the ancient Egyptian goddess Hathor. In her capacities as priestess, it is postulated Ashayet’s main duties were the performance of rites and rituals involving that aspect of Hathor’s cult in which the newly dead were ushered into the Underworld.

        Her relationship to the pharaoh Mentuhotep II has received some attention by mainstream academia who erroneously consider her a minor wife to the pharaoh. Research by our own organisation has revealed Asha was more likely concubine, or perhaps not even of that status, and nothing more than a mistress. Document #4011 reveals Asha may have originated from an ancient nomadic peoples in the northern mountainous reaches of old Mesopotamia – a people who practiced dark ritual magic.

        Little is known regarding Ashayet’s original tribe, but their use of what is commonly referred to as Blood Magic has been corroborated by three different sources (ref. Doc#2031). It is probable such ‘magic’ has everything to do with the vial Asha still wears at her throat.

      

        

      

      The empty whisky glass dropped from Michael’s hand making a loud thunk on the floor and thankfully not breaking. His hands buzzed violently. He stood and paced the cabin, shaking his arms out before standing by a window and opening it to breathe the cool fresh air and steady his mind.

      The Nile churned in dark whirls as the boat glided over its waters. Michael looked to the horizon. It remained dark and he said a quiet thanks that the sun had not yet risen. He needed to learn more before he slept himself and met with Georgette later that morning. Michael stilled his thoughts and soon the buzzing reduced to tingling, and then to nothing, his hands cooling as they returned to normal.

      He retrieved the glass and poured himself some water, guzzling it quickly before returning to his seat and Georgette’s laptop.

      So Asha was old, millennia old. He didn’t doubt what he’d read was true. His gift had detected it and his gift never lied.

      He began an Internet search for Ashayet, learning more information, confirming what Georgette had revealed – that Ashayet was purported to be a minor wife of Pharaoh Mentuhotep II who died over 4000 years ago. She was supposed to have been twenty-two when she died, and she was indeed a priestess of Hathor. But there was no mention of her coming from the small mountain clan. And no mention of her role as death keeper, a notable overseer of the Underworld.

      Michael closed the laptop. He’d come across some small reference to Egypt once or twice before. In Nathaniel’s diary certainly, but where else? He retrieved his tablet and began scanning the numerous notes. His highlights of the Foliss, were many, but soon his eyes found one line, sitting by itself among the various paragraphs. ‘Seth’s power shall return to resurrect the Dark One’s chosen.’

      Michael narrowed his eyes. Seth was also an Egyptian god, wasn’t he?

      He returned his attention to the tablet and scanned the remaining notes and the images from Gavius’ text, and once again his eyes fell on the name Seth. ‘Seth’s hand will bring forth the chosen. An almighty reckoning will empower the Dark Ones to give of their blood and rise again to walk the earth, with their maker, boundless, for eternal night shall reign, and Seth, the Lord of Chaos, shall lead the worthy.’

      Michael stood and returned to the bar to pour himself another dram of whisky, which he swallowed in one gulp. Then he pulled out a chair by a window and sat. He closed his eyes and regulated his breathing. If he could just calm his mind enough, his gift would show him the way forward.

      Michael’s heartbeat slowed, and his breathing regulated. His mind wandered to that space of lucid unconsciousness where he could control the dream-like quality of his trance and ask questions of the cosmos, or whatever it was that gave him insight into this world and the many worlds beyond.

      As much as he tried to guide his search, unwelcome images kept flashing in his mind. Emma, with red, shining lips and eyes as black as the night that seemed to take him into their power. Her alabaster skin almost glowed in the moonlight and her black eyes focused squarely on him, pinning him in place. She reached for him and his heart betrayed him, quickening with anticipation, each beat booming in his ears. Her lips drew back into a strange smile and she bent down, her face ever closer, her lips mere millimetres from his own.

      He forced his eyes open, panting in rapid gasps. He flung his body up out of the chair. This was stupidity. These feelings for Emma were dangerous.

      Guard your heart.

      The warning bubbled up from his subconscious and a shiver bounded through his core. His grandmother had warned him through Brother Gerold to guard his heart. He’d believed she’d meant Judith at first. His ex-wife had made her intentions clear enough and he’d been stupid enough to consider returning down that familiar path fraught with misery and broken-heartedness. But Emma fixed that, and now Judith was free. Safe. And unaware of his existence.

      But his grandmother hadn’t meant Judith. She’d meant Emma. Michael’s hand moved involuntarily to his inner coat pocket and felt the length of the stake still hidden there – the stake that had killed a vampire once before.

      He let go and removed his spectacles to rub weary eyes. Could he even trust that Gerold had truly channelled his grandmother in the first place? Gerold was involved in this secret organisation, the SSO, along with Amynta and Schleck. He couldn’t trust him. Michael shook his head remembering the gestures the monk had adopted. The way he’d lowered his chin as though he looked over low-sitting spectacles. The way he’d called Michael, my little man. It must have been his Nan’s spirit.

      Michael rolled his shoulders and moved his head from side to side in an effort to clear his mind and counter the sudden weariness that made his body heavy. Fatigue from altered sleep patterns, the overuse of his gift, and a constant state of being alert was weighing him down. Suppressing his growing feelings for Emma only added to the lethargy. He’d spent no time thinking about those desires, analysing them like he would any other emotion in any other case, to glean what he could from the meaning. What would come if he allowed himself to admit such desires were real? He wanted to suppress these very thoughts too, right now, but…  the key to everything lay with Emma.

      “Yes,” he said aloud. She had vast experience with ancient Egyptian artefacts in her work as a conservator. She was a veritable Egyptologist for Christ’s sake! She was bound to know the significance of Ashayet, Seth and anything else to do with Egypt.

      Michael whipped his glasses back on and strode to the cabin exit. He took the steps to the lower deck, but Emma no longer lingered there. Michael paused to take in the view. The river remained a blue-black ribbon reflecting the stars of the clear night sky. Dawn was a way off yet.

      He went straight to their cabin, but Emma wasn’t there either. She’d been here. An open book sat on the bedside table, the Foliss, and the vodka bottle now empty beside it told him she’d returned to their cabin recently.

      Michael frowned, and scratching his head he walked back to the deck and up to the helm.

      “Good evening, sir,” Yossef said stepping out from the wheelhouse. “We should reach Asyut this morning.”

      “That’s good, Yossef. Have you seen Emma?”

      “She was on the lower deck earlier. But I’ve not seen her for at least half an hour.”

      “Thank you.” Michael hurried back below deck thinking she could have returned to their cabin, but it still remained empty. He climbed up to the dining cabin, but she wasn’t there either. The laptop and Michael’s tablet remained on the table untouched, just where he’d left them.

      “Where is she?” He ambled out of the cabin as a terrifying realisation took hold and his blood turned to ice in his veins.

      “No!” He gritted his teeth as his feet slammed down on each step to the passenger cabins, and he cursed his body for being so slow. There weren’t many other cabins on this level, no more than half a dozen, and Michael had no idea which she slept in. The first three cabins were locked, and panic whirled in his stomach, the whisky turned to acid. But the next door flew open when he pushed it, and he raced in.

      It was dark, but Georgette’s sleeping form could just be seen in the starlight streaming through the window. Her breath was regular and heavy. A wave of relief doused the fire burning his stomach, but then he spotted a lingering shadow.

      “I didn’t.” Emma’s voice had morphed into the throaty, resonant depths that meant she had transformed. A dull red glow came from her eyes. She was in hunt mode, and Georgette had been her prey.

      Michael swallowed, his throat dry, and he forced his fear down ordering his mind and body to remain still and summoning his confessional calm, he spoke, “Emma, no. You can’t do this to Georgette.”

      “Her blood. It is all I smell. And he is with her. He calls to me.”

      “Emma, come with me. Let’s get you away.”

      “The hunger, it grows. I’m ravenous.”

      “Emma, you must maintain control.”

      Those red eyes seemed to flare in the darkness. “What do you think I’m doing? But it calls to me. Her blood. It smells good.”

      The panic had risen once more, his stomach a pool of fresh acid. His mouth dry, but he licked his lips and forced his voice to remain calm, though it shook like a reed in the wind when he spoke. “Emma, please. Take me. Take my blood instead.”

      Silence.

      A low growl, deathly quiet came from her. Like the snarl of a wild creature. The rumble of a predator. Then she seemed to disappear altogether, and Michael’s panic rose once more. Something cold and hard grasped his throat and arm, and he was hoisted outside. The cabin door shut, and in the low light of the passageway Emma stood close. Her transformation was complete. Her skin was tinged with blue. Her eyes were like those of a demon, the irises wide, black on red. The veins bulged in blue spidery webs along her skin. Her mouth was open, and her fangs were large and waiting.

      She seemed to be holding back. Michael knew his own fear had gripped him and there was nothing he could do to douse it. With trembling lips he spoke. “Go on.”

      Emma moved so quick she was a blur as she sunk her razor teeth into the side of Michael’s neck. His eyes rolled up and he gave in to the exquisite trembling that flourished through his being – an electric pleasure, skipping along nerves and veins, and gifting him with the most euphoric fulfillment of his life. Pure, transcendent bliss.
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      Most cities appeared vastly different to their versions of centuries past. The rats’ quest for ugliness with gaudy advertisements in every space, abhorrent spray-can graffiti calling itself ‘art’, and sprawling shopping malls rendered most places unrecognisable. Nevertheless, some locales managed to retain their old-world charm and this dark little monastery in the oldest part of Rome was one of them. The stone had blackened with the ages, making the gargoyles atop its palisade a shade more sinister. Electric lights had replaced the old ones, though a few oil lamps still flickered, their reflections dancing on moist cobblestones.

      Nathaniel moved like a shadow through the grounds, his senses on high alert. It was a mistake to underestimate the monk, and it was why he had to take certain precautions before he could approach Gerold in the flesh.

      Inside the chapel, a few candles burned low emitting a golden light that gave the statue of the blessed virgin a sorrowful look. Nathaniel paused at the basin of holy water. He tentatively reached out and dipped the tip of a finger into the inky liquid. It hissed as though he’d put his skin over a candle flame and a tendril of smoke streamed upward. Nathaniel retracted his hand with a snarl. The monk was here, that was certain. Those skilled enough to make the elements, such as water, detect a Dark One, well, Nathaniel could count them on one hand.

      Beyond the altar, the statue of the Saviour drooped, twisted and tortured, on the cross. Blood streamed from his head where the crown of thorns had cut deep, and from his side where the lance had done its final damage. Nathaniel paused to study the wound. A roman soldier named Longinus had plunged his spear into the Christ’s side. The spear’s shaft had disappeared long ago; only the spearhead remained – the Holy Lance, or the Spear of Destiny as the poets like to call it. That lance had caused wars, and the rats in their lust for power and political persuasion had forged several hoax lances, claiming each as the one true spear that had administered that final harrowing wound. But only one had been the genuine artefact – the Lance of Constantine – and until recently it had been in Nathaniel’s possession. Until the big policewoman stole it from him.

      Nathaniel’s hands had balled into fists and his nails cut into his palms. He forced them to relax and he returned his attention to Jesus hanging so pitifully. The Romans knew their torture, and they’d reveled in it. Nathaniel had met an Old One once who’d been a Roman soldier in the time of Caesar. Gavius was sharp and deadly, despite a casual and friendly air. They’d met in Spain during the third inquisition and stalked the streets together. An unusual occurrence for two vampires, but it was troubling times and they’d learned the benefits of allegiance.

      Gavius had been unusually gregarious for a vampire. Said he enjoyed company and would even befriend humans. That surprised Nathaniel at the time, for he only ever considered humans good for food or entertainment. He’d met some vampires since who’d also enjoyed the company of humans, though Nathaniel suspected the truth. Befriending them was frequently a necessary step in grooming one’s victim. It left a bad taste in the mouth, but sometimes it couldn’t be avoided. Some vampires deluded themselves into believing the friendship a genuine one, only to find themselves in a drunken-like stupor when they finally gave into their instincts and gorged on the so-called chum.

      The dark tug of nostalgia threatened to pull down Nathaniel’s mood as he remembered with fondness the camaraderie he and Gavius had shared. The pleasure they’d taken in avoiding the Alguaciles and the inquisitors’ tortuous knives. They’d parted ways, of course, as they knew they would. Vampires were lone wolves when it came down to it, but Nathaniel had often wondered about Gavius in the decades and centuries since.

      Nathaniel tore his gaze from the crucifix to survey the area. The church was empty. Too late for the old nonnas and nonnos to partake in prayer at this late hour. But the church would remain open in case a soul needed salvation in the dark of night.

      He kept to the dancing shadows as he opened the heavy oak door and walked the short passage to the vestry door. He paused to listen, satisfied no one was within he entered Gerold’s private room.

      The furnishings had changed. A new desk stood against one wall and a chair with worn tapestry in the corner, but the room was essentially the same. Nathaniel stepped to the desk where a gospel was open. He scanned the passage and quickly realised it wasn’t the Bible at all. Nathaniel longed to hold the book and read the cover, but he dared not touch it. It was best he touch as little as possible. Gerold was known for his spells and hexes. Or it was just as likely the book was inlaid with silver. No, he wouldn’t touch it, though he guessed it was a reading from the Dead Sea Scrolls. He narrowed his eyes and read a section aloud. “…and Azazel shall lead the dead to the Lord, and the dead will bring new life, so that He may rise and rule…”

      Nathaniel frowned as he read. Azazel was one of the fallen angels. Why was Gerold interested in the fallen?

      His eyes flicked to the door on the opposite side of the room. He doubted Brother Gerold would have changed his habits of a lifetime, such a long lifetime too. Gerold wasn’t a vampire, Nathaniel knew that much, but he was something beyond the normal rat. Perhaps a slayer like Amynta. Whatever it was, it gave him unnatural longevity. Nathaniel guessed Brother Gerold was reaching his fifth century, if not his sixth.

      He closed the vestry door then stalked the few short steps to the door opposite, locked.

      “Damn it.”

      He considered wrenching it open with nothing but brute force, but he’d learned over the centuries that when it came down to it, wisdom would trump strength in most situations, so he paused to think. He searched the desk drawers first, then the coat pockets that hung on a hook by the stained glass window and, finding no key, he stilled to think some more, his eyes glancing about the room. There was a sink in the corner, and a bench next to it that held a little stove for Gerold’s tea habit. Perched on the wall above were two shelves. Nathaniel reached for the tin of tea on the upper shelf, noting the bottle of whisky behind it, and opened the tin. He allowed himself a smile. No silver and atop the tea leaves sat the fat iron key to the big old door.

      The door creaked when he opened it. Beyond, the small space was lit dimly by a red lantern which existed as a symbol representing the life within the golden box – a tabernacle filled with the eucharist Gerold was sanctioned to administer following his famous exorcisms. Nathaniel stepped toward the gilded box and opened the little glass door. His fingers brushed over the eucharist. Not for the first time Nathaniel considered the irony of the Catholic belief in transubstantiation. That the flesh and blood of a man are bound in this circle of bread for the rats to consume in order that it may rescind their sins. Was it all that different to a vampire feeding? Or a vampire’s shifting shape, which Gavius had believed possible. Nathaniel ignored the questions he’d pondered many times before, and pressed the latch at the back of the tabernacle.

      The click and groan of a heavy bolt unlocking filtered through the masonry and Nathaniel allowed himself another smile. He’d been right, nothing had changed. He reached up to the frame of the structure the tabernacle sat upon and pushed. It swung open with another groan, and a light blinked on to reveal another secret chamber.

      “You really ought to alter your habits, Gerold,” Nathanial whispered as he stepped inside the dim space. It had also undergone some small changes. Shelves and cabinets lined the stone walls from floor to high ceiling and in every nook and cranny a weapon was stowed. Maces, crossbows, swords and spears occupied the taller sections, while a range of smaller items like daggers, darts and wooden stakes, sat upon shelves lined with velvet.

      Nathaniel was drawn to one corner of the room where a different kind of weapon sat waiting. Amulets. Gerold’s secret collection of magic charms that he used not only against vampires, but also his very own kind.

      Centuries past Nathanial had witnessed Gerold apply them to some of the more skilled Alguaciles, the soldiers of the inquisition, who were reluctant to retain their wretched exploits. Their fondness for torture had sickened even the vampires who had grouped together to better defend against interrogation. The inquisitions, unbeknown to most scholars, had in part been caused by an outbreak of newly-made Dark Ones all over the continent. Something had caused the blood to fire, and with the waxing of every moon, more vampires would arise.

      But the bloodlust, it seemed, had not been limited to vampires. Humans too, like the inquisitors and particularly the slayers such as Amynta, were crazed by their desire to kill and cause harm. Gerold, who at that time assumed the name Baltasar, was head inquisitor. He had to devise a way to protect himself and others from the powers of those who drew on more than the physical realm.

      Nathaniel’s eyes fell to one talisman in particular. It was a perfectly even cross with circular swirls engraved along each arm, the whole thing was no bigger than his palm. Nathaniel reached out to grasp it but nearly screamed at the burn in his hand.

      “Silver. Fuck.” He should have known.

      The stench of his own seared flesh filled the chamber and he watched the red wound on his hand heal, slowly. The sharp pain diminishing far too gradually.

      “Damn you, Gerold,” he whispered. It would take all his strength to use it, but it was the only way. He couldn’t afford to face Gerold again undefended. Nathaniel ripped a square of velvet with a grunt, wrapped up the amulet and put in in his coat pocket and left the secret chamber. It was time to find the monk.

      

      Gerold was reading in the library. The man still never slept. Nathaniel carefully took the velvet pouch from his pocket and gritted his teeth as he held the talisman on his bare hand. His skin sizzled instantly. The pain was excruciating, like grasping a hot iron. But he’d experienced such torment countless times, he could bear this. He had to. There was no other way.

      Nathaniel stood in the shadow of the doorway. It wasn’t long before the burning stench of his own dead flesh filled his nostrils. Perhaps that was the thing that made the monk turn. Gerold spotted him and stood as quick as a striking snake, the wooden chair crashing backwards. Gerold held both arms out and was already halfway through one of his ancient hexes that would have brought Nathaniel to his knees, paralysed and crippled in pain, in any other circumstance.

      Nathaniel let out a deep and mirthful laugh designed to unhinge the monk. It did its job because Gerold ceased his chant and looked at Nathaniel with a glint of alarm in his small black eyes.

      Nathaniel held up his hand to show the smoking palm and what he clutched within.

      “My talisman,” the monk said.

      “Ever perceptive, Gerold.”

      “How did you get it?”

      Nathaniel passed the amulet to the other hand, careful to keep his face neutral and not reveal one inch of the flaming pain that burned him. The palm that had been holding it had the mark of the circular engravings in red, blistery welts. Smoke still spiralled. Now, both hands hurt like hell, but the first wound would start to heal, hopefully soon. Nathaniel would need to feed after, that was a certainty.

      “How I got it is entirely irrelevant and rather boring. I don’t want to spend the short time I have with you in idle chitchat, Friar.” He held his left hand up once more. “As you can see, I’m using your own talisman against you, rendering your gift inactive. But I don’t particularly want to be standing here with a searing hand all night.”

      “What do you want?”

      Nathaniel reclined onto the nearest chair. “Information.”

      Gerold’s eyes narrowed. “About?”

      “I’ve got this urge, Friar.”

      Gerold waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “You’re a vampire. I don’t want to hear of your needs.”

      “It’s a new one. I’ve never experienced it before. Not in all my years as a creature of the night.”

      “Creature of the night,” Gerold spat the words. “Your lot always wants to romanticise your existence.”

      “This urge, it draws me east.”

      That got him. Brother Gerold’s scowl changed. An eyebrow jolted upward. A glint of curiosity sparked in the old man’s eye.

      “Every night I awake to find my body craving to move. And the further east I venture the more intense the feeling becomes. And I’m dreaming. I’ve never dreamt, not once since I was turned. But every day I experience strange dreams of an ancient forgotten world.”

      Gerold frowned. “Dreams?”

      Nathaniel’s right hand was taking its sweet time to heal and the burn in his left was now too intense. He rested the talisman on his right forearm, it sizzled as it came into contact with the soft skin. His vision shifted, just a touch, and his incisors lengthened. No. He forced his body to obey. It wouldn’t do to invite the red haze now. He needed to be in control of his thoughts and not let his growing hunger drive him. He probably should have fed again before embarking on this fool plan. The wench from the train had bad blood. All that cocaine and too little food, he’d supposed.

      “You don’t need to know the details of the dreams, only that they call me east.”

      “But—”

      “Hear me out, monk. Then ask questions.”

      Gerold nodded.

      “Last night I met a Young One also heading east – to Egypt. He informed me he’d met another of us with the very same mission. So here is my question; why on God’s earth is every vampire and his progeny making their way to Egypt? There must be a reason, and if you don’t know it, no one will.”

      Gerold blinked. “Do you mind if I make tea?”

      “Talk as you do and be quick about it.”

      Gerold stood and went to the small kitchen area in the corner. Nathaniel followed and leaned on a column, wincing with the pain from the talisman.

      “It is interesting that you feel the call, and I’ll be honest with you and tell you that it is not the first instance I’ve heard of it.” Gerold turned to the little sink and filled the kettle, placing it on the small cooker. “But why should I tell you anything, Chartley? What makes you think you deserve such knowledge?”

      “Perhaps I should simply kill you then. I am growing rather hungry.”

      Gerold shrugged. “You know that’s impossible.” He angled a devious smile at Nathaniel. “There have been better vampires than you who have tried and failed, Nathaniel Chartley.”

      Nathaniel narrowed his eyes at the monk. Yes, he knew he couldn’t kill him. “Are you a slayer then?”

      The monk’s grin tightened. “No. And I won’t tell you what I am. Not now. Not ever. So now we’ve finally had that conversation, do you want to try to convince me some other way?”

      Nathaniel couldn’t help but grimace as he tipped the steaming talisman onto his left forearm. Now he had pain in four different places and his control was slipping with every passing minute. The red haze drew closer.

      “I do hope you don’t melt it down to nothing,” Gerold said, glancing at the amulet. The smugness in his tone did nothing to quell Nathaniel’s rising ire. “It would be a bother to create another.”

      Nathaniel snarled. “I have information you may value. I will tell it and give you my word that none of your monks here will be touched by me when I’m done with you.”

      Gerold’s eyebrows drew together. “What kind of information?”

      “Information about a certain French policewoman and her new friend, an ex-priest I believe.”

      “D’Angelo? You know his whereabouts?” Gerold asked with quick words.

      “They have something of yours.” It was a stab in the dark. Nathaniel had no clue whether the information he had perceived whilst digging around in Georgette’s mind would be of value or not. But, she had stolen the lance and now headed east. The same way Emma and the priest did. Schleck had wanted that lance, which meant Amynta wanted it. Which meant, ultimately, Gerold would want it, and Nathaniel wanted to know why.

      “Very well, Chartley. I confess I am curious to learn what you have to tell me. But why should I trust your word?”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “I don’t need to explain that. You’ve not forgotten Spain, all those centuries ago. I’ve not changed on that score.”

      The monk looked him over with his small eyes, scrutinizing him. The kettle boiled, its whistling sharp and echoey beneath the lofty ceiling. Gerold turned to make his tea.

      “Well?” Nathaniel said.

      “I remember our pact. Your word was good enough then, but vampires do change. They like to think they don’t, but the older they become, the less honour means to them.”

      Nathaniel gritted his teeth as the pain penetrated to the very bone. “I haven’t told Amynta of your past. I’ve kept my side of the bargain, and I see no reason to alter that… unless you don’t give me the answers I seek.”

      “Very well, I will take your word.” Gerold poured a dollop of whisky into his tea and turned to face him. “There is an ancient prophecy, several actually…” He paused to sip his tea, making Nathaniel bite his tongue with the urge to tell the monk to hurry the fuck up.

      “You’ve heard all the end of days prophecies – Revelations, the second coming, the rapture… the resurrection of the dead?”

      “Of course, is there a point to this? Does the rapture occur in Egypt?”

      “It will.”

      “You’re jesting.”

      “No jest. Raphael thought he dealt with me aeons past, binding me in a rock, but I would not remain there in the darkness. And besides, the master I serve is far more powerful than Raphael, Gabriel, Michael, or any of them.”

      Nathaniel frowned. The monk’s demeanour had changed. His eyes blackened as he gazed to a faraway distance, and a strange new fervour seemed to grip him, like one of those annoying tele-evangelists preaching to the stupidest rats of them all, only Gerold’s sudden fervour seemed genuine.

      “Gabriel and Michael? The archangels?” Nathaniel recalled the reading on Azazel in Gerold’s room and narrowed his eyes at the little man. “Who are you, monk?”

      “A great reckoning is stirring, and the balance will swing one way, or the other, and that is what calls you. It is the darkness in your blood, it beckons you to the reckoning.”

      It was Nathaniel’s turn to gape.

      “Now,” Gerold appeared to come back to himself as his gaze focused on Nathaniel once more. “Your turn to speak. What possession of mine is held by Michael and his friend Emma?”

      “That’s all you have to tell me? I’m to face a reckoning in Egypt? Don’t tell me I’m to believe in biblical fantasies. Archangels. Really, Friar? And you’ve mentioned nothing of my sweet maker. I know she’s involved somehow.”

      Gerold shrugged. “That’s all I know.”

      “Liar.”

      “Will you keep your word, vampire? What information do you have for me?”

      Nathaniel shifted the talisman further up, failing to stifle a gasp as he did so. “They have an ancient relic I think you’re interested in.”

      “Which relic?”

      “The Lance of Constantine. It would be worth thousands, possibly millions on the black market.”

      Gerold’s eyes widened. “The Lance.”

      “Steel with a golden sleeve? That’s the one.”

      “Cazzo!” The monk stepped to the bench and slammed his cup down, tea splashed everywhere, and he swore again, in English this time.

      “Why is it important? Does it have something to do with this reckoning you speak of?”

      “That is no concern of yours, vampire.”

      Nathaniel sent out his sense to read the monk’s mind, before recalling he’d tried that before and it hadn’t worked. Now, with his pain as a distraction, there was no point in attempting further. He did manage to catch something, though. An image, or diagram, with various lines and squiggles on parchment. An illustration of some kind? Perhaps he should probe a little further after all.

      “You’ve got what you came for. I wish you to leave,” Gerold said, not bothering to hide a scowl.

      Nathaniel agreed. It was tempting to get more information about that lance, but Gerold was not easily fooled and the pain was now overbearing. The red haze threatened, and he needed his wits about him. He stepped away from the column. “I bid you farewell, Friar. It’s been a pleasure to work with you again. I would stay and catch up on old times, but I’ve a train to catch.” He turned and strode out of the library, and as soon as he was through the arched doorway he tossed the talisman away, eager to be without pain and to stop the red haze building. He force his legs to sprint, but something like a giant fist flattened him to the ground and a heaviness like a boulder pinned him to the floor. Brother Gerold’s chanting echoed through the halls. Nathaniel swore loudly, he’d let go the talisman too soon. Stupid! Then came the pain, a hundred times the intensity of the talisman and Nathaniel opened his mouth to scream, his fangs elongating and grazing his lips, the red haze had him.

      He looked up to see a blurred vision of the monk. Some object, a syringe perhaps, in his hand. “You’ve always been too cocksure, Chartley, too impulsive.” The monk’s voice came to him as every inch of Nathaniel’s veins seared with ice-burn.

      “What have you done?” Nathaniel managed to rasp.

      “Silver nitrate,” Gerold replied calmly holding up the empty syringe. “The burning in your veins will ease eventually, though you’ll pass out before it does so. Do you realise you’re now the second oldest vampire in the world today? If you had a brain you could be as powerful as Asha herself, but you waste your existence doing nothing but brooding, preying on the innocent—”

      “The second eldest? What happened to the others? Gavius?”

      Gerold smiled, and it looked entirely unnatural on the old man’s weathered face. “I told you we’ve been busy.”

      “Amynta,” Nathaniel scowled.

      “Indeed. And she’s coming for you too, Chartley. Mark my words.”

      “I’ll tell her,” Nathaniel mumbled. “I’ll tell her about the Gigas. That you were its author.”

      “Too late for that. The Reckoning comes.”
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      I sit on the edge of the bed watching Michael sleep. I wear a smile, a natural one just like when I was human. His blood was beyond any pleasure. Warm and full of his goodness. It has done much to sate my dark musings and my new deadly instincts remain suppressed. I feel more like the old Emma, the real Emma, and it is wonderful.

      My gaze holds his sleeping form. I’ve tried a handful of times to tear it away. I should leave the cabin, check on Georgette, and scan the river for any sign of Amynta, but it’s too hard to leave his side. He sleeps, his ash hair a bird’s nest, and a light stubble has cropped up on his jaw. He has long eyelashes I note for the first time, a wondrous discovery, and I ponder what other surprises exist I am yet to discover. I yearn to reach out to touch his skin, which I know will be warm, but keep my hands firmly on the bed beside me. I spot the wound, twin pricks nestled at the base of his neck. I long to kiss it better, but I don’t want to wake him, to interrupt such peace. So I remain still, sitting on the bed, inhaling the scent of his goodness.

      The clock by the bed reads four am. With a sigh, I force my body to stand and with one last look over my shoulder I take in his beauty and shut the door.

      I check on Georgette first. Her breath remains heavy and regular. Her blood still gives off that rich scent, it’s good, not near as good as Michael, and I suddenly wonder how it was I was tempted by her. But that was before. Now the world is a different place. I smile again, glad Georgette is safe, and doubly glad I don’t have to deal with the crippling guilt. I shut the door and ascend the steps to the deck. I feel light, both from feeling so human again, and from a new power that rushes through my veins.

      The night is dark, though the stars burn brightly in the desert sky. Beyond the lush growth on the riverbank, sand extends to a starry horizon. Great hills and dunes roll before us like a purple sea in the night. The lightness makes me dizzy with joy and I suddenly open my mouth to laugh. The giggle startles me and I promptly stop though the smile on my face broadens. It is as though I am on a high. As though Michael’s blood is a drug. A thread of warning weaves through me and the smile fades. I must tread carefully. I don’t want to endanger him. He is the only thing in the world I now care for and my urge to protect him overrides all else. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure his safety. Nothing.

      The serious moment soon passes, and I walk the deck with a feather-light step. Though I wish to wake Michael to enjoy the beautiful night with me, I won’t – he needs sleep. I must look after him. Ensure he eats enough too. He needs nourishment. I want him healthy, strong.

      At the steps to the driver’s cabin, I surprise myself when I bound up all fifteen steps in one giant leap, as easy as I might have jumped one. A breeze blows from the east and I look out over the bank of the river. A few streetlights sparkle in the distance. A fishing boat trawls past and I shout, “Hello!” and wave. This strip of the river is narrower than other parts. It doesn’t seem impossible to extend my arm and touch the palm leaves with my hand. I can sense the life of those plants. The slow-moving cellulose like a sluggish river in the veins of the stems. The earthy scent of it wafts over the water and I almost want to reach out and bite those plants and drink their goodness too. I laugh again. My thoughts are racing to such strange places this night.

      I step into the wheelhouse and give the driver a wide smile. He grins back and greets me with his well-practiced platitudes which, for a change, I find rather quaint. Quaint that a mortal should ask a vampire if she is enjoying the night.

      “We’ll be at Asyut by the dawn. We can stop there and refuel. You wish for us to continue after that?”

      I nod. “Yes, we have not yet arrived at our final destination.” I still don’t know where we are going, not exactly. I only know the tug on my mind, on my very body, that pulls me deeper into the desert. The urgency grows the closer we get, but Michael’s blood has dampened the intensity of that pull that resides in my blood.

      “Whatever you say, Mistress Emma.” The driver, like all the crew, remains firmly locked under my spell, but I sense his genuine pleasure at my presence, and it’s nice. Usually, humans become afraid of me in mere seconds. Humans are animals, regardless of their endless efforts to delineate themselves from their primitive origins, and it is that primal instinct – well buried and almost forgotten, but there nonetheless – that sparks the human into action. Or tries to. Their wild-self registers something wrong the very instant they come into the vicinity of a vampire. It is why the insane are so very good at sensing us. They have no ego protecting them from the chaos of their instincts. I’ve read about it in some of the books Michael has been researching. Stoker knew of course. Renfield, utterly insane, is the one character who knew what Dracula was. Of course another character knew too – Van Helsing.

      Something like a shiver creeps up my spine. Was Van Helsing like Amynta? Some kind of slayer? I wonder how Stoker knew all he did. I asked Nathaniel once, not long after he changed me, but he ignored the question, as he always did. Too intent on his games to be bothered helping a Young One, even one he created.

      I step from the wheelhouse and gaze to the stars. Something weighs me down now. I’ve lost the headiness from before, and I suddenly realise why.

      “Nathaniel,” I whisper.

      A seething anger boils deep in my core, but it is countered by the conflicting urge to seek out my maker. When I detected his scent in Georgette’s blood, it had smelt like home, and I had wanted to drink the French woman dry to sate that desire. But now there’s only rage and neglect that Nathaniel has left me to my own fumbling devices. I recall the way he treated me before he changed me and now a new emotion fights the fury. Shame. He manipulated me, and the truth is I too easily gave into him – a most pathetic human. A sadness blooms inside me – regret for the woman I once was. I will never treat Michael that way. I will only ever protect him.

      Nathaniel has become like a father. A neglectful one. Not all that dissimilar to my real father. I clench my teeth hard before whispering my father’s name, “Earl Edward Farleigh.” The words sound cold, and that is apt. My father never cared for who I was. He only ever wanted me to fit the mould he had predetermined. I recall the arguments when I told him of my newly-won employment in Paris. Any other parent would have been over the moon to have their child attain such a position in the Louvre, to have the opportunity to work on such rare texts as I did. My mother would have been proud. But father sneered his upper lip and told me there were perfectly good careers to be had in Britain. It was the last thing he ever said to me, and I very much doubt I will see him again. Not that I want to.

      The heaviness grows, and I frown with the realisation that yet again it is Nathaniel who has inflicted this state on me. In truth, I rarely think of my maker, or my father. Damn Georgette and her blood. I force the cool night air into my lungs in an attempt to get my instincts under control. I’ve become very good at avoiding any thought of Nathaniel, but his scent lingers. Even standing here, two decks above the cabin in which Georgette sleeps, the subtle stench of him wafts, like old, dry bones. He drank of Georgette’s blood and I realise with a cold sense of warning that he will be able to track Georgette now. And if he tracks her, he will track me.

      The realisation would normally make the rage swell so violently I would have to shut myself away with the entire store of alcohol, but right now, my reaction is a very different one. Right now I am thinking of certain possibilities. There is a chance we could gain knowledge if I could see Nathaniel again. He would have information to assist us. I could prise it out of him somehow. My hands fold around the bar of the deck’s rail as I consider the possibilities. Yes, perhaps we could even work together to learn more about Asha, and that vial.

      With Nathaniel tracking Georgette with his powers of the mind, I suddenly wonder about the youth whose life-force blinked out like a guttering candle when I drank his blood in the guesthouse. I dare to open my mind to him, to think of the taste of his blood and track him like I’ve done twice before. Twice before I’ve come up with nothing, but this time, there… to the northwest, a weak pulse blooms. A thin thread, filled with the essence of him winds toward me.

      I gasp, my vision blurring. The boy lives. I didn’t kill him!

      “I didn’t kill him!” I shout over the dark waters and laugh again. The lights from a small village grow more distant now and the trees on the riverbank appear a little more distant too as the vastness of the desert opens further. The euphoria in my veins is firing again, like an electric pulse. I pace the deck, going from port to starboard with a wide smile on my face.

      “Hany, you live!”

      Joy sweeps through me. I feel invincible. I could do anything. I put one foot behind the other, the way a sprinter does when they step to their marks. The next second, I run and launch off the boat. My legs cycle the air along with my arms, and the breeze tussles my hair. I am flying over the river, and I laugh again until I land silently on the bank, like a cat. I turn and watch the yacht, so tranquil, gliding over the inky water that churns in pale swirls behind it. I turn and run along the riverbank, as swift and as silent as a deer. The need to explore the limits of my powers burn within me, to let the creature I am come to the fore, and I give in to it wholly as I bound along the river, my heart soaring with freedom and hope. For once I allow hope a chance.
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      Excerpt from Dark Ones, by Faustus Gavius

      One weapon holds more danger for the Dark One than any other. A blade, a lance to be precise, and in certain hands it has the power to slay more than mere vampires…
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        * * *

      

      Michael opened his eyes and saw Emma lying beside him on their bed in the cabin. He didn’t move, just stayed there for a moment to watch her. She lay on her back, perfectly still, and once again he was reminded of marble statues on sarcophagi. The rush of what happened came to him with visceral clarity. The feeling of Emma piercing his flesh and feeding on his blood was like nothing he’d ever experienced. He blinked, knowing that wasn’t quite true, but to admit to himself exactly what it was like seemed too dangerous, and a shiver of ice warning bolted along his spine.

      Michael sat up and touched the wound on his neck. It stung. He got out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom where he shut the door gently behind him. He waited for the light to blink on before peering over the basin to look at the wound in the mirror. Two small punctures sat at the very base of his neck and he was reminded of Nathaniel’ diary and Emma’s blog in which they had both performed this very action – staring with horror at the unexpected wound on their necks. But it wasn’t unexpected. Michael knew, deep down, he’d been waiting for it, yearning even. He shut the thought down as he stood straight to look at his reflection as a whole. The wound was low enough that it would be covered by his shirt. Good, he had no wish to alarm Georgette. She would fly into a panic if she knew he had allowed Emma to feed from him.

      He scanned his face. His complexion was no more pale than normal. He had no bags under his eyes, and he looked, in general, rather well. His hair sprung up in the usual place at the back. Michael let go a sigh as he patted down his cowlick.

      “A one off.” It won’t happen again.

      He splashed water on his face and brushed his teeth, but no matter how he distracted himself, he couldn’t quiet the voice that sounded in his mind telling him that it would indeed happen again, and that he wished it would happen sooner rather than later.

      Back in the room, and with careful tread, he passed Emma, who didn’t move. He paused to watch her a moment, his gaze, as always, taking in the artfulness of her face before his attention drew down to the foot of the bed and he frowned. The soles of her feet were stained with mud, as though she’d been walking the very banks of the Nile.

      

      “Greetings, sir,” Kallum said, giving Michael a grin.

      “Hello, Kallum. It is a fine morning.”

      “Will you and Georgette require breakfast? I understand the French lady likes her food.”

      Michael pursed his lips. He needed to consider what exactly he was going to tell Georgette. Should he tell her anything at all? He had to divulge something, she would sniff it out herself if he didn’t. He glanced over the river that shimmered with morning sunshine and noted a rather large town was drawing closer.

      “Is this Asyut?” Michael asked.

      Kallum grinned again and leered close. “Indeed.”

      Michael frowned. There was something different about Kallum this morning. The grin seemed out of character. The young man was eager to please, but not in such a creepy fashion. That grin. It seemed fixed, almost maniacal. Michael’s hands were buzzing, but the tingling was almost ever-present lately. Michael relaxed his gaze, shifting his sight, and followed the young waiter’s outline. He froze. Something was seriously wrong. Kallum had no aura. What had he said about Georgette? And how the hell did he know her name?

      “Something wrong, priest?” Kallum’s voice had morphed to a sinister, shrill screech.

      “No!” Michael gasped, and forced his hand forward, palm up. “Sancte Michael Archangele, defende nos in proelio, contra nequitiam et insidias diaboli esto præsidium.” As always, the rush of power erupted though Michael’s being as he chanted the exorcism. “Ímperet illi Deus, supplices deprecamur: tuque, princeps militiæ cælestis, Satanam—”

      Kallum screeched, or rather the demon within him did. His mouth opened to an impossible width and his hands covered his ears. His voice was amplified as though dozens of screams spiralled from his open mouth. His eyes were filled with an enlarged iris and pupil, and his eyes, normally honey-coloured were entirely black. His skin gained a preternatural swarthiness. The classic signs of possession. But why had a demon made contact? Michael lowered his hand, now burning with heat – an effect of his gift. “What do you want, demon?”

      Kallum stopped screaming and regained some composure. The grin returned, and his chin lifted. His scowling black eyes focused on Michael. “The Infernal Prince has a message for you, Michaelspawn.”

      Michael forced his shaking hands to remain by his sides as adrenalin speared through his blood. Michael could face any demon without fear. But not Him. Never Him. Every fibre in his body wanted to send this hell fiend back to where it belonged, to give the Infernal Prince a message of his own. But that would take courage, more than Michael could muster, so he stood still to listen to what the demon had to tell him. “You better tell me quickly before I de-possess you of the boy.”

      The demon cackled and Kallum’s grin tightened. “The vampire leads you to certain death. You must go back the way you have come. Go no further if you want to live.”

      Michael squinted. “Why would He try to save me?”

      “His reasons are His own, Michaelspawn.”

      “Why do you call me that?” It wasn’t the first time a demon had called him this strange name, Michaelspawn. Michael had never bothered asking why, but then, he’d never bothered to converse at all with demons. He only spent enough time with them to de-possess them of their host.

      More cackling. “You’re an ignorant fool, aren’t you, priest?”

      Michael rubbed his palms together with impatience. “Your Domain, demon?”

      Fear showed in the open mouth, and Kallum’s head shook from side to side. “I am a mere messenger—”

      “Second level, then. A minion of Asmodeus.”

      “How did you—”

      “Michael stepped forward and forced his open palm on Kallum’s forehead. This time a notable spark flared when their skin touched.

      Kallum screamed. “No! No! Get away, priest!”

      “What’s going on?”

      Beyond Kallum’s shoulder a blonde frizz of hair appeared.

      Kallum grinned as he too turned to spy Georgette stride toward them, but then his face turned to stone. “No—”

      Michael wrenched Kallum’s head back to face him and the demon screeched once again.

      “Michael!” Georgette demanded.

      “The boy’s possessed, Georgette. Help me, lock his arms behind him and hold him there.”

      Georgette did so without question while Michael once again forced his palm to Kallum’s forehead. His hand sizzled with heat, static sparks snapped the air and the demon screeched in anguish.

      Michael closed his eyes and began the chant once more. “Sancte Míchael Archangele, defende nos in proelio, contra nequitiam et insidias diaboli esto præsidium…”

      Kallum writhed beneath his palm, but Georgette did a good job of keeping him in place, and seemed to be whispering a prayer of her own.

      Michael’s whole being trembled with the power of his gift. Palm held firm, heat spread like fire through his entire arm, as though it were aflame, and small blue sparks flickered. Michael finished the ancient incantation and now focused his mind on drawing the demon out into the light, where it would extinguish.

      Sweat poured down his face and gritting his teeth he opened his eyes to force his gaze on the frightened and vulnerable demon. Michael’s vision had switched to that other realm where the spirit took form and the demon’s true shell was revealed. Its skin was tight and decayed, thick saliva drooled in tendrils from its gaping mouth and its clawed hands rose in a pathetic attempt to stop Michael from harming it.

      Michael took a deep breath and spoke the final words. “Get thee out from this host and into the light. I summon the light to expose and destroy this infernal enemy. Let it be so.”

      “Let it be so,” Georgette echoed.

      One final screech assaulted Michael’s ears as the demon was drawn into the light. A wind sprang from somewhere, as it always did, and in that rush a great brightness bloomed. The demon’s screech ended, a mighty flame roared in the air for no more than a second. All that was left was the crumpled body of Kallum and the stench of sulphur.

      “Is he all right?” Georgette crouched over Kallum.

      Michael stumbled and fell into a nearby chair.

      “Are you all right, mon ami?” she said, concern widening her green eyes as she looked up at him.

      “Need water,” Michael croaked, holding his head over his knees willing the rising nausea in his stomach to go away. He closed his eyes as the dizziness came making him feel as though he was trapped in a whirling sideshow ride. God, I hate this bit.

      “Michael.”

      He opened his eyes to see a glass of water hovering in front of him. He took it in a shaking hand and drank the whole thing down, before letting the glass drop to the carpet. “Thank you, Georgette.”

      “That was an exorcism.”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’ve been sent a message.”

      “From whom?”

      “Someone I never want to meet.”

      Georgette’s mouth fell open, and for the first time since he’d known her she seemed afraid.

      “You know who I mean?” he asked.

      “What was the message?”

      “He wants me to turn back. To stop associating with Emma.”

      Georgette frowned and stared over the water at the desert. “Why would He ask you to do that?”

      “I don’t know. He says if I continue on this path, I will die.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t like it, Michael. It can only mean one thing.”

      Michael gave her a nod. “I am a threat.”

      “Oui, and He is a dangerous enemy to have.”

      Georgette returned to Kallum and felt the pulse at his wrist. “His breathing has regulated, and his pulse.”

      “He will be fine. He needs rest and when he comes to, food.” Michael stood. His legs were still trembling, but gradually his strength was returning.

      “Where are you going?” Georgette asked.

      “I need food too. The boat has stopped to refuel and get supplies. I’ll be back in less than an hour.”

      

      Michael’s breakfast arrived just as the midday Azan sounded from the mosque somewhere in the centre of town. The haunting voice of the caller spiralled and echoed off stone walls and alleys. It was a beautiful yet eerie music that always brought to mind the old chants of the Medieval Church that for centuries were performed by monks.

      “Thank you,” Michael said to the man who placed steaming eggs on the table. “I will leave you to your business.” Michael gestured to the street where a number of townsfolk headed the same way, no doubt to answer the call to prayer.

      The waiter shook his head. “No need,” he said. “I am Christian.”

      Michael watched him leave and noticed the Christmas decorations strung throughout the cafe. Christmas was but days away, and Michael felt nothing. Faith was an interesting concept, and one that shouldn’t elude him the way it always did, he had been a priest once after all. Here in Egypt many different faiths seemed to coexist in a tense kind of peace, most of the time. Michael shook his head. His personal battle with faith had not ameliorated since finding Emma.

      He held no doubt that something other than the physical realm existed. He’d pulled enough demons out of unsuspecting hosts, seen enough ghosts wandering the spirit realm, to know that. But what led them? What guided the demons and spirits? He’d only ever had glimpses of the so-called superpowers known as God and Satan. And this morning’s brush with the demon was another example. Was there really one god or one devil that held dominion over such spectres, or was each spirit a rule unto themselves? And what was the extent of their influence on humans?

      Michael couldn’t help a shiver that gripped him as he thought of the demon’s message. A threat from Satan himself. Was the Infernal One linked with these other entities that walked beside humans in the flesh? Vampires. Slayers. What else was there, and who was in charge? Michael recalled a line from the Foliss. God made man from the earth. Satan made vampyre from man.

      “Michaelspawn,” he whispered. What was that about?

      Michael slurped his coffee appreciating the flavour and thick texture. Interestingly, he didn’t feel as ravenous as he normally did after an exorcism. His body had recuperated more quickly than usual. The trembling had gone, and he felt no exhaustion to speak of.

      His mind was active, too, rather than the usual haze that set in afterward and he considered all that had happened in the last twenty-four hours. He still needed to speak with Emma about all he’d learned of Asha – Ashayet, an ancient priestess. Last night, after the incident, all thoughts of anything but Emma had slipped entirely from his mind. And afterward, he seemed to float along in a wonderful stupor, as though he were drunk, or high on some illicit substance. What did it mean? He’d read about the effects the bite can have on humans. If the vampire doesn’t kill their victim, it can be quite pleasurable. Euphoric, and erotic. Yes, that was how Nathaniel had described it in his diary. He’d been right. Dead right.

      Michael forced such thoughts of Emma from his mind and returned to the issue of Asha. The information Georgette had brought him provided little in the way of answers, but now they knew Asha was more than a mysterious Gypsy woman. She was older too. The enigma of Ancient Egypt was wrapped up in this in some integral way. Michael had left his tablet to charge on the boat, but he wished he brought it along with him to better research that particular link.

      Never mind, he would explore it once back on the boat, and he needed to fill Emma in as soon as she awoke after dusk. Her knowledge of Egypt would benefit them in this quest. In any case he’d brought the Foliss along with him and he took it out of his pocket and placed it on the table, opened to the passage he wanted to reread – the passage on the vampire bite, and how it brought pleasure for human and vampire alike – but before he did anything he really should eat. He picked up the lemon and squeezed it over his eggs.

      “Damn.”

      A few drops of lemon juice sprayed onto the open page of the Foliss and joined together in one small puddle on the parchment.

      Michael swore again and frowned as he picked the ancient book up to carefully inspect the damage.

      “You fool,” he berated himself as he dabbed a paper napkin on the splotch of lemon. Gingerly, he held the page up to the light to see what damage had been done, hoping the ink remained intact. There were no smudges, and Michael allowed himself a slow breath, but then he held it once more. Something showed through the parchment. A curved line with something written… a word in Latin? Adjusting his glasses he leaned in and took a closer look. It was half a word, in Latin, and in the same neat hand that had penned the rest of the book. The letters were clear, and the curved line, but it was impossible to determine the rest of the meaning.

      Slowly, Michael grew aware of his fingers buzzing violently. They had been for some time. His heart fired as he stilled his hands and brushed the lemon juice over the entire page. He held the page before him to allow the light to penetrate the old parchment. It was a secret illustration. A knife or dagger. He squinted. No, a spearhead. But then Michael noted the words to the right of the illustration and whispered their translation.

      “Lance of Constantine.”

      The lance again. Once more he wished he’d brought his tablet with him. He cleared a space on the little table, his breakfast forgotten. He picked up the lemon quarter with a shaking hand and rubbed it over the areas that remained dry. The fleeting thought that he should wait for Emma and her book expertise entered his mind, but he ignored it and gently squeezed the lemon, dabbing the juice all over the page. Then he held it up to the light once more.

      The illustration came into clear focus. It was a detailed image of the blade, the Holy Lance, the spear that had inflicted the final wound on Jesus Christ at the crucifixion.

      He turned his attention to the words scrawled to the side of the image. He took a pen from his pocket and began translating the meaning onto a paper napkin.

      … And the guardian Michael shall bear the Lance of Constantine that smote the Son of Justice, and with which he shall vanquish the Spawn of Chaos in the final exorcism, the final reckoning.

      “Sweet Jesus…”

      “Is there something wrong with the breakfast, sir?”

      Michael looked up to see the waiter giving him an unfriendly stare. The man’s necklace glinted in the sunshine – a crucifix.

      “I’m sorry,” Michael said. “The breakfast is fine, thank you.”

      The waiter gave him a suspicious nod as he glanced at the untouched breakfast, before leaving him once more.

      Michael returned his attention to the parchment and was about to undertake more of the translation when his phone rang. He frowned wondering who would be calling him. Georgette perhaps? But when he checked the screen the number was unknown. Perhaps there was another phone on the boat. He pushed the button.

      “Hello.”

      “Michael.”

      Michael’s hands buzzed. “What do you want?” he said, the venom in his voice clear even to him.

      Amynta laughed. “I believe I have something you want. Or should I say, someone.”

      Panic surged through Michael’s blood, his hands grew hot. “Don’t play games. Just tell me.”

      “I paid another visit to your boat this morning.”

      Michael’s heart turned to stone.

      “I had intended to find you. I had a good plan too. I was going to kidnap you, Michael. But I couldn’t. Not with her there. It would have been too dangerous for both of us now that she’s finally fed on you.”

      Michael swallowed, his eyes scanning the surrounds, suddenly wondering whether Amynta was watching him, in a concealed place close by.

      “Still listening, Michael?”

      “How—”

      “Never mind how, the fact is I saw you, if only briefly, and I could sniff the lust on the pair of you. It won’t be long now, Michael and her spell over you will be complete. Oh, you’ll enjoy it, you’ll try not to but you will. But it will only bring you pain in the end. Still, that is no concern of mine, in fact, it will aid my mission.”

      Michael could feel his mouth turn down into a scowl, his cheeks filled with heat and his heart thumped a hard rhythm. “What do you want?”

      “I now have something you want. You see, I have your little French friend. Georgette, I believe her name is, oui?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, yes. I would put her on the phone to prove my point, but I’m afraid she’s incapable of talk at the moment. Perhaps I gave her too much sedation. It was difficult to judge the dose, she is quite a large lady, isn’t she, Michael? And feisty. So different to your usual type. You like ’em small, yes? With a little elfin face and a rosebud mouth?” Amynta laughed, before clearing her throat. “You must bring Emma to me when I ask it. She will be vital when the time comes to trap Asha.”

      “Where?”

      “I’ll call when it’s time. If you follow my instructions without a hitch your French friend will live. If not, she will die, and it won’t be the first time I’ve killed a human for the cause.”

      The phone went dead, and Michael dropped it, his tingling hands unable to grip anything any longer. He stood and rolling his shoulders, retrieved his phone. He then slipped the Foliss into his coat pocket and made his way out of the cafe, leaving his breakfast behind him, untouched.
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      The dream took him back to the mountains where snow covered towering cypress with soft white layers. The clan had made camp and would remain for the winter. One tent, its canvas the colour of blood that stood out in sharp contrast to the white drifts of snow, had been pitched further from the others. Smoke spiralled from the hole at its peak.

      It was dawn, but the sky filled with charcoal and flurries of snow turned the early light grey. A figure wearing a heavy cloak made fresh prints in the snow, heading toward the red tent. A girl who had newly become woman made her way to the witch for the ritual.

      Inside, the young woman pulled back her cowl and greeted the crone respectfully. The girl had black hair and full lips, and it was plain to see she would grow to become a great beauty.

      The old woman gave her a smile and spoke an ancient tongue. “It is time, child.” She held out a small clay vial filled with the girl’s own blood.

      The girl’s dark eyes grew wide and her lips trembled, but the pull of duty tugged at her and she nodded as she stepped forward to clutch the vial.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nathaniel woke to screams. His eyes focused in less than a second on dim surrounds. Damp stone walls, damp stone floors, and iron bars. A dungeon, an ancient one too. It stank of piss and stale blood. He was lying on the filthy floor registering the pain around his wrists. Silver cuffs sizzled quietly on his red-raw skin. He rested back against the cold hard stone and closed his eyes for a moment. In that instant he saw the image of the girl from his dreams. It remained a mystery to him as to why he would dream after all these centuries of sleeping like the dead.

      More screams pierced the stale air and Nathaniel’s eyes flew open. An iron gate stood locked before him. No windows in the thick stone walls – that was something. Gerold would hold him here until he could hand him over to Amynta, when Nathaniel would finally face his end. It didn’t frighten him. Though if he had a choice, he would avoid her.

      Another scream and Nathaniel tilted his head, narrowing his eyes to look beyond the iron bars, but the dimness offered no answers as to what the hell was going on out there. He lifted his nose and sniffed the air, rank with blood – vampire blood. Someone was torturing and bleeding a Dark One. An Old One by the scent of it. Could Amynta be here already? But he’d caught no scent of her and Nathaniel would recognise her murderous reek anywhere.

      He sat up with a grunt, but streaks of fire bolted through his entire body and he recalled the monk and that syringe, filled with silver nitrate.

      “God damn you, Gerold,” he hissed as he sat up slowly and waited for the pain to dull, and cursed himself too for being so stupid. But this pull that led him east, it was making thinking difficult, and had clouded his judgement. Now he was weak and badly needed to feed, but still he felt the pull gnawing at him to move. Gritting his teeth he managed to crawl the small distance to the iron bars, the fire in his veins hurting more with the movement. He peered through the bars. Another cell faced his own. Empty.

      The screams came again but stopped mid-bellow. A man, whoever the poor bastard was, Nathaniel would probably know him. The monk told him that aside from Asha herself, Nathaniel was the oldest vampire left in the world. It didn’t seem possible. But Gerold wasn’t prone to lying, not as far as Nathaniel knew, anyway. He was the second oldest vampire. Not for much longer, judging from those screams. He didn’t doubt his existence was about to come to a brutal end. And a painful one.

      Footsteps rung out and Nathaniel crept over to cower in the shadows by the wall. He resisted scrunching his eyes shut with the new pain that flourished everywhere, and peered into the gloom as the footsteps grew louder.

      Two figures in black held a tortured looking wreck by his arms. A vampire, the one who’d been screaming most like. The two men resembled Schleck’s soldier types in Paris – black military uniforms. They opened the cell opposite and threw the vampire in. He was an Old One, though not as old as Nathaniel, and he crumpled into a heap, dormant. Nathaniel tried to get a better look at him, but the two guards turned and blocked his view. One of them gave a twisted smile. “Now it’s Chartley’s turn. She’s been looking forward to this.” The accent was Australian.

      Nathaniel looked at them. One had blond hair and a broad nose, the other dark hair and a beard. They were young, strong men, and both, he suddenly realised, newly turned vampires – young and stupid.

      The blond with the broad nose opened Nathaniel’s cell door and they both stepped inside. Nathaniel spotted the wooden stakes with silver tips at their belts.

      “Don’t try anything, Chartley,” the bearded one said, also Australian. They would have been backpackers before they were turned.

      Nathaniel gave them a dark stare. He detested Australians, and all ‘new-worlders’ in general. Especially ones like these brutes. They had no respect for history. No knowledge of what came before the last few centuries. No culture. No refinement. Their type filled backpackers hostels and hovels the world over. They were full of ignorance and arrogance in equal measure, as though their appearance before the rest of the world was a gift bestowed from their gracious generosity. But they were easy prey for a hungry vampire. Nathaniel cleared his throat. “It’s not the first time vampires have been used as a weapon. We had a name for turncoats like you in the inquisition.”

      “Oh? And what was that, Chartley? Not that we’re interested.” They clutched beneath Nathaniel’s arms and he was hoisted to his feet.

      “Cabrón.”

      “What does that mean when it’s at home?” the big nose asked as they dragged Nathaniel out.

      “Let me put it in a way you understand,” Nathaniel said through gritted teeth as his veins burned ever more powerfully. “Dumbasses.”

      A fist shot out and slammed Nathaniel’s stomach like a sledgehammer. He tried to double over but the thugs held him fast and continued marching through the dungeon as his feet dragged out behind him.

      “We’re allowed to do whatever the fuck we want to you, shithead,” the blond drawled in his ear.

      Nathaniel tried to speak, but his voice was gone. He’d been winded. Normally, he’d have healed by now but with so much pain his body was no longer coping, not without feeding.

      “Even kill you,” the beard said.

      It was a good thing Nathaniel couldn’t speak. He wanted to explain why they were so stupid. That they would face the wrath of any Old One who learned of their treachery. Such grievances against one’s own kind were always met with swift justice once an Old One got wind of it. It was a law as much about instinct as the need to feed. Nathaniel had first grown aware of it when he’d come of age, in the days of the various inquisitions, when new vampires turned and raised by humans were used by nefarious leaders to do their bidding. Those Young Ones were hunted down and exterminated by Nathaniel and all Old Ones. Sometimes they’d even acted as a pack and Nathaniel wondered now, as he had then, why they had done so, and how it had happened that aged vampires were working together cooperatively.

      His thoughts were interrupted when the two cabrones paused at an arched entry. Inside the large chamber the walls were rendered and painted a prison green. A table stood under a lamp by a wall and a number of surgical instruments lined it, along with empty vials and syringes that made Nathaniel’s veins throb with renewed pain just by looking at them. A clear liquid sat in some of them. Silver nitrate.

      The two thugs dragged him forward into the room and Nathaniel’s eyes locked on Schleck. She sat behind a desk that was arranged in an orderly fashion with a lamp to one side, a short pile of old texts on the other and a laptop in the middle. A takeaway coffee cup sat by her laptop and bore the mark of Schleck’s red lipstick. Such a human thing seemed incongruent with the woman.

      “Put him on the chair,” Schleck said, without raising her eyes from the laptop on which she was typing.

      They dragged him to the chair near the table with the surgical equipment. The blond brought out a key with his gloved hand and unlocked Nathaniel’s cuffs. He had a moment of blissful relief before his arms were strapped to the chair with silver infused bands that now burned the delicate skin of his forearms. He clamped his teeth together. He’d experienced enough pain to last until kingdom come, he could handle a little more.

      “You may prepare subject seventy-six now,” Schleck said in clipped words as she stood and approached Nathaniel.

      The two thugs replied in unison, “Yes, mistress.” They marched out of the room.

      Nathaniel studied Schleck. Her movements were unhindered, which was strange. She’d been shot by Georgette that night. She should be in pain. She shouldn’t even be able to stand, but here she was standing before him, fit as a fiddle. Her perfect eyebrows and lipstick made him annoyed for some reason. “You’re making vampires.” His voice rasped, but when he tried to swallow, his mouth and throat felt dry as dust. At this stage, even a drink of water would be welcome.

      Schleck glanced at him as she selected a large syringe from the table, one of the collection filled with silver nitrate. “A brilliant idea. Mine of course.”

      “No, it’s been done before, by tyrants with bigger egos than even yours.”

      Schleck raised an eyebrow. “I’ve waited for this moment for quite some time, Chartley. I’ve studied you ever since I first joined the Order of the SS.”

      Nathaniel laughed. “SS now is it? Whose stupid notion was that? Yours? You’d have been a sympathiser.” He narrowed his eyes. “You probably are a sympathiser. What are your kind called? Neo Nazi. That’s it.”

      Schleck puckered her lips in a way that did nothing to make Nathaniel feel better about his predicament. “No. Not Nazi. SS stands for something more powerful. We work toward the extermination of your kind. That is our purpose. Our sole purpose.”

      Nathaniel frowned trying to think through the possibilities of the acronym. His mind kept throwing up obvious terms like Schutzstaffel, or unlikely terms like Secret Service or Star Spangled. It was useless. Any other time he would have a chance, but now with his veins aching and very likely about to ache some more there was no way he could focus his mind.

      “As I was saying,” Schleck continued. “You’ve been a slippery target throughout the ages it seems. You’ve survived witch hunts, inquisitions, government agents and war.” She wore a smug look on her broad face, her head even waddled a bit. She was enjoying this. Enjoying the glory of being the one who would kill him no doubt. She would take her time about it too, so that she could relish every second and commit it to memory to relive it whenever she wanted.

      “You’re going to kill me,” Nathaniel said.

      “Eventually, you will die. But it is Amynta who will have the honour of thrusting a stake through your heart. She likes to do it the old-fashioned way.”

      “You consider yourself a slayer, like Amynta, but you’re not. You never will be, it’s just not in your blood.” It was true. Nathaniel had come across only four true slayers in all the time he’d been vampire. There was something about them that set them apart from the rats. They had unexplained strength and speed for one thing. But it was their blood that gave them away. Gavius had put the clues together. It held the most delicious scent, deep and rich, something akin to fine chocolate, and gave the vampire a heady feeling just by breathing it in. But it was a trap. Like some plants with their pretty flowers and perfumes that would attract insects only to trap them so the plant may feast on their victim’s flesh. So, too, the slayer was dangerous and to be avoided at all costs.

      Schleck was ordinary, though a sense of evil came from her. A passion for killing. It was a wonder she hadn’t turned herself into a vampire. No doubt Amynta called the shots and she would never allow one like Schleck to be turned. Too difficult to control.

      Schleck scowled. Her hands opened and closed into fists by her side. She was eager to begin.

      “I know what you want,” Nathaniel said.

      “You’ve no idea.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “I don’t have it anymore. The lance was taken from me.”

      Schleck’s eyebrow arched.

      “It’s true. It’s gone. I’ve no idea where.”

      Schleck gave him a smile and a sickening feeling flourished in his stomach. “The lance is no longer my concern,” she said with frightening quietness.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I will ask the questions. But first, I need a sample of your blood.” Schleck bent and swabbed his arm before standing and picking up a large empty syringe.

      “My blood is low.”

      “There’s enough.” She plunged the needle into Nathaniel’s cold flesh. It found a vein and she pulled back. The blood was dark, too dark. It needed replenishing and soon.

      “Is this how you make new vampires?” Nathaniel croaked.

      The syringe filled, and she extracted the needle. “Don’t be dense. You know we would need much more than this to make a vampire.”

      Yes, he did know. The process was a slow one, requiring the victim to be bled almost entirely before consuming a large quantity of blood from their maker. Few survived to become vampire, and generally only the blood of Old Ones could make it work. He’d only made three Young Ones himself, and now, only one survived. Emma.

      Schleck emptied Nathaniel’s blood into a vial and swished it around in front of him. “But this will be very useful.” Her smile returned. “Another of my ideas.”

      Nathaniel frowned. He recalled tasting Schleck’s blood in Paris, after they’d both been shot and the definite taint. “You’re drinking vampire blood,” he whispered. “That’s why you’ve healed so quickly.”

      She gave him another smirk.

      “It will kill you.”

      “That is not your concern. But this is not all for me. I will deliver it to Amynta, and once she tastes it, you will never be far from her radar.” Shleck leaned in close. “Lest you do something stupid like try to escape.”

      She placed the vial in a small refrigerator by the table then removed her surgical gloves and donned black leather ones. “Now, it is time for me to ask those questions.”

      And here it comes. Nathaniel’s eyebrows drew together in an involuntary frown. What information did they want if they were no longer concerned with the lance? During the inquisition, Amynta had been most interested in the whereabouts of fellow vampires. Well, they could ask about that till the sun rose – he’d lost touch with all of them.

      “Tell me all you know of Asha.” Schleck’s voice had a deadly seriousness about it, but Nathaniel laughed.

      “That’s what you want to know? Hell, you know everything I do. You’ve read my diary. You’ve probably still got it somewhere, go read it again and save both our time.”

      “There’s other information you have stored in your head, Chartley. Some of it you’re not even conscious of. But some of it you know.”

      “Bullshit. Vampires have full awareness. No id or ego like the child-mind of humans. Full. Awareness.”

      Schleck arched an eyebrow once more as she selected a long thin instrument with a sharp spike at the tip and placed it on the bare skin of Nathaniel’s right arm. The pain was precise and intense, and he stifled a gasp as smoke spiralled up from his seared skin. It hurt like hell. The device had to be pure silver. She held it there and picked up another, just like it and glancing at his other arm she said, “Tell me of your dreams.”

      Nathaniel grimaced as his incisors lengthened, grazing his tongue. The pain would bring on his red haze if it continued much longer, perhaps he should let it happen and see how Schleck handled him full vampire.

      “You dream of her, don’t you? Those dreams, that is what we must know.” She prodded the second silver spike onto his other arm and he opened his mouth and let go a roar.

      “That’s it.” Schleck was enjoying the torture, and she’d only just begun. She held up the two spikes again and the pain receded in an instant. “I’ve found these to be my most effective tool.” She put one of them down and picked up a slender vial filled with clear liquid that Nathaniel looked at with horror as she screwed it onto the end of the apparatus and pointed the spike his way. “You see what they’re designed for?”

      Nathaniel wished he could spit at her smug face, but his mouth was as dry as Schleck’s disposition. His mind was in a fog and he struggled to understand how Amynta had known he was dreaming at all. Perhaps the vampires in her service had also been dreaming. He glanced at the silver spikes and answered Schleck’s question. “There is little I recall from the dreams.”

      She gave him a level stare as she twirled one of the spikes in her hand. “As I was saying, your conscious mind had limited access to the dreams, but your unconscious holds certain information we need. It will open once you enter full hunt mode. So come, Chartley, let’s not be shy.” She plunged the two spikes into the arteries of Nathaniel neck. Blood spilled out at a slow rate, but Schleck injected the nitrate and searing pain exploded through his entire being. He screamed again and again, and as he did so the images from his dreams played out in his mind and through all the torment a realisation took hold: the young woman with the large eyes, the full lips, the raven hair, she was Asha – the oldest vampire ever known and his maker, the gypsy woman.

      

      Nathaniel woke with a jolt and a strong sense of motion. He quickly surmised he was in the back of some vehicle, a truck or van that drove at some speed. Weak as he was, his sight was still a vampire’s sight and he readily made out the silhouettes in the shadows of the van. In the next instant he smelt them. Vampires, three of them, all Young Ones. It was night outside too, he could detect that much.

      Slowly he sat up, wincing with the burn of the cuffs around his wrists, and the old burn of simmering veins. He leaned against the wall which jostled over a rough patch of road.

      “We meet again.” The voice was familiar, along with the scent. It was the Young One Nathaniel had met on the train the night before. Or was it two night’s past? His mind was growing blunt with all the torture.

      “What is your name?” Nathaniel’s voice croaked, it needed rest from all his screaming. His body was taking a long time to heal.

      “Jayden.”

      Nathaniel grunted. People had such idiotic names these days. “Where are we going?”

      “East, Old One.”

      Nathaniel narrowed his focus on Jayden. He’d not asked Nathaniel’s name. He was a Young One, but he knew the rules of engagement and the submissive slant of his chin reinforced the respect in his voice. “I am Nathaniel.”

      “The Nathaniel?”

      “There is no other.”

      “I—Sir, it is a great—”

      “Spare me,” Nathaniel said with curt authority. “Answer me, do you think they take us east?”

      In the darkness Jayden’s head bobbed. “I heard them talking as they dragged us in here. They’re taking us to a small airport.”

      “Egypt then.”

      “I think so.”

      “What happened to those two?” Nathaniel tossed his head toward the two recumbent figures nearby. They lay prostrate in a deep vampire sleep, probably gone dormant from all the torture. When the vampire’s body was injured too gravely, it would shut down into dormancy to heal, and when still young, the vampire had little control over the extended hibernation. Too young and the vampire may not survive it. Their bodies would gradually turn to ash, and they would never rise again.

      “I don’t know them, but I suppose they were interrogated, just as I was.”

      “Did they ask you of…” Nathaniel cleared his throat, wishing again for a drink, even water to quench this damned thirst. “Did they ask you of your dreams?”

      Again Jayden nodded. “I told them all I knew, but it was little and beyond my understanding.”

      “Tell me your dreams, Young One.”

      The truck curved round a bend before accelerating, Jayden nearly fell forward but Nathaniel reached for his shoulder, supporting him. He waited patiently for Jayden to answer.

      “Well,” the young vampire said finally. “I’ve been dreaming of this woman…”
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      In the dream, the girl is older, no longer the frightened child, but a woman grown and beautiful. She stands by a jetty, in line with other young women from various tribes and villages of the desert and beyond. The wind is cold and brings the scent of the river – fecund and rich with silt. A procession of officials, all men, move past observing the women with slanted looks. The men wear fine kohl on their eyes and linen wrapped about their waists and draped over the shoulder, held with golden clasps. Two of them bear long cylindrical headpieces and walk with their chins up, but their eyes study each girl with hawk-like focus.

      In the very middle of the small procession is a man, taller than the others who wears a golden torque about his neck. His broad shoulders remain bare, and he wears a band of gold and turquoise with gilded ties that fall to the length of his white linen skirt. If he feels the cold he doesn’t show it. He pauses in front of the young woman whose dark hair blows in tendrils about her face, and the officials stop.

      She bows her head. “Your most Holy Reverence.”

      The man is a prince, first son of the Pharaoh. He reaches out to grip the young woman’s chin and look at her with amber eyes. “What is your name?”

      The woman returns his stare. She is bold, and it pleases him. “Ashayet, Reverence.”

      The prince lowers his hand from her chin to hold the pendant that hangs from her neck – a vial stoppered with wax. “What is this?”

      “A keepsake from my tribe.”

      “What is it for?”

      “Our wisewoman makes it for every girl and boy. It is for my protection.”

      “Protection from what?”

      “The darkness.”
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        * * *

      

      My eyes open to the darkness before me rather than the dull glow of a desert sunset, as shown in the dream, the little I recall. I step to the sole round window in our cabin and open it to allow starlight and cool air to flow through the room. The yacht moves ever forward, and I will it to go faster. Without thinking I reach out with my mind for Michael, but rather than feeling his essence, images of the dream return to me. The golden desert. A line of young women. A man tall and beautiful with eyes of fire. The dream leaves me hungry for more than just food and I will Michael to come to me so all my wishes may be fulfilled…

      My mind snaps back to the present. Something is odd. I’d only just fed yesterday, and as for the lust, I’d not felt this way about sex since…

      I force a deep breath of cool river air and relax my hands that had clenched into rock hard fists. It takes all my will to resist punching something. I hate thinking of my time with Nathaniel, before I was changed. I was so naive, so plainly stupid to fall for him. The fact that he had immeasurable powers of persuasion doesn’t alleviate the sense of shame that fills me when I think of how I foolishly succumbed to his charms.

      Another worry breaches my thoughts. Could it be true I’ve used similar charms on Michael? Is this what it means in the Foliss when it says the vampire grooms their victims? But I’d not read anything about this kind of infatuation in regard to the vampire, only on the part of the victim. Am I infatuated with Michael? A giddiness swells within me every time I think of him.

      The door to the cabin opens and I turn to see Michael step through. The light from the passageway casts a golden aura over his form and for a moment it’s as if he bears wings.

      “Michael,” I step toward him, reaching out, but my nails have begun to turn talon-like. My vision has also switched to the eagle-like view when I transform – high focus. I blink hard and turn abruptly from him, shoving my face at the open window and forcing cool night air to my lungs. The desire is lulled for a moment, especially when I sense Michael’s emotions. Waves of panic come from him and I turn, ready to pounce, to protect him at any cost. “What’s wrong?”

      He steps into the room and turns a lamp on. “Georgette has gone. Amynta has taken her.”

      “What? How?”

      “I don’t know. I left the cruiser today while it refuelled.

      “You left the yacht?” A wave of irritation blooms but is quickly quashed when I look at Michael’s sorrowful expression.

      “I know. I shouldn’t have. It was stupid of me.” He sits on the bed and runs a hand through his hair. “But something else happened this morning.” He looks at me. “Kallum, the young waiter was possessed of a demon.”

      “Demon,” I say the word slowly, while probing Michael’s mind. A sudden vision of Michael with a sparking hand on the youth’s forehead fills my vision before it disappears, and I return my attention to Michael’s concerned face.

      “I exorcised it.”

      “Jesus.”

      “The demon had a message for me. To go back the way I have come. To leave you.”

      A flush of panic accosts every cell in my being and I once again feel my body begin to transform of its own accord. As though threatened.

      “I’m not going to, Emma,” Michael says quickly, his gentle calm soothing. “I will never leave you.”

      “But why? Why did it tell you that?” Then another thought enters my mind. “And who sent the message?”

      Michael gives me a slow nod. “The devil himself, if you can believe it. And I don’t know why. Only that somehow, I must be a threat. And now Georgette is in danger. Thanks to my clumsiness.”

      I step toward him and reach out again. My hands have returned to normal, no talons. I caress his shoulder. “Don’t blame yourself. This is Amynta’s doing. But why has she taken her?”

      Michael shakes his head. Helplessness and a sense of failure waft from him in strong bursts. “I think they’re using her as a kind of guarantee. A warning to us that if we do anything, try anything… Amynta will harm Georgette.”

      “Offer her as food to her vampire slaves perhaps?” The words are gone from my lips before I can call them back.

      “Oh god!” Michael’s face contorts into a look of horror.

      “We don’t know that. We don’t know why they have her at all. What did Amynta tell you exactly?” I send out a pulse of tranquillity, I need Michael to stop this panic.

      “She said she will follow us east.” Michael takes a deep breath and calms a notch. “That you are to continue on your path, and she will follow. She believes she needs you to draw out Asha. And if we do anything suspicious, Georgette will pay.”

      “Amynta must know what is going to happen.”

      Michael stares at me, his blue eyes wide. “Do you have any idea yourself? What is it that draws you east? What’s going to happen?”

      I shake my head. “All I know is I feel this extreme pull that won’t let go. Almost like I wear a rope, and someone is pulling it from the other end. Or that I am a magnet being pushed through some invisible force. I must follow, I have no choice. Perhaps it is to do with the dreams—”

      “You’ve had more?”

      I shrug. “Yes, though they’re so difficult to remember. I see only fragments. A woman, a man – he’s a Pharaoh, or prince, they are…” I look at Michael, and the lust rises once more. “They are in love, I think.” I sense the desire swell in him too. Our emotions reflect each other, as though we are linked. I see the wanting drip in his eyes also. He, too, is no longer able to resist the call to go further, together.

      I reach up, put my hand on his shoulder and pull him to me. He has his hands in my hair as we kiss. I tear my lips from his and lean into his chest to embrace him. I tilt my head to rest my nose along his neck and breathe in the overpowering scent of goodness. It’s as though there is gold in his veins, no, not gold, sunshine. A powerful energy. Like lightning. I wish I could bask in his radiance.

      I feel the sharp graze of my incisors as they grow longer of their own accord. Lust and hunger are ever connected for me now. With a great thrust of self-discipline I push myself away from him and take a step, turning my back to pull myself together.

      “Emma.” His voice cracks. “I want you.”

      I clench my eyes shut, along with my lips.

      Michael’s step is loud in my ears as he nears me. “Please.”

      I feel the warmth of him and that scent of goodness wafts once more. My vision has shifted fully now. My incisors lengthen and my desire is no longer within my control, nor is my hunger. I turn to face him, and gasp. My vision sees every part of him, and the golden glow of his aura is so bright it almost hurts. Like looking at the sun.

      “Emma—”

      I rush to him and grasp his slender jaw in both my hands and bring his lips to mine. We kiss like hungry lovers, our hands soon exploring the other with frenzied clutches. I push his coat from his shoulders, then my hands release the belt at his waist and before I can think I’ve thrown him on the bed, naked. He holds out his hand, reaching for me, his breath ragged. “Emma. Come to me.”
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      Excerpt from Dark Ones, by Gavius Flavian

      The Sanguis Sicarii have perplexed me for the better part of the last millennium, but recent events have thrown light on this most troublesome mystery. It seems there are two branches of Sicarii. One is old, indeed perhaps as ancient as vampires claim to be. The other, a more recent phenomenon, a group of rebels who consider themselves modern day heroes and who have formed a militia of sorts known as the Order of Sanguis Sicarii. They hold as their Modus Operandi the singular aim of extinguishing vampire kind. Their leader is known as The Dux, and has successfully remained anonymous, though I suspect the identity to be one and the same as that famed and much maligned enemy of our race, Amynta de Jager. She is never silent in her quest to slay all Dark Ones. I am known for my pacifist views, my reluctance to violence, which many consider anathema to our purpose, but so help me, I call upon all our kind, Old Ones and Young, to vanquish de Jager, for she is the singular most dangerous threat to our very existence. Furthermore…
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        * * *

      

      Michael frowned at his tablet. The text came to a brutal end and when he flicked to the next image he let go an audible gasp of frustration. In his hurry at the library in Alexandria he’d skipped a page – the page about Amynta. Michael narrowed his eyes focussing on the last mention of her name and said it out loud, “Amynta de Jager.” Was she Sanguis Sicarri? If so which branch? And what did it mean anyway? Some form of slayer?

      A grunt escaped his lips as he stood and paced to the window. Dark clouds draped over the horizon like a blanket, transforming the river water to ink. It seemed to Michael the boat moved at a glacial pace. He pressed his lips in a tight line, wishing once again he knew where exactly they were going.

      Michael turned from the window and stalked to the bench where Emma kept her stash of alcohol. He opened a new bottle of whisky and poured. He needed to slow his racing thoughts. He’d been so careful. Maintaining a sense of calm, reining in his panic, his fear. He’d been so busy dwelling on that he’d neglected the other emotion – just as dangerous, just as risky. Lust.

      But could he have avoided what happened? His mind filled with images of their lovemaking. Of Emma, naked atop him, her fangs glinting in the starlight. The sex was one thing, but when she’d fed, that was quite another. His hand went to the bites – one on his neck, and a new one on his chest. The feeling when she’d pierced the skin there to feed had driven him mad with ecstasy.

      Somehow, he still knew it was wrong, but it grew more difficult to remember why. He should be tired. He should be exhausted from the sex and loss of blood both, but for some reason he felt the very opposite. As though he could run a bloody marathon if he wanted.

      Michael held the whisky in his hand, hesitating for a second before making it a double, then thrust the glass to his lips and threw the entire contents back. The burn in his throat made him scrunch his face, but the fire in his blood was almost instant and it felt good to feel something physical that didn’t consume him the way Emma did. He poured another before returning to the chair and glancing once more at the tablet.

      Michael studied Gavius’ text, sipping the whisky as he read.

      
        
        
        … It is the old branch of Sanguis Sicarii I wish to return to now, for they are what I fear most, and their mystery is far more subtle than Amynta’s oaken stakes and silver bullets. Their power resides in the blood, and it is a power most lethal. These individuals are tainted with a curse that will prove the vampire’s undoing. They may be identified by their scent, certainly which is difficult to explain, and I can only think of it as pure and unrestrained sunshine. It is the most pleasant blood a vampire will detect and the lust to surrender to its call will be impossible for most to avoid, especially the young. But avoid it we must. For only death therein lies.

      

        

      

      The page ended once again with the final image that Michael had taken of the book in the library. There was no more Gavius to explore.

      Michael stood and paced the room, thinking through all he’d gleaned. The Sanguis Sicarri it seemed were more than just assassins hunting vampires with wooden stakes. They were something special. What had the Foliss originally said of them?

      Michael picked up his tablet and scanned through the notes. He found the section and whispered the note out loud, “Nature has thrown up an enemy – the Sanguis Sicarii.”

      What did it mean? That these people, whoever they were, were some kind of natural opposite to vampires? It seemed possible. The cosmos, both corporeal and ethereal, was bound by binary forces – a world of competing opposites in which the push and pull of dichotomous points of reference and the tension they created made up the very basis of life: light and dark, matter and antimatter, order and chaos, God and Satan. It was a basic tenet explored and adopted by scientists, mathematicians, artists and religious adherents for centuries. And here was another: the vampire and the slayer. Dark Ones and Sanguis Sicarii.

      Michael’s heart raced, and adrenalin pushed through his system the way it did when Emma was near. He put the tablet down and turned to watch the door, somehow knowing she was close. Within seconds his premonition proved correct and the cabin door opened as Emma strode through it.

      “There’s no sign of either of them, not on the boat, or nearby,” Emma said as she opened the whisky and drank the rest of its contents down.

      “Nearby? You’ve left the boat?”

      “No need to worry about it,” she gave him a grin that made her cheeks dimple and the lust in him rose once again. “I’ve been on the riverbank a few times now. There’s something about your blood. The power it grants me is awesome.” Her eyes grew wider as she spoke. “It’s as though I’m invincible. I mean, I know I was before, but now I really feel it. My powers seem limitless.”

      Her excitement seemed to fill the cabin, and it was hard not to get caught up, to encourage her exploration of these new powers. To discover where the limit existed, if it existed at all. Could she truly read minds now? Could she fly? Could she transmogrify? Something in her words caused him to stall such flights of fancy. ‘Something in your blood,’ she had said.

      Emma threw the empty whisky bottle away and turned to him with lightning quick movement. “Perhaps I need to explore further afield.” Her lips turned up into a snarl and her eyes were radiating a definite glimmer of red. “I need to find that bitch, Amynta, and deal with her once and for all.”

      Michael frowned, his hands suddenly buzzed with renewed violence. Something in him wanted Amynta dealt with too, but where did it come from? How could his animosity toward her be so strong? Amynta had imprisoned them, but did that warrant her death? “Emma, we need to talk. There’re things I’ve discovered. Things I need your help with.”

      Emma nodded. “Go ahead.”

      He considered telling her all he’d learned of the Sanguis Sicarri first, but he hadn’t come to his own conclusions yet. He folded the thoughts away, he would meditate on them later. “About that lance.”

      Michael retrieved the Foliss and showed Emma the hidden page with the illustration of the lance.

      She studied it a moment before looking at him. “The Lance of Constantine was thought to be a fake. Many claimed it was the spearhead used to inflict the final wound on the Christ, but there are a handful of other such lances claiming that honour also.”

      “Perhaps the Lance of Constantine is not a fake after all.” Michael’s hands buzzed with renewed vigour as he said it.

      “Perhaps.” Her finger traced the words on the hidden page. “But what does it mean by the final reckoning? And the spawn of Chaos?”

      “The spawn of Chaos,” Michael whispered recalling the demon who’d possessed Kallum. The tingling shot up to his arms and Michael gasped.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said, as he shook his arms out. “Do you know anything further of this artefact? What happened to it?”

      “It was lost to history, I think.”

      Michael frowned.

      “The final reckoning, do you think this is what I am called to? Some kind of vampire death? It would make sense if Amynta is also heading there.”

      “I don’t know,” Michael said with a sigh as he removed his glasses to clean them. “And what of Georgette? I’ve tried to call her but her phone must be dead. I’ve emailed, but there is little use in that. Amynta has clearly imprisoned her.”

      “I can’t sense her.”

      “What about Nathaniel.”

      “What about him?” Emma hissed, her teeth bared.

      “You said you could sense him when Georgette was close, because he’d taken her blood. Can you sense him still? Perhaps it would indicate Georgette?

      “No.”

      Michael ran a hand through his hair.

      “She shouldn’t have got herself involved. It is her own fault.” Emma sniffed.

      Michael put his glasses back on. “She had to leave Paris, she was in danger—”

      “Because she got herself into trouble.”

      “Emma.”

      Emma looked at Michael and his fingers tingled anew. Her eyes were larger. Her fangs had extended. Michael’s throat went dry as the lust returned like a slap in the face. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m hungry,” she almost whispered.

      “Again?”

      “I’m hungry for you, Michael.”

      He folded his arms in front of him and could feel the pulse quicken in his wrist. They needed to control themselves. Something tried to warn Michael to stop it, but in the next instant he stepped toward her with renewed desire and offered Emma his neck.
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      The dream took him to a dark chamber deep within the palace. Flames guttered in their sconces on stone walls. The large space, a dormitory of sorts, contained a number of straw sleeping mats upon which lay the slumbering forms of palace slaves. In a dim corner the young woman lay on her side, her hand gripping the vial about her neck. A single tear lined her cheek and she wiped it away with marked annoyance. She hissed quiet words in the darkness and shook her head, refusing to allow another tear to fall. Her words, a long-forgotten tongue, in the dream were readily understood.

      “Beauty is a curse.”
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        * * *

      

      Nathaniel woke, but kept his eyes shut in an effort to hold the dream, and this time it didn’t fade so quickly. The girl had grown into a woman, and she’d been gifted as tribute to the pharaoh – a gift for his eldest son the prince. Nathaniel’s eyes filling with moisture and his chest heavy with grief and fear. It was because she was beautiful. That’s why she’d been given by the tribe. Nathaniel sat up, blinking, realising once again who she was – Asha, the gypsy woman, and his maker.

      Before he could ponder more of the dream’s mysteries his body was jerked sideways and finally the dream let go and he grew aware of his surroundings. He was in a moving van again, but different to the last one, and this time he was alone. His wounds had healed somewhat, despite his need to feed. His hunger gnawed at him, every cell demanding nourishment. Only a thin strand of silver bound his wrists, but he was too weak to break it. Still, the pain was nominal compared to all he’d been through over the last few days. And that pull, urging him east pulsed deep in his core.

      He raked his fingers through his long hair. He stank to high heaven, his clothes – the rat’s clothes from the train – reeked of stale blood. He wondered just how long he’d been captive. His last recollection was of Schleck, and the fire in his veins seemed to come alive at the memory of the liquid silver she’d injected into his arteries.

      How long ago had that been?

      Nathaniel shrugged off the thought as he struggled to his feet. Stepping to the back of the van he attempted to peer out the small window, but it proved too high and only the starry sky above could be seen. He sniffed the air. Desert air. Egypt?

      The van came to an abrupt halt. Nathaniel stumbled as footsteps sounded either side. The door was wrenched open and four silhouettes stood facing him, each a Young One and each holding a gun.

      Nathaniel slowly raised his hands. “No need to fire, friends,” he cooed in his most velvet voice. “I will gladly come with you—”

      All four weapons fired a sliver blast in the darkness, and agony filled his world once more.

      

      Another dream. Asha made love to the prince who was now Pharaoh. It was a slow, adoring lovemaking, so different to the gypsy woman she would one day become. She was a tribal girl, too lowly to enter the harem, and certainly not eligible to become the pharaoh’s bride. But she was the new king’s favourite, indeed his only lover, and now the whisperers referred to her as the Pharaoh’s Mistress.

      Her beauty was like none other. In all the centuries, in all the lands, Nathaniel had never met her like and he could understand with ease the young pharaoh’s obsession with her. Those red lips, dark eyes, fulsome breasts. He’d felt the same…

      Nathaniel sat up with a jolt and his head spun. “Asha!” he yelped, despite the pain that gripped him.

      Laughter, sharp and for too familiar filled his ears.

      “You’ve been dreaming then? Good.”

      Nathaniel scowled as he wrenched his arms in an effort to free them from the silver bindings that crisscrossed his flesh causing it to sizzle and steam. More pain.

      Amynta flicked back her red hair and laughed again. “What have you learned in your sleep, Old One?” The slayer’s eyes glinted almost as though they were red. “Tell me all and you may survive, a few more days at least.”

      Nathaniel glanced around. Two small windows lined one wall and outside the night-time shadows moved past at a steady pace. He could hear the soft lapping of water. The Nile? “We’re in Egypt.”

      “Very astute, Chartley.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “East.”

      “Why?”

      Amynta gave him another dark look as she stood. She was dressed in her typical attire. Black leather from neck to foot that gleamed with her curves. Her dark red hair contrasted her pallid skin and fell in full waves over her shoulders. Nathaniel narrowed his eyes. She never used to look so pale.

      “Tell me of your dreams,” she commanded.

      “Why?”

      Amynta strode with long legs to a nearby bench and placed a hand on one implement or another. Nathaniel couldn’t quite see from his angle on the floor, but she always kept an array of torture devices close.

      “Do you know what this is, Chartley?” She held a weapon in front of her.

      Nathaniel focused on it and his mouth fell open, he quickly shut it again. “Yes,” he said quietly.

      “Of course you do. One day you must tell me how exactly you managed to steal it from my collection.” She studied the golden sleeve. “It’s called the Lance of Constantine. There’s been many replicas, all claiming to own the glory of delivering the final blow to our Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ. But the others are fakes. This is the real deal. A weapon of pure death.” She gave Nathaniel one of her sinister smiles, the one she did right before she embarked upon a new brand of torture.

      “Are you going to use it on me?” he asked. It was supposed to have silver beneath the gold, but he’d never detected any when he had it in his possession. The blade would inflict pain to begin with, there was no doubt of that, but his body would heal, even in its malnourished state.

      Amynta’s lips twitched. “I thought I might. You see, this weapon is rather different from all others. It is blessed in a way, and it has a remarkable effect on vampires. One I’ve never seen before.” She lifted her chin. “Stretch out your arm, Chartley.”

      “Which one?”

      “Don’t be obtuse. Any one.”

      Chartley gave Amynta a level stare and considered his options. She was a strong woman, supernaturally so, and no doubt stronger than him right now. It would go better for him to play along, for the moment at least. He stretched out his arm and rolled up the blood-stained sleeve. The silver threads sizzled anew. “Do your worst, Slayer.”

      Amynta grasped his arm and struck, deftly slicing skin.

      Nathaniel cried out and waited for the pain to subside. But it didn’t. He brought his arm up to his face to get a better look at it. The cut was a shallow one. A dark line of sluggish blood appeared and slowly fattened. While he needed feeding, his body should have already begun healing, but it didn’t. It remained open, the blood thickening. “It’s not healing.”

      “No. I told you this weapon was special. You won’t heal either. Best keep that wound clean, if it gets infected it could be the very death of you. A mortal death too.”

      A knock made both slayer and vampire snap their attention to the cabin door.

      “Come,” Amynta said.

      A Young One entered. He was very newly turned and was a veritable giant with arms and legs like trunks and long hair down to his waist.

      “What is it, Victor?”

      “Mistress, I’ve been sent by The Dux.”

      Dux? Nathaniel had heard that term before.

      Amynta cast a furtive glance at Nathaniel, before returning her focus to the giant. “I’m needed?”

      Victor gave her a nod.

      “Very well.” Amynta jabbed a finger at Nathaniel. “You can wait, Chartley. We’ve much to catch up on.”

      “I look forward to it, Slayer. I always enjoy our little chats.”

      Nathaniel counted Amynta’s steps. There were ten of them before she ascended a stairwell somewhere at the rear of the boat.

      He brought his arm up to his face once more and examined the wound. A slim line of blood continued to stream from it, and the pain, while small, was there. It felt hot too, as though infected. Nathaniel frowned as he watched a drop of blood fall onto the carpet. He would slowly bleed to death if this didn’t heal. Or if he didn’t feed.

      He flung his arm down to his side and looked up at the little square windows in the cabin. The odd star poked through the curtain of night, but the sky was filled with cloud, not all that unusual for winter in Egypt. The urge to move quicker, to some unknown destination deep within the desert, pulled at him again.

      Images of the dreams returned unbidden to his mind and it seemed he could watch them against the cloudy sky. Asha, so young and pure, had fallen in love with the pharaoh. Nathaniel could feel her passion in the dream, almost as though it were his own. The sense of doom that surrounded the young couple was palpable. It wasn’t acceptable for such a noble, a veritable god, to associate himself with a lowly tribe girl, given as tribute, because her clan was too poor to give ought else. Nathaniel wanted to return to his sleep, to learn more of Asha’s story. Why it was unravelling for him in his sleep remained an utter mystery. Amynta knew of it, somehow, and wanted to know more. Nathaniel considered the reasons why and the answer became clear when he recalled the brief conversation with the young vampire in the van. Jayden also had mysterious dreams about a young woman with raven hair, though his recollection was much more fragmented than Nathaniel’s. It was true then, Nathaniel wasn’t the only vampire dreaming of Asha.

      He frowned, realising he felt somewhat betrayed by this revelation. But it explained why Amynta knew about it at all. She now retained vampires as slaves to do her dirty work. Clearly this Victor was one of them. He was barely a month old.

      Perhaps all vampires in the entire world were dreaming. The same dreams, or something different? And why did Amynta want to know what Nathaniel specifically saw in the dreams? He felt sure of one conclusion – they were heading to some point in this vast ancient land, and there would come an end for someone. Nathaniel? Asha herself? All vampire kind?

      Nathaniel turned his attention to the bench that held the lance. Strange that Amynta had left it there, and all her sharp little knives. But then Nathaniel remain bound by the silver, he was no threat. Yet. He studied the lance from his crouched position. Its gold radiated a dull blue in the faint light. Amynta had somehow managed to get her hands on it. She must’ve stolen it from Georgette. Perhaps Schleck had caught the big girl after all. Nathaniel closed his eyes to reach for Georgette with his mind, but the sound of the cabin door unlocking broke his concentration.

      The hulking new vampire, Victor had returned, and he carried a tray which he placed on the bench. He then crouched by Nathaniel and unlaced the silver binds.

      “I’m being released?” Nathaniel asked.

      “No,” Victor said with a gravelly voice, his accent touched with an Eastern European influence. Victor stood and retrieved a cup from the tray. His movements were slow for a vampire. Perhaps because he was so big. “You need to feed. To heal.”

      Nathaniel narrowed his eyes on the cup. It looked silver.

      “No trick, Old One. Amynta wants you well, for now.”

      Nathaniel took hold of the cup which didn’t burn his hand. Not silver, then. He stared down into the liquid. The blood was fresh, still warm.

      “Drink.”

      “It’s not Amynta’s is it? I won’t touch her blood.”

      Victor gave him an impatient stare. “Drink,” he repeated, before leaving.

      Nathaniel inspected the blood and smelled it. The red haze came for him. His incisors grew to two short blades, the talons on his hands became elongated and sharp, and it wasn’t until he’d swallowed half the blood that he realised he was doing it. He slowly became aware of something else as well. The blood was familiar. He’d had it before. The thickness of it, the butteriness…

      “Georgette,” he hissed, and sprung to his feet.

      He tried the door. Locked. He spun and turned to the window, closed his eyes and slammed his fists on the wall. He needed the red haze to dissolve so he could think! The warmth of Georgette’s blood flowed through every crevice of his being and recharged him. It was a nourishing feed. One ounce of the Frenchy’s fluid would go twice that of the average rat. Gradually the new blood reinvigorated his entire body and his muscles newly hummed with life. With an effort he brought the red haze to heel, the talons retracted, his skin took on its usual pallor, his teeth returned to inoffensive squares. And the pull to flee to the desert returned in force.

      He paced the room, thinking what to do next. Whatever he did, he had to hurry. He’d been given an opportunity, a strange one, but one he couldn’t ignore. Amynta would never release the binds or feed him. Yet here she was, doing just that. He stopped pacing. Perhaps it was someone else who called the shots now. This Dux, person.

      “Yes,” he whispered. That would make sense. Gavius had spoken to Nathaniel of some entity known as The Dux. Gavius’ interest with vampirism and slayers had bordered on obsession. He’d even written a book about it. A risky thing, for it now educated humans about their kind, and such secrets were not to be shared. Though it was harmless enough, the rats in their blindness would consider it nothing but fantasy fit for their plastic Hollywood films.

      Nathaniel shook his head. “Think, Chartley!”

      He strode to the cabin door once more and tried the handle. Definitely locked. He grasped the knob and thrust it forward, the lock clunked loudly as it broke and the cabin door swung on its hinge, opening an inch. Out in the passageway it was dark, but his newly-focused vampire senses determined instantly that no one lingered nearby.

      He had to act, and he had to act now. The time for thinking would have to wait.

      A glint of gold caught his eye. He turned to the bench and grabbed the lance. It felt good, like it belonged to him. The fleeting thought that Amynta may have left it there as bait crossed his mind, but it felt so right in his hand he dissolved the notion to focus on escape. Out the door he strode through the passage until he came to a stairwell, the very one Amynta must have ascended. He took the steps four at a time until he came to another passage. Tilting his head he inhaled a large mouthful of air and the strong scent of Georgette thickened. He followed the trail and paused outside a cabin, the door closed, but the scent of Georgette was so strong here he knew she was within – another one of Amynta’s prisoners.

      Nathaniel burst through the locked door and into the dark cabin. Georgette lay on the bed. Had they taken her blood while she slept?

      He went to her. “Georgette?” he hissed.

      Heavy snores, her only reply.

      He clutched her broad shoulder and shook. “Georgette. Réveillez-vous!”

      “Casse-toi!” Georgette shouted and threw something.

      Nathaniel cried out as a vial of water splashed against his face. It burned and the stench of his scorched skin once again filled his nostrils. “Holy water?”

      “Stay back.” Georgette held a cross before her. Not a crucifix, a cross, both arms even. It held power. Weakness turned his legs to jelly.

      “What are you doing? You must come with me.”

      “Why should I go with you, bastard?”

      “Better to go with the devil you know then stay with the one you don’t. And for better or worse, you lunatic frog, that devil is me. Now put your damn trinkets away and get moving. This is the only rescue you’re going to get.”
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      The way Michael sleeps reminds me of a very specific statue in Barcelona – the Kiss of Death. His face is similar to the beautiful subject who gives himself eagerly to Death. Am I the Angel of Death who has seduced Michael into an early grave?

      Lamp light casts a glow over his high cheeks and the masculine curve of his lips is heavenly, so like that statue. I want to sit beside him and watch him until the dawn, but a vigour within me forces me up. A laugh breaks from me, and I quickly throw a hand over my mouth. I don’t want to wake my lover. He needs his rest if we are to continue down this path. Making love too often, and the rest of it… the feeding.

      I am concerned though, and I cast my gaze over Michael’s form once more. Much of his pale flesh is on display, only his middle is covered by the sheet and it makes me want to rip it off him completely to expose his nakedness, his beauty, so that my eyes may feast as well.

      I note the pallor of his skin – pale, yes, but no more than before. He looks healthy and the goodness and sunshine in him reeks forth stronger than ever. I slowly shake my head at the wonder of it. It’s impossible, but if anything his loss of blood seems to make him stronger.

      “And me,” I whisper.

      Energy fires in my blood and I take a little jump in the air that surprises me as my head nearly hits the ceiling. My strength is growing two-fold, three. Last night I jumped the width of the Nile, tonight I could fly its very length,

      My gaze returns to Michael and I follow the line of his veins that mark his arms so prominently. There is something about his blood that does this to me. It makes me strong and I feel a kind of power like I can do anything.

      Perhaps it is a sign that we are to be together.

      Michael moves then, rolling over so his back turns to me and the sheet shifts with him revealing the tablet he’d been reading earlier.

      I pick it up and tap it, an image fills the screen. A picture of the old book Michael found at the library. The one by Gavius. He has mentioned it a couple of times. I step away from the bed and sink into the chair to read. It takes me only a few of Michael’s breaths to finish it and I quickly skip to the next image then the next.

      Gavius talks of the Sicarii, an entity with just one purpose, the destruction of vampire kind. They lure their prey before they kill them and the irony of that makes me want to laugh. In my current state, I don’t believe anyone could face me and win. Not Amynta, not Nathaniel. No one. I turn to throw the tablet on the bed, bored with such ridiculous notions but a high-pitched ringing sound comes from the tablet. I hiss and swipe it. The sound stops; Michael has not stirred, but there on the screen is an image of my sister, Susan. She looks around.

      “Hello? Michael?”

      I gasp and reach my hand toward her. Susan looks exactly the same. Black hair, flawless skin, perfect makeup.

      “Hello? Can you see me?” Susan asks.

      I nod and open my mouth to answer, but then I remember what I am. In the corner of the screen is a little square that is supposed to show my own image on the video call. But all it shows is the lamp in the background. I am invisible to Susan.

      “Michael?”

      My hand hovers over the tablet, and I finally shut the call down. Susan disappears from the screen and I know it is the last time I will ever see her. “Goodbye, sister.”

      I don’t feel sad. I don’t want to see Susan again, or my father. I was only ever a disappointment to them. This time I do throw the tablet on the bed, but throw too hard, underestimating my strength and it lands on the floor with a soft thunk. Michael remains asleep and I consider waking him so that he can comfort me.

      “No,” I whisper. “Let him sleep.”

      Soon enough I will forget all about my family. I have Michael, and he is all that matters.

      On the other side of the bed, on the side-table, rests the Foliss. I consider the secret illustration of the lance, hidden within the old parchment. The picture flares in my mind, imprinted there for eternity. One thing I’ve noted is the way in which my mind has evolved since my transformation. I only have to read or see something once and it is forever registered in my memory. A page, a painting, a face. It doesn’t matter. Once I see it, it’s locked in forever.

      But the notes on that secret page. I need to see them again. I stare at the little book. The red leather cover was worn in parts. It really needed a conservator’s attention if it was to remain intact. I reach out without thinking, willing the ancient book to my hand and in the next instant I gasp as it flies across the room, as though thrown at great speed, and I clasp it.

      I stare at the book for a moment, not believing what just happened. Telekinesis? “It’s not possible.”

      I drop the book on the carpeted floor and stare at it a moment longer before holding my hand out once more. It remains still, unmoving by my foot. I think of the desire to read it. To hold it in my hand and once again it rises, defying gravity and all laws of physics to launch into my grasp.

      I shake my head but I’m soon smiling. I’m some kind of fucking superhero. I turn to the bench where my stash sits and raise my other hand and will the bottle of vodka to fly to me. It does so, and I will the glass tumbler after that.

      “Fuck,” I utter, a smile wide on my face. “You’re not going to believe this, Michael,” my whisper is as quiet as his breathing.

      I’m tempted to go out into the night and experiment more with these new-found powers. Perhaps I could hunt down Amynta, bring back that French fool and we could all be on our way without a concern in the world.

      Something pulls at my gut. A pressure that is so strong I almost mistake it for pain. But when I consider it I realise it is the same pull I’ve felt for days now, weeks even. That pull to go further into the desert. It grows with intensity so that now all I want to do is fly my body toward it.

      I put a hand on my stomach to ease the tension there and pour a glass of vodka, right to the rim. I sip the way I used to when I was human and open the Foliss. I need to think, just the way Michael does. I need to help solve this mystery rather than blindly walk into whatever it is that awaits me in the desert.

      I open to the hidden page and reread the handwritten notes.

      … And the guardian Michael shall bear the Lance of Constantine that smote the Son of Justice, and with which he shall vanquish the Spawn of Chaos in the final exorcism, the final reckoning.

      “The guardian Michael,” I whisper.

      I snap my head up as a thousand different sources of information fill my mind. “Michael vanquishing Satan.” It was a biblical reference, a prediction of the war to come with the End of Days. The Christians believed the archangel Michael would lead an army to fight a war, the final war. The fate for humankind would hang in the balance.

      “But that’s all a myth. Nothing but a fairy tale.”

      My gaze returns to Michael and once again I’m reminded of that statue in Barcelona.

      I put the Foliss down and the vodka too and go to the bed to sit beside Michael.

      He groans as his golden lashes flutter open, but soon enough he is smiling. “What is it, Emma?”

      “I’m hungry.”

      His smile broadens as he drukenly rolls over and offers his arm. I lick my lips and imagine my own drunken smile as I bend to drink his sun-drenched blood.
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      Michael D’Angelo’s Case Notes – from the Foliss Abesse

      * Vampyres are creatures of dangerous beauty and most humans will fall victim to their charm…

      * The vampyre is a predator, their only equal, the Sanguis Sicarii…
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        * * *

      

      Michael slept for a few short hours. When he woke his body felt energised like a storm cloud ready to strike its web of lightning. Once again, he considered the strange fact that he was losing blood with every one of Emma’s feeds, but it far from hindered him. He’d never felt so robust, so healthy, so alive. He couldn’t recall reading anything about this feeling of vigour on the part of the victim, and he scanned his notes in an effort to find some clue he may have overlooked.

      He read his notes on the Foliss again, noting the tingling in his hands every time he came to the word ‘vampyre’. But there was no mention of this energy. This feeling of being so vibrantly alive. Only the very opposite. The victim should begin to experience fatigue and exhaustion, just as Nathaniel and Emma had done before they were turned. He lowered the tablet onto the bed, careful not to wake Emma beside him.

      Her beauty arrested him. His heart lurched every time he allowed his gaze to fall on her. This obsession became more intense with every day, every hour.

      Tearing his gaze away, he stood, dressed, then forced himself to leave the cabin to face the mid-morning sunshine on the deck. The cruiser moved as slow as ever. Grey clouds covered the sky, and Michael thought he could smell rain on the air.

      He stood on the stern deck, watching, but not watching the gushing white of the river water as the cruise yacht churned through. He considered all that had happened since he’d met with the Farleighs and agreed to find Emma. Susan had held faith in him that he could find her sister. But what could he tell her?

      Finding Emma had not been the end, rather the beginning of something that cast him in a strange new role. He’d met strange people, like Brother Gerold – Michael shivered when he recalled the monk’s words, ‘guard your heart’. The old brother had channelled Michael’s grandmother. But was that even true? Or was Michael looking for excuses now to ignore the warning. Now that he and Emma had…

      The thought petered out. What had they done? Fallen in love? Michael sighed. He’d never felt this way before, not with Judith, not with anyone. It was more than love. And it demanded more of him.

      He thought of Amynta and her castle in Greece. He’d killed the vampire, Vincent, with his stake, turning him to dust and blood. But it was the words he’d said before his death that caused Michael’s heart to skip a beat now as he recalled them.

      “You’re one of them,” the vampire had said.

      Michael swallowed thick saliva as the words repeated themselves in his mind.

      You’re one of them.

      One. Of. Them.

      Them.

      “Who?” he whispered.

      His phone rang sharply, jolting him from his thoughts and he grasped it from his pocket, his heart lurching once again at the name on the screen. He pressed the button and snapped the phone to his ear. “Georgette?”

      Laughter. “Of course not.”

      “Where’s Georgette?”

      “Oh, dear.”

      “What?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me where your French friend was.”

      “Don’t play games, Amynta.”

      “I never play games.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Turn around, Michael.”

      Michael’s stomach plunged, and his hands buzzed so that he had to grip the phone to avoid dropping it. He turned slowly to see Amynta herself standing at the bow of her boat, which powered closer. No more than an arm’s length separated both cruisers. She wore the black leathers that reminded him of the bike gear he had Emma wear when they’d escaped Amynta’s castle in Greece. His guess had proved correct and the leathers had protected Emma from the sun. Michael narrowed his eyes on Amynta and wondered again whether she was herself a vampire, but though she’d covered her body, her head remained opened to the daylight, dull as it was, and her red hair streamed back in the breeze.

      Amynta put Georgette’s phone in her pocket, and still wearing that smug smile she suddenly launched herself through the air and landed next to him on the deck. Michael gaped as he glimpsed the churning waters below, but soon regained his composure.

      “Where’s Georgette?” he asked. Amynta’s boat had eased off a bit, but he still had to raise his voice to be heard over the two motor yachts.

      Amynta gave him a smirk, her face deathly pale in the grey light of the day. “I do not know, but it is inconsequential. How goes your lover?”

      Michael froze.

      Amynta laughed again. “You’re wondering how I know. Oh I have many tricks, but it was only a matter of time. You have much to learn about the nature of vampires.”

      Michael scowled. The truth in what she said was impossible to deny, but it only served to spike his anger.

      “Something big is about to happen,” Amynta said, her chin lifting to indicate the direction they headed—up the Nile. “Your vampire will know when it is time to head inland, and I suspect that time is nearly upon us. I’ll be following you all the way, Michael. You’ll need me.”

      “Listen, we don’t want you—”

      “You will need me, Michael.” Amynta’s ruddy eyes caught the light. “You’re about to wander into an infestation. Do not shake me off. I’ll be in contact again.” Amynta raised both gloved hands in the air and clapped once, and her boat moved closer to the Shakra. She gave him another menacing smile as she prepared to jump, but rage still fired in Michael’s blood and he grabbed her arm.

      “Ow, what are you—”

      “Where. Is. She?” Michael snarled.

      Amynta looked at him with a mix of anger and shock. “Let go—”

      “No.” Michael tightened his grip. His gift had been summoned involuntarily and the heat in his palm was already building. “What have you done with her? Have you given her to your vampire slaves?”

      “What?”

      “You had a vampire working for you. I know, I slew him. And you brought his brother back from the grip of death with vampire blood. I’ve seen his hulking form on your boat. Is that what you’ve done with Georgette? Has she become your feed pool?”

      “Victor?” Amynta’s eyes filled with surprise, before she tilted her head back and laughed.

      The action summoned Michael’s rage to intensify and the storm inside him fired once more. Unwittingly he funnelled his anger at the slayer and a bolt of blue heat sparked from him, catapulting Amynta up and back through the air, her legs and arms circling until she landed on her back with a loud thump on her cruiser’s front deck.

      She leaned on her arm and, breathing hard, gave him a slack-jawed stare. “You will need me!”

      Her cruiser then abruptly turned and sped away.
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      Nathaniel paced like a trapped wolf, glancing at the recumbent form of Georgette who slept as peacefully as a kitten with a belly full of cream. She mystified him. He’d never known a human to sleep so soundly while in the presence of a vampire. But sleep she did, and her snoring was frightful.

      It had been a strange day. Nathaniel had got them off the boat, and Georgette revealed she’d heard where Amynta had a headquarters nearby. She’d been right, and they’d hidden here, in this residential building in some small riverside town since they arrived just before dawn. Nathaniel had showered and changed clothes. He found a new coat too and transferred his diary to the clean pocket, checking the page with the sketch of Asha briefly, matching it with the images from his dreams. While Georgette had slept he’d explored the so-called headquarters, a lavish basement apartment really, with a double garage that housed a Jeep with a full tank.

      He’d returned to Georgette’s sleeping form. She snorted a loud snore, nearly waking, before rolling over and snoring once again.

      Nathaniel shook his head slowly. She was far from the hostage she was supposed to be. She didn’t cower at his every instruction, rather she eagerly anticipated his directions and asked questions about how he was feeling and whether he was strong enough, for fuck’s sake!

      The wound in his arm tingled where the lance had sliced through his skin. The pain remained only slight, but the bleeding continued. Amynta had been right, it would never heal, not even with a feed of blood as nutritious as Georgette’s had been. Georgette had tended it for him and bandaged it, which seemed to have slowed the bleeding at least.

      What am I doing with her? Her closed eyes rolled, and she snorted once before the regular heavy snoring began again in force. She’d filled him in, just as eagerly about all she’d learned while on the boat with Emma and that priest. Emma’s presence was close, Nathaniel could detect her sure enough, but there was something different in the scent. It was hard to place at first but then it came to him with a wave of nostalgia. It was sunshine. Pure unadulterated sunshine. She was feeding off someone very special indeed, and if Nathaniel’s suspicions proved correct, it would mean Emma’s death.

      A new urge arose in him. One that he’d felt before a couple of times over the centuries – the urge to kill a very different kind of rat – the priest. But this time, the urge was also different. He didn’t so much as want to kill the rat as take him hostage and bring him to the mysterious destination that pulled on Nathaniel with increasing intensity. The same kind of want that made him bring the lance.

      Georgette must go with him too. Amynta had wanted Georgette as bait, to ensure her hold on Emma and the priest. The slayer was determined to meet whatever was about to play out in the desert and she wanted Emma and the priest there with her. Perhaps Georgette would provide him with some leverage if Amynta got her clutches on him again.

      Nathaniel frowned. He was eager to get going again. Georgette had declared they would be rendered useless if she didn’t get her sleep, and she promptly made a nest with a blanket on the sofa and slept within a heartbeat of laying down her head.

      Nathaniel had also slept, but only for an hour or two, and once more he’d dreamed Asha’s story. Her lover, the pharaoh had arranged for her to become an initiate in the cult of Hathor, an idea to raise her status and have the court accept her as his concubine.

      The image of Asha’s sketch lingered in his mind and he was tempted to bring out the diary once more to look upon the real thing. What he’d really wanted was to return to the world of sleep, so that he could continue Asha’s story, but Georgette’s blood had energised him.

      He focused on the big woman once again. Her blood was filled with a richness that reminded him of buttery cinnamon. Normally such spices repulsed him, but now it brought to mind the aroma of plum pudding and spiced cakes that used to fill the kitchen and feasting hall of his father’s manse during Michaelmas. He suspected he could survive several weeks without another feed, just on the worth of Georgette’s vitality.

      The pull on his stomach tugged and he placed a hand on his abdomen to disperse the tension. He turned and paced once more, impatient with the sudden force that made him want to leave this place, now. Outside, the sun was setting, he could feel it in his blood, and the urge to get moving burned through him.

      “We best get going,” a voice croaked behind him.

      He turned to see Georgette sitting up in her nest of blankets her hair a frizz of blond curls. The pink lipstick she was wearing had smudged so that some of it coloured her cheek. She got up and went to the bathroom, appearing ten minutes later showered and attired in the black guard uniforms identical to Schleck’s henchmen.

      Another ten minutes, they were in the Jeep. “Which way?” Georgette asked as she looked at her face in the rear-view mirror and reapplied the lipstick that she took from her coat pocket. Then she opened the packet of strawberries she’d taken from the refrigerator in the apartment and popped one in her mouth.

      Nathaniel gave her a heavy frown. “I’ve never before had a hostage worry about applying lipstick.”

      “I don’t believe that for a second, Old One.” Georgette raised her eyebrows at him.

      “Why are you so unafraid?”

      She shrugged. “I’m a cop. I’ve been trained for these kinds of situations.”

      “Unlikely.”

      “The night wears on, vampire. Do we continue south?”

      Nathaniel stared at her a moment longer. Once again, she radiated not one ounce of fear. “Yes, south,” he replied as a renewed pull tugged at his core.

      As they travelled, Georgette resumed her chatter. “There’s something I haven’t told you."

      “I find that difficult to believe.”

      Georgette gave him a grin. “You’re getting a sense of humour, Chartley. That’s good. We’ll be friends yet you and I.”

      Friends? He drew back his lips and forced his teeth to morph. The incisors grew sluggishly and only to a fraction of their potential length.

      Georgette glanced at them. “Impressive, but save your energy for what’s to come.”

      “And what is that, Georgette?”

      Georgette focused on the road as she munched another strawberry. “I don’t know, though I’m beginning to piece the clues together. It has been quite the puzzle, but like all puzzles, with time and thought, the answer reveals itself. On the boat with Emma and Michael, I learned a few things. For one, they have formed a dangerous kind of bond. And I think you might know something about that.”

      “She is grooming him.”

      “Oui, but it is something more. They both grow unexpectedly stronger.”

      Nathaniel narrowed his eyes on her. “You think there is something about your priest. That he is a particular type of… entity?”

      Georgette glanced at him. “Like the Sanguis Sicarii?”

      “Who are you to know of such things and survive?”

      “Just a regular policewoman trying to protect the innocent.”

      “You are most… irregular.”

      Georgette smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment. But there’s is more I learned. While on the boat, Michael, the priest as you insist on calling him, he had to perform an exorcism.”

      Nathaniel’s mouth fell open ever so slightly.

      “Thought that would get your attention. It was one of the waiters. He became possessed of a daemon who wanted to get to Michael.”

      “To kill the priest?”

      “Perhaps. Or deliver him a message.”

      “What message?”

      Georgette stared at him. “To leave Emma.”

      Nathaniel looked at the road and wished Georgette would do the same lest they drive off a cliff.

      “It makes me wonder. Why would a daemon want Michael out of the picture? Or, is Emma that important for what is to come?”

      Nathaniel wondered too. Was Michael truly Sanguis Sicarii? His mind flicked through its history, back to the conversations with Gavius. The old Roman had discovered their existence, these natural-born slayers were rare, many going mad with their gift, or killing themselves in its use. The taint in the blood was tempting and even the best vampires found it impossible to resist, but too much and such blood would render the vampire dead, never to heal.

      “Well, what do you think? It must mean something!”

      Nathaniel grew irritated. Georgette was still looking at him and not the damned road, and if she continued much longer they’d crash. “The human’s ego is beyond comprehension. Spot a star falling and you wonder what it means. Have a series of coincidences and you wonder what it means. I’ll tell you what it means. It means nothing. The universe does not have a path laid out for you, nor for me. We mean nothing to the universe.”

      “Agreed. But the daemon is no coincidence.”

      “Watch the road, Georgette, you are merely human.”

      The car slowed, and Georgette pulled into a carpark. They were in a small village and a cafe was open in front of the square, its neon light flashing, affronting the world with its ugliness.

      “Why are we stopping?” Nathaniel asked.

      “I’m hungry, Monsieur, and this little cafe makes the best koshari this side of Cairo.”

      

      They travelled for another few hours. Georgette chatting all the while so that Nathaniel felt sure his ears began to ache. She’d laid bare all the evidence she’d been busy acquiring over the last year or so. Possibly more. She’d been open about her endeavours to uncover the mystery of one prophecy or another, as she insisted on calling it. “The final reckoning.”

      Though there were parts of her story that remained sealed in mystery. Like why she was so unafraid of him, and how she’d found out about vampires and the likes of Amynta and Schleck in the first place. There were secrets buried deep within Georgette’s prattle that remained hidden when he probed her mind with his own.

      “Do you know Gavius?” Georgette asked.

      A rush of nostalgia gripped Nathaniel as he recalled his old friend. “Yes.”

      “You’ve read his treatise on Dark Ones?”

      Nathaniel stifled a smirk. “No.”

      “It was through him I first learned of the prophecy. Well, he was the one who began to piece it all together. The clues from the bible, from the Dead Sea Scrolls, from ancient hidden tombs. From all sorts of sources. The End of Days has a meaning. It means something after all.”

      Nathaniel scoffed. “Means something… Didn’t I convince you before? You rats are something else. There’s over seven billion of you on this planet now. You do realise that? And yet you foolishly believe when something happens, that it has to ‘mean something’, like the entire universe has been created for one individual in one moment of time. Can’t you see how foolish that is?”

      Georgette gave a bemused smirk. “Of course I do. But I am not talking of such folly now. I know I am meaningless as far as the universe is concerned, and I have no issue with it. I rather enjoy being meaningless.”

      Nathaniel scowled at her.

      “But this is not to do with me. This is to do with life. It is an end-of-days prophecy and it is about to play out!”

      A stab of pain shot through his core, as the tug pulled with a strong wrench. Nathaniel cried out and flung a hand to his stomach. His fangs extended for a second before the panic subsided.

      “What is it?” Georgette looked at him with alarm.

      “Stop the car,” Nathaniel hissed.

      “Why?”

      “Just stop the damn car.”

      Georgette slowed and turned the car off the road. Outside was nothing but rocks and desert and a charcoal sky scudded with clouds. The moon glowed in a halo of gold in the east.

      Nathaniel got out of the car.

      “Where are you going?” Georgette asked as she grabbed her over-shoulder bag and followed. Her heavy steps on the road ringing like thunder in his ears.

      “You have the lance?” Nathaniel asked, his hand clutching the pull in his abdomen.

      “Oui, in my bag.” She was nibbling another damn strawberry.

      “Good. We go on foot.”

      “Into the desert?”

      “Try to keep up.”

      

      Georgette had no trouble keeping up. For a big woman she was remarkably fit. Though she slowed often enough to rummage for a strawberry in her bag, or a drink of water. The woman was a walking food storage unit.

      She was noisy though, and if it wasn’t her heavy steps and cinnamon-scented breath assaulting Nathaniel’s delicate hearing it was her voice with her never-ending prattle. He had a mind to end her noisy life right here in the desert so that he could finally get his much-valued peace and face whatever was to come without being irritated. But Amynta had valued Georgette for a reason, and he would find out why. She could be used for some kind of leverage even, and Nathaniel would walk away from this end-of-days scenario. If nothing else, she would be good for a feed if he needed it. No, he wouldn’t kill her. Not yet anyway. He walked ahead to get some space between them, though, unbelievably, her prattle didn’t stop and he realised Georgette was talking through her theories to no one but herself, only stopping now and then to throw another cinnamon-dusted strawberry in her gob.

      He touched the lance wound on his arm. The blood now seeped through the bandage. He would need nourishment sooner than normal.

      “Aghhhhhhh!”

      Nathaniel spun, his eyes morphing to hunting vision. Georgette was screaming as two shadows attacked her. Powering his legs he flew to her in one long leap. But by the time he’d landed on his two feet as soft as a cat, Georgette seemed to have the situation under control.

      She’d thrown some object from her huge shoulder bag and the acrid stench in the air told Nathaniel exactly what it was – holy water. She must’ve had an infinite supply of the stuff. The shadows were vampires, Young Ones, a woman and a man. Next Georgette pulled a stake and charged a vampire with it, roaring in one long bellow as she plunged the thing into the vampire’s chest. It exploded into blood and ash, which fell all over Georgette.

      Nathaniel turned to take care of the other one, but Georgette was already on him, her arm wielding another weapon, the lance, its gold resembled an orange flame in the weak moonlight. She sliced the Young One’s throat and he fell to the ground, gagging and drowning on his own blood which spewed forth. The wound, like Nathaniel’s small cut, never healing.

      “Georgette,” Nathaniel said, astounded at the words about to leave his mouth. “Are you all right?”

      Georgette looked at him, her breath fast, but she gave him a smile. “Oui, Monsieur. It seems someone is trying to stop us. Shall we continue?”
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      In the dream, Asha weeps over the prostrate form of her lover, the pharaoh, who bears a mysterious and fatal illness. His skin is grey, his eyes yellow. With every new day his weakness grows, and he takes another step toward death. But Asha’s resolve is not broken. The sycophants who seek to wrest power hover too close to her lover now. But in the deep hours of night, Asha makes her way to the pharaoh’s chambers and curls up beside her lover.

      “What if I told you of a way for us to be together, forever in eternity. You may die in this life, but I have made a promise to deliver our souls to one who will ensure our never-ending life together.”

      The pharaoh’s eyes open, and his lips move. “Let it be so.”
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        * * *

      

      For once when I open my eyes the dream remains. My heart lurches at the thought of Asha losing her lover. I yearn to help her, to help their love.

      In the next moment I think of my own lover and a smile returns to my face. I long to see him. It has only been a few hours, but I want to touch him, to breathe in his scent.

      I stand and dress and note the splatters of blood on the bedsheets. Increasingly I find it difficult to restrain myself when I feed from him. His blood is like a drug and I am an addict. I yearn for it.

      The familiar thread of concern winds its way through my mind, but if Michael has suffered from the loss of blood it doesn’t show. Quite the opposite in fact. I reach for him with my mind and a small flutter of alarm flourishes when I realise something is wrong.

      I pace to the window and open the shutter, but a bloom of dull daylight penetrates and scorches my skin sending a spiral of smoke up through the cabin. I gasp and close the shutter, shaking my hand. The burn heals in seconds and after a minute it’s as though I had never been burned at all.

      It is strange that I have not slept through the day. Usually, my body wakes of its own accord near dusk. But it is not yet dusk. The pressure that pulls at me tugs so strongly I double over and clutch my abdomen. This time it does hurt, the pain isn’t a bad one, but it is a pain nevertheless and it entices me inland. It is time to leave the river and go into the desert.

      I reach for Michael once again. He is troubled still. Some other essence intercepts his, and its familiarity is a concern. I clench my jaw. Amynta.

      I nearly bound out of the cabin and up the steps to the main deck, but the daylight bounces through the passage from outside and I am immediately weakened.

      I look at my hand again. The pain when the light burns is strong. As painful as any burn I experienced as a human – more so, for my flesh actually catches fire. But I wonder at a certain possibility. How long could I traverse the outside world in daylight before I burned to nothing but ash. Perhaps I could make it to the upper deck where I know Michael lurks. Perhaps I could survive long enough to assess the situation and to ensure Michael is safe from all danger.

      I turn to face the door to the outer deck, and make up my mind to try, but at the very moment the cabin door opens and Michael stands before me, daylight caresses him and he shines like a star. I watch him for a second before my skin begins to scald all over and I throw my hands in front of me and scream.

      “Emma!” Michael rushes forward and shuts the door. The pain subsides immediately. “What are you doing here? Let’s get you back into the cabin.”

      His picks me up and I am surprised by his strength. Has he always been so strong? I marvel at the way he walks so swiftly with me in his arms; how he places me so gently on the bed, without a hint of exertion.

      I look up at him to smile, thinking momentarily that we should forget all our troubles and resume our lovemaking. Flashes from the dream recur and lifts my mood.

      But all my anxiety rises when I see the concern on his face. The fear emanates from him and that, blended with his tantalising scent makes my front teeth extend automatically. I clench my jaw hard.

      “Michael, what’s wrong?” I manage to ask.

      He breathes hard. “Amynta. She has paid another visit.”

      

      Michael was right, of course. Attempting to make our way across the desert during the daylight was a foolish notion. We no longer had access to the riding gear of Amynta’s that had protected me when we fled from Greece, riding in the dawn to the ferry. It hadn’t taken much for Michael to convince me to wait for the sunset. But the pull within me continued to cause pain, and my hunger grew with each renewed tug. With nothing else to do we spent the afternoon making love. It helped to keep the strange tug at bay, to stop the rising urge to leave the boat and race inland to an unknown place and whatever it was that awaited me.

      Once again our passions were desperate, and we made love over and again in the dim cabin. I fed on Michael's blood of course. It has quickly become a habit that neither of us can resist. I know it is wrong, that it will only lead to pain – or death for Michael – we know this from Nathaniel’s diary and the other ancient texts we’ve read, but still it is impossible to resist the temptation to feel the ecstasy of the act.

      “Which way, Emma?” Michael has stopped walking and looks at me.

      I pause my reverie to survey the surrounds. The stars above shine bright through a scattering of cloud. The moon is a half one and rises toward its apex, the cloud creating a halo around it. We’ve been walking at a quick pace, so quick I’ve been expecting Michael to tire. But we’ve been travelling for over four hours now and he has not hesitated once. His breath is regular, and his essence is strong. Once again, I am surprised by his vigour. The loss of blood has had no apparent effect on him and it buoys my hope for his constitution.

      “Emma?” he asks again and steam flows from his mouth.

      I concentrate, and the pull returns like a punch in the gut; I double over with the pain.

      “Emma?” Michael races to me and holds my shoulders. “Does it hurt?”

      “It’s fine,” I croak. “Straight ahead. Keep going,” I say as I stand and take a stumbling step forward.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. We must keep going. The pain will fade. Let’s go.”

      Michael nods, but gives me one more lingering glance before continuing our trek through the desert.

      I tear my eyes from the golden aura that surrounds him in pulsating light and return to wrap my mind in thought.

      After our lovemaking, we both slept for an hour or so, and more dreams of Asha filled my mind. The dreams are not entirely coherent, but I believe I still grasp the main thread. The old hag – the wise woman from Asha’s tribe saved the pharaoh. I can only think of her whispering and her odd movements over the cauldron that bubbled above the flames as some strange spell. And indeed such magic didn’t come cost-free.

      “The gods require tribute, too,” the old woman had uttered over the flames; the shadows danced a giddy movement on her face, making her wrinkles deeper, and sinister.

      And Asha had agreed to all her demands, promising her soul to a hungry power. The pharaoh was healed, and the people praised Asha, calling her ‘gifted one’. She was elevated to Hathor’s first priestess.

      A shout breaks my reverie. I narrow my eyes and gaze ahead. Two shadowy figures lurch toward Michael.

      “Who are you?” I hear Michael shout, and the fear in his voice is unmistakeable.

      Without thought, I run then leap to fly through the air and land by the first shadow – a vampire, even younger than me by the whiff of fresh death on his skin. He has fully transformed and his fangs glint in the moonlight.

      “And here she is.” His voice gravelly.

      “She must die.” The other is also a young vampire, also transformed.

      “You take him, I’ll take her,” the first vampire growls back.

      Anger boils in my blood and my own transformation takes mere seconds to complete. The veins in my arm and hand bulge like purple threads, my speed is so quick I barely see the punch I throw. When it connects with the vampire’s head,  the noise is like quick thunder in an angry sky – it cracks and rolls forever. The vampire is thrown back, and his scream joins the thunder. But Michael’s fear is my lone concern and I turn and rush to his rescue.

      High in the air, I arc toward the moon and notice something shift across its face. A wisp of cloud perhaps, or mist, before I lurch back to the earth toward Michael.  He crouches over the young vamp, holding him in place with his foot. Even in my rage I have the soundness of mind to wonder at the possibility. How is it that Michael, a mortal, has the physical strength to hold a vampire in place? As I land  and prepare to lunge at the vampire and tear out his throat, I recoil.

      Michael plunges a wooden stake in the vampire. The vamp explodes in a rush of blood and dust, just as Vincent had in Greece.

      My mouth opens. “Again?”

      “Again,” Michael says before he looks beyond my shoulder.

      I turn; the second vampire is fading into the distance.

      “Get him,” Michael says.

      I don’t waste a second and sprint toward the Young One, and smell his fear.

      I grab the vampire’s shoulders and spin him round. To my surprise Michael is right behind me. He is nearly as fast as me it seems, and again I take a moment to wonder at the impossibility of such a thing.

      “Hold him there,” Michael says as he grips the stake before him. The tip is dripping in blood.

      Michael turns his face to the vampire who wrestles against my hold. But I am too strong for him. He is too young, and I am at least tenfold stronger. This must be how Nathaniel feels with all his strength. All his power.

      “Who sent you?” Michael asks.

      The vampire’s eyes are black voids. His fangs remain fully extended and the talons in his fingers are black and long. He growls, what is meant to be a laugh, and says only. “You were supposed to guard your heart. Now it is too late for that.”

      Michael frowns and scowls back at the vampire. “Who sent you?”

      Again the vampire laughs. “You may as well kill me. For you’ll never get that information, Priest.”

      Michael flicks his gaze to me. “Emma, can you read him?”

      “I don’t know. Can a vampire read another’s mind?”

      “Try.”

      With a nod, I grip the vamp’s shoulders tight and close my eyes, reaching my thoughts toward him. All at once I sense a multitude of things. Emotions raw and disordered assault my mind. I dig deeper, searching for the source of this one's seeking. And then I see it. Or rather, I see him. Standing there with that condescending look on his craggy face.

      I open my eyes.

      Michael watches me. “Well?”

      “The monk sent him. Sent them both to kill us.”

      Michael nods then with a quick movement the stake flashes in his hand and he stabs the vampire in the chest. Blood and dust explode once more, and I stand there clutching the air.

      “Gerold?” I stutter. “What does he want?”

      “I don’t know,” Michael says. “But I don’t think it’s good.”

      A rolling boom echoes in the distance, and a splotch of something wet hits my cheek.

      “Did you feel that?”

      “Yes,” Michael said, his voice uneasy. “Rain in the desert. What next?”
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      Hieroglyphs from a secret cave west of Thebes
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        * * *

      

      Michael tried to think as they walked the desert, but the tingling in his hands had become sharp pin pricks that assaulted his entire being and made thinking difficult. The rain came faster, making their approach more slippery. Those vampires were sent by Gerold to stop them, kill them. Michael recalled the message from the demon’s possession of Kallum, “You must go back the way you have come. Go no further if you want to live.”

      It was too coincidental. Gerold was somehow deeply involved in what was about to play out. The thought sent a chill through him. The monk had powers, but would he use them for good or evil?

      Above, the clouds streamed in the sky, casting the halfmoon, seen now and then through the breaks in cloud, in a golden halo of light. Thunder rumbled at odd intervals as rain fell evenly around them. Michael had thought Emma would stop them at the tomb of the Pharaoh Mentuhotep in the famous Theban Necropolis. Emma’s dreams had given her the pharaoh’s name, Asha’s lover. But Emma had virtually ignored the magnificent temples that seemed carved into the very cliffs beyond, and they climbed on, into the desert.

      They soon found another opening into a long-forgotten cave.

      Michael adjusted his glasses as they hurried through the narrow passageway, though the slick rocks made hurrying difficult. They entered the dark tunnel, the entrance of what he suspected was another ancient tomb. They’d come across this cave mere minutes after dusting themselves off from the scuffle with the two vampires, Emma declaring they were close.

      Lightning struck nearby and cast blue light on the rocky passage that now opened up into a vast cavern-like chamber. Two oil lanterns burned along the back wall highlighting the cave drawings and Michael’s fingers pricked with renewed vigour. Someone had been here. Someone waited for them.

      “Where are we?” he whispered to Emma and his voice echoed quietly back to him.

      “A tomb I think.”

      “Is this the end?”

      Emma’s eyes were wide as she clutched her stomach. “Yes. This is where I must be.” She strode the short distance to the flickering sconces and placed a hand on the ancient artwork on the wall.

      “My god,” Emma whispered. “These are old.”

      Michael followed her lead and stepped over to gain a closer look at the images – ancient symbols and hieroglyphs seemed to tell a story. “Who lit these lanterns?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” Emma didn’t seem to care either. Her face was mere inches from the wall, following the line of the illustrations.

      Michael took a step back to better see the work as a whole. It was a strange scene. A man, no, a corpse lay at the centre while a woman stood by, her hands cast in the air, as though weaving some strange magic above the prostrate body.

      “This is amazing.” Emma’s mouth hung open as she stepped with superhuman swiftness to every part of the drawings. She’d grown more interested in the world around her, Michael noted, since she had been feeding on him. More like her human self, or so it seemed.

      Michael stepped beside her, his hands buzzing ever more intensely as he too studied the walls. “These images, they seem to be telling some kind of story.”

      “It’s a spell,” Emma whispered.

      “Spell?”

      “For the pharaoh who would have been entombed here. In the afterlife he would have awoken to these images, meant for his eyes only and he would need to put the messages together so that his soul could carry forth to beyond.”

      “These people, they’re like angels,” Michael said, tracing a shaking finger along the outline of one of the golden figures. “It reminds me of some biblical themes.”

      “Yes, the archangels.” Emma frowned as she pointed a finger. “Or something else? They seem to be killing these people, not saving them.”

      The prickling in Michael’s hands intensified. “You’re right. In Gavius’ book he spoke of a reckoning and something about Seth.”

      “Seth,” Emma muttered. “God of Chaos.”

      Michael opened his mouth to ask what it could mean when he felt another presence, dark and distinct in the chamber. He sucked in his breath and turned with a start to face whoever now entered. Sure enough another lurked by the entrance. Michael’s lips curled into a snarl and he took a protective step toward Emma. “What are you doing here?”

      A low, almost guttural laugh emanated from the monk and mingled with the rumble of thunder. He seemed at once taller, older, darker than before. And in the chamber’s dim light his eyes glowed a distinct dark red.

      “You wish to know more about these? These read ‘Ashayet’.” Gerold threw a hand toward the hieroglyphs below a flickering lamp. The thin smile on his lined face made Michael’s stomach churn. There was evil in that smile. “You’re quite right. They are significant, more so than you could know. Some have tried to comprehend the clues, such as these, passed down to mortals.” The monk shrugged. “There’ve been many tales told with different threads of colour, but the story is the same. These drawings represent a prophecy, alluded to in the bible, and many other texts throughout mortal history, though no one has interpreted it accurately. These figures,” Gerold had stepped along the wall and pointed. “They are not angels, but something we know as angelspawn.”

      A bolt of electricity sparked through Michael’s entire being and he let go a gasp.

      “You know of what I speak? Perhaps you’ve heard the word before from certain sources?”

      Michael’s eyes narrowed on the monk. “What is angelspawn?”

      “With good fortune, you will find out directly, though it will be to your detriment.”

      Noises echoed through the passage and Michael turned to the entryway. Shadows formed before six figures entered and stood before them in the flickering lantern light.

      “Colleagues,” Gerold said with his hand extended. “Enter, our work is about to come to fruition.”

      A hiss sounded by Michael’s side. Emma lurched toward the newly arrived, her mouth curled in a snarl.

      The big man, Victor snarled back and took a threatening step closer.

      Laughter emanated and Amynta, her hair even redder in the dim lantern light, strode toward them, a silver net strung over her arms. “You have brought her. Well done, priest.”

      Emma hissed and scowled once more, and Michael put his arms up. “No, don’t do this.”

      Then everything happened at once. Schleck came out from the shadows and aimed a gun at Emma, it fired and she fell to the ground and Amynta threw the silver netting over Emma, her flesh singeing instantly.

      “What are you doing?” Michael screamed. “Leave her alone.”

      But Victor had snuck up and held Michael’s buzzing arms behind him. Try as he might, there was no coming away from the strong grip of the new vampire.

      “Don’t touch her!” Michael shouted in vain.

      “Shhhh,” Amynta soothed. “It is done. You have played your part perfectly, priest.” She nodded toward Emma and her red hair gleamed. “She will be used along with the others for the ritual that is to play out.”

      “What ritual?”

      “The prophecy,” Gerold stepped forward holding something in his hands – an object that glinted dully in the light. “And this is the beginning. Tonight you shall help us destroy an ancient foe.” He stood an inch away from Michael, their gaze level. The monk had grown taller somehow. The lines in his craggy face were deeper, darker. He raised his arms and put a chain over Michael’s head. The pendant that hung on the chain was some kind of metal circle, with concentric patterns. An ancient relic of some kind.

      “What is it?” Michael asked as he eyed the thing that now hung about his neck.

      “A talisman,” Gerold answered, his dark eyes glinting. “I must neutralise your gift.”

      Michael grew aware of his body then. The prickling had disappeared. His link with the cosmos shut down. He suddenly felt his exhaustion in full. This trinket had cut him off. He tugged his arms, but with his gift shut down, Victor’s grip felt even stronger than before. “What will you do with her?”

      Amynta’s laughter was grating. “There’s the rub, my poor innocent priest. You see, it wasn’t Emma we were after.” She stepped toward him to take Gerold’s place. The smirk on her face did nothing to assuage the frustration that filled him. “It was you I needed here all along. You have the blood of the Sanguis Sicarri, my friend, and as much as it pains me to abuse a fellow slayer, I’m afraid I must consider the greater good. You will be sacrificed, Michael, but know that in doing so you will save the lives of thousands, millions in fact.”

      Michael’s heart pounded hard, and he wished desperately to access his gift.

      “We need you to help us kill Asha. Once we trap her, we will have access to the vial of blood around her throat. If she swallows it, her darkness will be destroyed, as too will all the shadows of that darkness. In short, every single vampire she has ever made shall return to their mortal forms and fade away.”

      “Why do you need me for that?”

      “Sanguis Sicarii hold a taint in our blood that is at once irresistible and lethal to vampires. Drink enough, and the Dark One will experience unrestrained power for a short time, but in the end, they will die. Asha will be here soon. She believes she is about to watch a certain prophecy play out, in which her long lost lover…” Amynta waved toward an altar of some kind near the back of the circular cavern. “The Pharaoh Mentuhotep, will arise to walk the Earth once more, with her forever at his side. We will offer you as his first feed, and he will be so desirous of blood he will not stop until you are nearly spent, and having fed so enthusiastically from a Sanguis Sicarri, his own death will quickly follow. Asha will be so caught up in her grief we will easily restrain her and force feed her that vial at her throat, and then, my dear priest, Asha and every vampire she ever made will die.”

      Michael gaped. Amynta, Gerold and Schleck all wore looks of self-satisfaction on their smug faces. Beyond them stood a handful of vampires, all dressed in a black kind of militia uniform. “These vampires you have, they’re under your control?”

      A shadow of doubt seemed to cross Amynta’s face for once as she glanced at Schleck.

      “They are,” Schleck spoke. “I have perfected the technique and they are loyal to us.”

      Michael returned his gaze to Amynta. “If you’re Sanguis Sicarri, why don’t you offer yourself as sacrifice?”

      That shadow returned to Amynta’s eyes.

      “She can’t,” a whisper from the floor answered. Emma was visibly in pain under that netting, but she turned her head now to look at Amynta. “She’s been drinking vampire blood. They all have, I can smell it.”

      Michael swallowed deeply. “So it has destroyed your gift?”

      There was a definite look of regret on Amynta’s face now.

      “It explains your strength I suppose.”

      “It does no such thing.” Amynta scowled. “Sanguis Sicarrii are gifted with superhuman strength.”

      “They are,” Gerold spoke. “Though only once they have offered their blood to their first vampire victim, that’s when their true power is triggered, though other gifts may present themselves before this time.”

      Nausea swirled in Michael’s stomach and a dizziness settled in his head as he looked at Emma once more. Her eyes were closed. Had she passed out from the pain? Was she dreaming again? How much of his blood had she consumed? Enough to kill her? “What will you do with Emma?”

      Gerold took another step. “Oh she will be used with the other Young Ones.”

      “Others?”

      Gerold gave another smirk as he lifted his arm to indicate the cavern. Michael now noticed that a number of vampires had been filing into the space. Perhaps a dozen of them stood like zombies, as though waiting for their orders.

      “As Amynta explained, Asha has her own plans. She thinks she will be raising her lover, the Pharaoh Mentuhotep, and she needs vampire blood to do it. Emma’s blood will do nicely.”

      “Yes,” Amynta said, her smile returned. “We will allow Asha her games, for a time, so that she may be adequately fooled and better poised to fall for our trap. Then she, and all vampire, will regain their mortality, and die.”

      “Mon Dieu!” It was Schleck’s voice that echoed around the cavern. “What’s that?”

      “It’s time!” Gerold said as his eyes followed the direction in which Schleck was pointing.

      Michael also turned to stare. There at the cavern’s entrance a thick cloud of mist was moving at a slow pace. Through the passage and above them until it came to hover over the altar.

      Gerold was smiling a sinister grin. “It is time.”
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      Nathaniel kept daydreaming as he marched ever on, zombie style. He couldn’t help it. The closer he got, the stronger the pull, the more the reveries set on him. Dreams filled him – Asha’s story playing out in in his mind’s eye.

      She was a priestess of death, and her lover the pharaoh had died after a year and a day, just as the wise woman said he would. But his blood had changed form in that time, and after he was taken through the death rites, he would rise again. Immortal.

      Ashayet prepared for his rise. She would be there to greet him when he returned. His tomb was an impressive structure and appeared as though it had sprung forth from the cliffs beyond. A fine tomb for any king, though it would be his tomb for a short time only.

      Nathaniel.

      He flinched. Was it Asha herself who had called to him in his dream state? His heart quickened in his chest. Nathaniel frowned. That couldn’t be right. He hadn’t felt a pulse in centuries.

      Nathaniel.

      In his dream he turned.

      “Nathaniel!”

      He was wrenched back to reality as the echoes of his name bounced around the rocky valley he stood in. Above, the halfmoon glowed an eerie yellow beyond the screen of clouds, and the rain teemed down. Lightning turned the world to white and the shadows crouched ahead on the ground were clear to see.

      “Nathaniel!”

      He frowned and focused his gaze. “Georgette?”

      Suddenly he came to his senses. Georgette grappled with a Young One. Lightning struck again, and something glinted as Georgette raised her arm heavenward then thrust it down, slicing the vampire’s neck. Blood spewed forth and finally with the stench of new vampire blood filling the air, Nathaniel found his legs and flew forward, ripping the Young One away from Georgette.

      But the Young One, a woman, was dying. Or seemed to be. She had no strength. She was limp and powerless as he let go his grip, and she fell from his arms.

      “Nice of you to help,” Georgette said as she caught her breath. Her hair lacked frizz for once and fell limp around her shoulders, saturated. “What were you doing?”

      Nathaniel stared at her. As usual Georgette held no fear, only frustration, probably on account of him. She was shaking her head but gradually her expression changed to one of surprise, shock even, her mouth opening wide, her eyes too.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Georgette threw the lance down. Something was wrong. It seemed to be glowing. He narrowed his eyes on it. It was definitely glowing.

      “It’s hot!” Georgette said, as she looked at the vampire she’d slain.

      Nathaniel stepped closer. The Young One lay still on the ground. A dark purple puddle had formed where her blood pooled out from the slice in her neck, mixing with the teeming rain.

      “She’s not healing,” Georgette said.

      “No.”

      He stalked closer to the lance. It no longer glowed. He touched it. It was warm beneath his fingertips, not hot, but it had always felt warm to him. Such a welcome feeling, so very different to silver, and other such unpleasantries.

      The tug returned, and he yelped as he doubled over, this time in pain.

      “Nathaniel? What is it?”

      He stumbled to his feet. “This way,” he croaked before moving on.

      “Wait,” Georgette said.

      He heard her heavy steps sloshing through the puddles as she followed. In another handful of minutes his mouth fell open as they arrived at a place he’d never before seen but knew to be his destination.

      Georgette’s breaths sounded behind him. “What is it?”

      A movement caught his eye. He grabbed Georgette’s shoulder and forced her to crouch with him behind a boulder. He still possessed enough of his own mind to be wary, though for how much longer he did not know.

      “What?” she hissed, frowning at him.

      He held a finger to his lips and motioned for her to look beyond the boulder. ‘Carefully’, he mouthed.

      They both stuck their heads out. Two vampires stumbled by, quickly followed by three more. Nathaniel held his hand on Georgette’s arm to stop the French woman from doing something stupid. He noticed then that she held the lance. She must have picked it up before following him.

      In another moment there were so many vampires forming an irregular queue into the cavern, they were impossible to count.

      “What’s going on?” Georgette whispered.

      “I don’t know, but they look like mindless zombies.”

      Then the tug grew stronger once more and Nathaniel winced with the pain.

      “Mon Dieu,” Georgette hissed. “What is that?” Georgette faced south with her mouth open her finger pointed. Nathaniel manage to stifle the pain to look up.

      There in the stormy air a cloud of mist, or fog, moved like a slow-winding serpent, weaving through the rain and into the passage. The vampires moaned as it touched them and raised their hands as though in adulation. The tug came again as the mist moved over Nathaniel, along with insight.

      He snatched the lance from Georgette and marched forward. “I must go to her.”
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      I dream of Asha with her lover, both newly awakened as Dark Ones. The pharaoh’s first action was to turn Ashayet to be like him – vampire. Together they ruled the night for a century, terrifying thousands, before Asha’s lover faced death once more.

      One night, a different victim came unto their path. A plain young woman lacking beauty and wit, but her blood was richer than any other, irresistible. Mentuhotep drained the human in one deathly feed. That night he was invincible. Flying through the sky, seeing at once the thoughts of thousands. Transforming into any number of entities – wolf, bat, even mist.

      But the second night, Asha woke beside him to find her lover dead. His skin already turning to dust at the slightest touch.

      Asha roared a scream so loud it shook the cavern in which they had slept. She prayed to every one of the gods, as well as Seth and the demons as she held the bones of her lover in her arms. And when the Lord of Chaos did eventually appear, she promised all he asked…
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        * * *

      

      My first awareness as I wake is the burn from the netting and the bullet still buried in my thigh. I feel pain, but not as much as I should, and I know why.

      Michael.

      He is Sanguis Sicarri. His blood will feed and invigorate me, make me stronger, just as it did to Mentuhotep – right before it kills me.

      I blink as I take in the meaning from the dream, finding myself on the ground by the altar at the back of the cavern. It is the cavern from the dream. This is the place Mentuhotep faced his second death.

      I lift my head to better see. A stream of vampires enter the cavern in a trance-like state. A strange mist weaves through the passage and swirls throughout the cavern, and the tug within me finally seems to die.

      This is the place.

      This is the time.

      The monk stands in front of the altar, his hands in the air, his eyes closed, whispering a language too ancient, and of which I have no knowledge.

      Schleck is right behind him. Her eyes watching everything at once. Her hand on her gun that rests halfway out of its holster by her side. I can smell the vampire blood in her. She has taken it to strengthen and heal her injuries, and to help her control her army of Young Ones. Nathaniel’s blood emanates from her too. I look for my maker as the mist thickens, but do not see him among the vampire faces still filling the cavern.

      My eyes find Amynta who also reeks of vampire blood. She, too, has been taking it to better track the likes of me. Her motivations have been finally laid bare. She wanted him from the start. Not me. It was Michael she needed to help her kill Asha and her lover, once he rises for the third and final time.

      But when Asha dies, so too will her progeny. I will die regardless of Michael’s blood.

      I don’t care for myself. I only care for Michael. He is crouched on the ground behind Amynta. The hulking form of Victor stands guard behind him. Michael’s hands are tied behind his back, but his beautiful blue eyes watch only me. He shakes his head gently and I know what he wants to say to me. ‘Don’t try anything, Emma. Don’t risk your life to save me.’ I read his mind in an instant. Even with all the pain as a distraction. His blood has given me such power.

      Gerold’s chanting grows in volume and echoes through the dim space and the mist had thickened as though a heavy fog fills the cavern. A vortex begins swirling above the altar and whips up a breeze which grows ever stronger. In a few seconds a veritable tornado seems to churn in the centre of the cavern and dust stings my raw skin. The sconces are extinguished.

      “Gerold!” Amynta’s voice cuts through the maelstrom and the moaning of the vampires who seem to have picked up Gerold’s strange chant. “What’s happening?”

      “She comes!” Gerold’s voice booms with some kind of unnatural authority and echoes off the walls. The vortex grows in speed and strength and the mist forms a dense shape before I am forced to shut my eyes for all the dust.

      Gerold’s voice amplifies further still. It booms and echoes around the confines of the cavern. Other voices join in on the chant – Schleck’s one of them.

      Finally, the wind dies and I open my eyes to see something that makes my jaw drop. There on the altar stands a woman. In the flashes of light that spiral through from the storm Asha is visible – beautiful and terrifying. She wears a black corset and skirt, in the medieval style and a red vial sits at her throat, it seems to glow and even pulse in the dim light of the cavern.

      The woman smiles as she raises her hand to click her fingers, and every lantern in the chamber comes to life casting a golden hue on her beauty. A beauty as rare as rain in the desert. “My children,” her voice is deep and sonorous, and holds an accent at once puzzling. “It is a wondrous event we are to witness this night. I am Ashayet, your mother and maker, and tonight we shall raise one of our own from the dead.”
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      The Scrolls of Azazel – The Final Reckoning

      And the blood of the dead will bring new life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Michael crouched on the cool ground, the binds still cutting into the flesh of his wrists secured at his back. The heightened energy he’d experienced over the last few days had now turned to lethargy, and he felt every strain and discomfort in his aching body. With an effort he’d got to his knees to better see the unbelievable scene playing out before him.

      Asha stood on the altar-like rock at the back of the cavern. A number of boulders were hunched around the space, but the block of stone she stood upon had been carved with various engravings etched deep into the surface. Her black hair gleamed in the dim light. Her beauty was impossible to deny, and Michael kept returning his gaze to take in the sheer delight of her form. But hers was a dangerous beauty, and he forced his eyes away every time.

      Brother Gerold stood before her, his arms rising higher as he spoke. “Ashayet, it is I, Azazel. I have been your faithful servant since you gave of your soul to our Lord. I have prepared all that is necessary for the reawakening of your lover, the Pharaoh Mentuhotep.”

      “Who the fuck is Azazel?” It was Amynta who cut through the groans of the vampires.

      Gerold looked over, momentarily surprised before his face reclaimed his usual calm. “My dear Amynta, I suppose we shouldn’t drag out the inevitable. Alas, you’ve been quite the fool these past few decades. I am not the person you have thought me to be, a Sanguis Sicarri like yourself. My role is not to slay vampires, no. It is to assure their restitution.” Gerold’s eyes were glowing more than before, and his voice boomed louder.

      Michael longed to release his hands so that he could take the damned talisman off. He turned his head, but Victor stood like a mountain behind him, though he now seemed as zombified as the others.

      Amynta was yelling at Gerold. “…A lie? Everything we’ve done to bring about this moment?” The slayer thrust her arm at Asha. “To bring her downfall?”

      Gerold was shaking his head. “What a fool you’ve been. If only our dear leader, the indefatigable Dux could have been here to eat her pride too. Alas, it isn’t to be. Still, we have you, my dear.” Gerold paused to snap his fingers. “Jeanette. Bind her.”

      Schleck moved quickly and gestured to two vampires, both young men, one blond with a broad nose, the other dark and bearded. They wore the black uniform that seemed to mark them as belonging to Amynta, or perhaps it was Schleck who owned them. They moved with speed to grab Amynta from behind. The slayer snarled and lashed out, but Schleck and the others teamed up against her, and they quickly subdued Amynta and tied her arms and legs so that she lay in a huddle on the floor.

      Michael turned to look at Emma again, but her gaze was squarely on Asha who now addressed the waiting vampires.

      “My children,” she said as she thrust her arms in the air and once again a wind whipped up, and thunder rumbled. “The time has come for you to give of your gift of immortality. And the dead will bring new life!”

      “And the dead will bring new life!” Gerold took up the chant and the zombie-like vampires repeated it.

      “Gerold, you fucker!” Amynta again. She heaved and thrusted against her binds. Schleck slapped her face, hard, and the slayer fell backwards.

      Michael returned his attention to the back of the cavern. Asha floated, literally floated to the ground and stood behind the altar, her hands running over the markings – deep engravings from an ancient time. Asha’s mouth seemed to be moving, as though she read the inscriptions there – Michael guessed the engravings were a language of some kind. Hieroglyphs perhaps.

      “The dead will bring new life,” Gerold’s voice was booming once again and so too were the flat discordant words of the vampires.

      Asha was smiling as she also spoke the words, her own voice mixing with the din now pulsating along the cavern’s walls. The cacophony built with the rising wind and then Asha opened her mouth and sang a high-pitched ululation that made Michael want to thrust his hands up to his ears. There was so much in that cry – grief, pain, terror. The raw emotions vibrated and ricocheted along his nerve endings.

      Her cry reverberated again and again until it finally came to an abrupt halt and Michael opened his eyes.

      Asha touched the top of the tomb and the whole thing fell apart at the seams, tumbling to a pile of rubble and dust.

      “The dead will bring new life,” the zombified vampires moaned.

      Michael narrowed his eyes on what was the tomb. The dust settled slowly and there on the floor by Asha’s feet was a skeleton. The bones had turned to petrified ebony, and dust caked along the spaces, but it was recognizable – a human skeleton. The head was bent back, the mouth gaped wide as though screaming with pain.

      “Jesus,” Michael whispered. So that was her lover.

      “Azazel!” Asha cried.

      “I am here,” Gerold said.

      Michael licked his dry lips. Azazel was a fallen angel. A demon. A rush of heat flushed through Michael’s entire being and his palm itched to be laid on the monk’s forehead, to begin the incantation to send him back to hell. His blood also warmed with anger. How could he allow a demon to fool him? How was it even possible he could take corporeal form for so long?

      “It is time to nourish my lover and replenish his form,” Asha’s voice cut through Michael’s thoughts.

      “Let it begin.” The monk turned to Schleck and ordered her to, “Bring them forth, one at a time beginning with the newly turned.”

      Schleck stepped to a nearby vampire, a young man. She clasped his shoulder and led him toward Asha and the skeleton.

      “The sacred lance,” Asha said in a loud voice. “Bring it to me.”

      Michael frowned. “The lance?” he whispered. Georgette had carried the ancient artefact and a sickness gripped his stomach. Please, don’t let Georgette be here.

      But a new voice cried out from behind. “It is here, my Lady.”

      Michael turned. Victor was right behind him but he still wore that look of zombification like the others. Michael leaned to the left to get a better look, and Victor didn’t seem to notice. Holding his breath Michael took a risk as he got to his feet and made a small sideways step. Still Victor didn’t notice, and that’s when Michael spotted the vampire.

      He had long black hair past his shoulders. He was handsome and stood with assurance. His dark eyes were almost black, and a look of fervour burned within them.

      Nathaniel.

      “Nathaniel,” Asha’s tone grew sultry. “Bring it to me.”

      Michael’s breaths came faster. To see the vampire responsible for turning Emma… Here was the monster, the reason for Michael being here at all. Once again, his hands itched, this time with the desire to punch something.

      “At once, my lady,” Nathaniel responded, the fevered look in his eye intensifying. He strode forward with the lance held high, coming so close Michael could reach out and take it from him. Or reach out and connect a fist with that arrogant face, if his hands weren’t bound behind him.

      Michael focused on the lance. The gold casing around the blade almost seemed to glow with its own light. Nathaniel moved on and the desire to take the lance died as Nathaniel came to a stop before the skeleton, going to his knees, and holding the lance aloft.

      “You are and always have been my most faithful servant.” Asha smiled down at him as she stepped around the rubble to stand by Nathaniel. She reached down and cupped his chin in her hands. She bent and gave him a long kiss and Nathaniel gasped when she stood, leaning forward as though eager for more.

      Asha took the blade from him and held it up to the light where the gold seemed to fade. She then focused once more on Nathaniel. “You may return to watch the ritual,” she said. “With fortune, we will not need your blood, Old One.”

      Nathaniel nodded and stood to return to his spot among the other zombies.

      Schleck nudged the back of the young vampire who stood waiting and he stumbled forward without complaint. Gerold gripped the vampire’s arm and led him to stand by the rubble. Observing the skeleton more carefully, it seemed to Michael the permanent gaping of its mouth, indicated its readiness for sustenance.

      In loud booming tones, Gerold spoke once more, “Oh Lumiel, may this gift of blood, this most holy sacrament sate thine hunger, and thou flesh render anew. May ye walk the Earth and take thy rightful seat in this realm as Overlord of Chaos.”

      “Lumiel?” Michael whispered.

      Gerold pushed the vampire’s shoulder, who knelt by the skeleton, and extended his head over the gaping mouth, while Asha smiled down once more, a red glow in her eyes.

      Michael shivered once again hoping Georgette was somewhere safe. He glanced at Amynta, but the slayer hadn’t woken since she was hit by Schleck. Michael blamed her for losing Georgette, but his former anger for Amynta faded. They were both Sicarii.

      “The dead will bring new life.” Asha’s voice rose and in a flash of movement she sliced the vampire’s throat with the lance.

      Michael heard himself gasp, but there was no noise from the vampire. Blood poured out of him at an alarming rate, and soon enough he buckled, his body falling over the skeleton. His face wore a vacant stare, and the wound at his throat pumped a sluggish stream of blood.

      The wound didn’t heal. It was an ugly jagged slice that looked far too mortal. It should have been halfway healed by now.

      The stream of blood had flown into the skeleton’s gaping mouth. Red had splashed on the black teeth, the vacant nose and the topmost ribs.

      “He is spent,” Asha said. “Bring the next.”

      Schleck instructed two vampires. The same two who had bound Amynta, to move the now spent Young One, who appeared, for all intents and purposes, dead. His eyes vacant, his body still. Michael studied the wound on its neck, which he got a good look at when Schleck’s dogs moved him, his head falling back, dropping like a rag doll, and the wound exposed. It still hadn’t healed.

      Michael shifted his gaze back to the lance that now dripped with dark blood in Asha’s firm grip. It had some strange power to inflict mortal damage on vampires. The spear of destiny indeed, but what destiny would it invoke?

      Once again, the chanting filled the cavern. “The dead will bring new life.” It took on a new meaning. Michael’s gaze fell to the skeleton, and the wide, hungry mouth. A fresh vampire was brought forward, and she held her head willing over the ancient corpse.

      Ashayet. What had he read about her? She was a priestess of the underworld, a herald of death. Here she was, practicing her specialty, but it would bring a new terror into the world. Suddenly all the reading Michael had pored over, all the conversations he’d suffered with Amynta and Gerold. All the sparse knowledge he’d acquired through his meditations – it all came to a head as he turned to face the monk. Michael was here for a purpose.

      That demon tried to warn him to stay away. To turn back. And the first thing Gerold himself had done was to place this damn talisman on his neck, rendering his gift useless. But he had influence here. He had the power to stop whatever was happening. He just had to work it out.

      Asha sliced the woman’s throat and once again the dark velvety red that was vampire’s blood spewed forth, filling the gaping mouth beneath.

      Time and again more vampires were called forth to give of their blood, their very life. And soon Michael’s own mouth gaped in frightening awe. The bones on the skeleton were changing, becoming white. The dust, too, seemed to morph into something fleshy, corporeal.

      Gerold’s voice boomed as the flesh grew slowly over the corpse. “Welcome, Our Lord of Darkness, may you walk among us at last.”

      I have to stop this. Michael knew it, but how? His hands were bound and all access to his gift had been denied him. The heavy circle of iron Gerold had hung about his neck had grown in weight and felt as if he held an iron ball on a chain. His spine could barely hold himself upright.

      “You have to stop this, mon ami.” The whispering voice tickled his ear and the scent of cinnamon wafted to him in circles.

      “Georgette?”

      He felt a release at his wrists as the binds were snipped and his muscles cried out in pain as he brought his arms forward. He glanced around at Victor, Schleck and Gerold, but they were all too focused on Asha and the corpse. Michael slowly turned the other way and his eyes fell on the form of his friend.

      “Georgette.”

      “Michael. Let me help you out of that.” Her green eyes were focused on the talisman. The scent of cinnamon grew stronger as she leaned forward to pull the heavy iron chain over his head...

      An electric bolt spiked through Michael’s body and he gasped loudly, stumbling with the force of his gift.

      Georgette held him. “Are you all right?” she whispered.

      Michael’s entire being vibrated with electricity. The power in his hands was so strong, it seemed he could raise his palms and bolts of lightning would fire forth.

      A darkness filled his awareness. That part of his mind that was a window to the cosmos opened wide to him and he felt the force of evil filling the earth. With pinpoint precision he identified its source. The corpse and the being that filled it.

      Satan himself.

      “You know what you must do?” Georgette’s green eyes seemed to shine with a white light. Something glinted at her chest. It was the silver chain she wore with the little kitten, but on the kitten’s body a cross had been imprinted. A cross with even arms – a natural defence against vampires and demons that had nothing to do with the crucifix and everything to do with centring one’s aura to resist such evil – it was effective too, if one knew how to do it.

      “Who are you, Georgette?”

      She pursed her lips at him. “There’ll be time for explanations later, mon ami. Right now, you’ve a job. Smite him,” she gestured to the corpse whose skin now covered most of its body. “But first you’ll need that lance.”

      Michael nodded. He could feel the truth of her words through him, through the very cosmos around them. He had to kill that thing. Now. The ache that had filled his spine and his limbs was replaced with a strength, a vitality he’d never known. He looked around. Half the vampires had now been sacrificed and Schleck was heading to Emma.

      “No,” Michael whispered.

      “Michael,” Georgette’s voice was a warning behind him. “You must focus on the demon, he is your target now. Forget Emma.”

      “No,” Michael whispered again as Schleck removed the netting around Emma and gestured to the two brutes to pick her up and take her to the corpse.

      Georgette hissed another warning, which Michael, hands now pulsing with blue streaks of electricity, ignored.
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      Visions filled the old vampire’s mind as though he dreamt on his feet. He saw the tomb, the same tomb he stood in now, but in his mind’s eye it was the distant past.

      Ashayet stood with her lover for the last time. The lanterns were aglow, and the cavern walls had been painted with the promised path for salvation.

      Streaks of bloody tears lined her cheeks, but she had finished with crying. Seth had answered her prayers. She had made her deadly deal with the Dark Lord and she was ready to do His bidding until the time came in the long tunnel of the future, for her to return and wake her lover.

      Nathaniel blinked as his mind returned to the present. Ashayet looked just as she had all those centuries past, only the bloody tears were gone and a beatific smile lingered on her face as she stared down at the entity growing ever more corporeal by her feet.

      His gaze fell to the now fleshy corpse, and something twigged in Nathaniel’s consciousness. But the jubilation he held for Ashayet battled the fledgling thought, battled to keep his mind in this state of adulation. “Praise be to Ashayet. Praise be to the Lord of Darkness, the Lord of Chaos,” he whispered.

      But the words were sluggish, and his lips lazy as he took up the chant. “The blood of the dead will bring new life.” The fracture in his mind refused to mend.

      It tugged more strongly when he looked at the monk. Nathaniel failed to pinpoint the reason, but he knew he was supposed to hate that little man with all his being. Azazel was his true name, though he’d gone by many others. His eyes were rolled back so that only the whites showed, and his body swayed as he chanted his own strange song.

      Nathaniel’s gaze returned to Ashayet. Her black hair flowed with the wind that continued to whip up the dust. Her beauty burned bright and his heart flushed with adoration, but his mind fractured once more. I’m supposed to hate her too.

      He shook his head. How could he think such a desecration? But the thought persisted. He was meant to hate her.

      A shout pierced the drone of chanting. The tall human who reeked of vampire blood – her name came to him – Schleck, struggled to bring another vampire forward for the sacrifice. Schleck barked orders to her two vampire servants to move, but the vampire they clutched had allowed the red haze to take her. Her eyes turned to black glittering stones, her talons raked the earth as the Young Ones grappled to constrain her.

      The fracture widened. Panic, fear and rage penetrated Nathaniel’s cognisance. Familiar emotions all of them, yet their source was doubly familiar and it yanked Nathaniel’s mind once again. A crack had cut open in his consciousness. A window to his old self and the most strange phenomenon now played out as he was split in two.

      He was, at once, elated by Ashayet’s actions and the rise of the Dark Lord to come, but like a shard of ice splintering a raging fire, a new awareness grew, and would soon fight to dominate his mind – Emma was in trouble. Emma’s blood was calling him. He was her maker. He’d only ever made two others, and both had suffered at the hands of the Alguaciles in the Inquisitions. The pull of their terror, their need for him, had been as crippling then, as Emma’s need was now.

      But the other part of his mind, the part that elated in the power of Ashayet, wanted only to destroy Emma. She had to comply. She must give of her blood to this most holy sacrifice.

      The fracture threatened to tear him apart, but Nathaniel moved, one foot in front of the other until a thunderous roar stole his attention. The priest moved with the speed of a vampire and his fists sparked with blue bolts as though he held lightning in his very hands.

      With a flourish of those flickering arms, the priest sent Schleck’s two vampires flying through the cavern. They hit the wall, blood spurting from their mouths. Schleck was next. The priest hurled her to the rock, and her bones broke with a snap that echoed throughout the cavern as she fell to the ground, dead. The priest then rushed to Emma and lifted her mouth to his to throat. An urge to stop Emma from drinking the tainted blood bubbled in Nathaniel’s mind, but whether it was to save her or not, he couldn’t say.

      Emma fed, and the action seemed to make Nathaniel’s mind splinter all the more. But the tug from Ashayet also pulled and Nathaniel took action, flying across the cavern to the priest. He had to stop this. Ashayet must not be foiled.

      Nathaniel landed and stepped closer to Emma, intending to throw the priest off, but all at once Nathaniel could sense the priest’s essence and he paused.

      “Slayer,” Nathaniel snarled as he leapt for the priest. Too late.

      Time stopped as Nathaniel’s two minds absorbed all that played out in mere seconds.

      Emma finished feeding, and her power reached its peak. So too did the priest’s. His hands sparked with thick blue bolts of electricity that streaked the cavern at all angles, causing bright flashes of light, and singeing the flesh of all they touched. Nathaniel shielded his eyes to look more closely – a golden glow hummed around the priest – an aura of some kind, and his hair shone like a halo. He strode to the monk, Azazel, and thrust his electrified palms on the monk’s forehead. “Sancte Michael Archangele, defende nos in proelio, contra nequitiam et insidias diaboli esto præsidium…” The priest’s voice boomed over the monotony of chanting.

      The sparking electricity intensified, and a streak of lightning burned Nathaniel’s shoulder. The fracture split further, and instinct made him crouch behind a boulder

      “Imperet illi Deus, supplices deprecamur: tuque, princeps militiæ cælestis, Satanam…”

      The wind whipped Nathaniel’s long hair into his eyes, and he clung to the rocky surface as he leaned to the side to watch the maelstrom play out.

      The monk was on his knees, his mouth as wide as the corpse’s gaping jaw. The blue light cast by the priest’s hands was impossible to look at, as was the bright glow of his aura. But Nathaniel could see Azazel well enough, could see him as his body crumpled to the ground. A shadow seemed to rise  from him and pass out of the cavern into the night beyond. The shell of Azazel’s long possession, the body of the monk, aged centuries in mere seconds, like a leaf withering in fast motion, and the monk was dead.

      That’s when Emma moved.

      She flew across the space and Nathaniel froze.

      Emma would kill Ashayet.
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      My blood fires my limbs, which act before I can think. I feel connected to everyone. To my maker, Nathaniel. He watches me with growing confusion, not knowing whether to protect me or kill me. To Asha. I now know her history in full. A sad story, but I hold no sympathy. I am also connected to my lover, Michael, and I sense Asha’s desire to destroy him. He must be protected.

      Asha has deemed Michael a threat. He has killed her minion. I read Michael’s mind as easily as I read his body language. The monk was possessed of a demon all this time. Asha moves to intercept Michael and kill him before he can turn on her and her ancient lover who lies at her feet, slowly returning to life with each new feed of vampire blood.

      But I will not allow such harm to come to him. And so my limbs move with powerful strides until I lurch through the dim space and hurl myself at Asha.

      She thrusts an arm up and swats me as though I’m a mere insect. Her strength is seemingly impervious to any attack. But I am unaccountably strong. Michael’s blood has fortified me. The blood of a slayer. Sangusi Sacarii. And I don’t doubt it will kill me.

      But not before I kill her.

      She has turned. Her beauty has morphed into a monstrosity. Her skin is grey with thick black veins, a menacing web of ancient blood lines her flesh. Her eyes are red on black, like a poisonous spider. Her talons and fangs, dark blades.

      When she speaks the sound is guttural and raw. “You will die.” And she lurches at Michael.

      He dodges and races to the corpse, Asha’s lover.

      I intercept Asha, before she attacks Michael again, and thrust my fist, but Asha is too quick, and her outstretched fingers graze my arm, her talons slicing my skin.

      I tumble to the ground but roll quickly to my feet. The wound in my arm is deep and stings with sharp pain for a moment before it begins to heal.

      Asha watches me with a snarl and brings her talon to her mouth in a deliberate manner. She sucks my blood clean off, then draws back her lips and hisses. “The blood of spawn. You will be dead soon enough. Why do you protect your killer?”

      “Why do you protect yours?” I snarl as I glance down at the recumbent figure on the ground. It moves. A leg moves. But I don’t have time to observe further. Something comes at me from the right and I am knocked with force to the ground.

      A low growl assaults my ears and the familiar scent of my maker is all around me.

      Nathaniel covers me with his body. He, too, has transformed, but I am uncertain as to whether he attacks me or protects me from Asha. The uncertainty battles within him too. I sense it.

      I’ve no need of his care now. It is too late for him. He should have tried caring before.

      I push him off and he flies so hard he hits the roof and blood spills from his mouth, his face twists in pain from the internal haemorrhaging and I realise I am stronger than he. He, an Old One.

      I glance at Michael. He is crouching over the corpse whose flesh has almost covered the bone, muscle and sinew beneath. Asha flies at me again and I am pounded into the wall. “You will die!” she growls before throwing me to the other wall. I crumble to the ground with rock from the cavern exploding around me as I try to get to my feet, but a shadow blooms above and Nathaniel lands atop me once more. He’s still trying to both protect me and stop me from harming Asha.

      I heave him aside as easily as I would a cushion and pull the stake from my pocket and fly to Asha. She has turned to her lover and doesn’t see my approach. I aim the stake at her back, but a shrill voice cries out. “No!”

      I turn to see a blonde frizz of hair poke out from a boulder. Georgette waves her hands in the air, shaking her head. Nearby another movement catches my eye. Amynta is conscious and struggling with her binds. Then all is a tumble when I am hit once again.

      Nathaniel has healed, and he has come for me, once again he covers me with his body, and once again I shake him off.

      He rises before me and opens his mouth to speak. “Emma—”

      I snarl, allowing the length of my fangs to show. “Don’t you dare, bastard,” I growl, clenching the stake. Beyond, Asha has pushed Michael away from her lover, and they are engaged in their own battle. I must help him. But Nathaniel blocks my path.

      Nathaniel’s eyes look down at the stake in my hand. His mouth opens and the whispered word, “Emma,” floats before me, and it is filled with kindness and compassion. But it is far too late for kindness from my maker. I raise my hand, but my arm won’t do what it’s supposed to. He is my maker. My father. I cannot kill him.

      “Damn you,” I snarl and push him with both hands and he flies to the rubble at the back of the cavern.

      The arm belonging to the corpse, half flesh and sinew, half bone and raw muscle, shoots up like a viper and grabs Nathaniel before he has even touched the ground. He is flung around like a viper’s prey. The corpse’s gaping mouth opens further, long fangs extend and the clawed hand clasps Nathaniel’s throat, before he sinks his teeth into Nathaniel’s flesh and drinks. My connection to my maker intensifies in that moment and I feel his shock of pain, then rage, and above all his defiance. Nathaniel also opens his own mouth and bites into the corpse and drinks. I stand stupefied. I feel the thrill Nathaniel experiences. The blood of the corpse is pure power, and it builds and builds, healing all his wounds, even the strange cut on his arm, until Nathaniel finally pulls away. His gaze connects with the corpse whose fiery eyes have also finally opened. And then Nathaniel is destroyed to nothing but dust. Dissolving in the air like powder.

      I gasp at the gap in my being. A gap that is large and unfathomable. But Michael’s chants fill the chamber and seem to pull on my psyche. I turn in time to see his hands spark with blue. His incantations follow like thunder and it seems Asha hesitates.

      “Emma, Michael!” A scream comes from the back of the chamber. It is Georgette again who now runs forward. “Hold her down.” She is pointing at Asha who picks up the lance and comes for me.

      “Hold her down,” Georgette shouts, her own voice seemingly amplified in the cavernous space.

      Do as she says. It’s Michael’s voice in my head, I read his thoughts without the slightest trouble.

      Michael moves as quick as I do to Asha. I have the momentary thought not to trust Georgette, but Michael does so unquestionably, and I follow his lead. Asha thrusts the lance toward us, but we dodge easily. Michael takes one arm and I the other. Asha thrashes and calls out to her corpse lover. But Michael and I are too strong and we hold her down.

      The few remaining vampires have come alert and some attempt to block Georgette. But she seems well prepared for this and throws water their way and it burns their flesh to the very bone.

      Other vampires attack Michael and I as we pick Asha up by the arms and run from them to the very back of the cave. Asha screams in an old forgotten language to the corpse as we fly by.

      Georgette turns to follow us, but stops at Amynta to untie her, and the pair of them fight through the vampires to us.

      Asha thrashes and we tighten our grip.

      “Hold her head back!” Georgette yells as she approaches.

      “Quickly!” Amynta adds.

      Michael nods at me and we do as they ask and force Asha’s head back by gripping a handful of black hair and pulling down. She screams, her mouth open, her fangs exposed.

      Amynta gets to us first and rips the chain from around Asha’s neck and thrusts the vial up to Georgette who has a small silver tool in hand. With it she cuts open the wax seal and together they force the vial toward Asha, pouring its red contents down her throat.
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      Extract from Nathaniel Chartley’s diary

      A red vial on a thin thread hung around her neck…
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        * * *

      

      Get the lance, Michael. The Lance!

      The voice called to Michael through an electric haze, but it was hard to focus. His sight and mind were split between the grey swirling spirit realm and the world of flesh and blood.

      He glanced at Asha. In this vision Michael could see auras more clearly than flesh. The cavern remained filled with vampires. He knew Emma, Georgette and Amynta were in the throes of a battle, fending off the vampires who now attacked them as they struggled to protect Asha.

      The auras of Georgette and Amynta were golden contours of light in this realm and burned as bright as his own, but the vampires’, including Emma’s, were black voids.

      All but Asha’s.

      “Michael! The Lance!”

      The shout came to him again, but Michael couldn’t discern the meaning of it. His gaze remained fixed on Asha. She had an aura.

      A vampire had an aura.

      “How?” he whispered and the act of speaking tore at his vision. Glimpses of the real interrupted his scope. In the corporeal world, Asha’s form had transformed. No longer was she the monster, nor the young beauty. Ashayet was a withered, elderly woman who took her final breaths. The vial of her child-blood had achieved its purpose. Asha’s soul had returned to her, along with her mortality.

      “Michael. Get the bloody lance!” Georgette’s scream broke through to him and he came to his senses. Georgette, Amynta and Emma fought the line of vampires – kicking, punching, staking. And beyond that line, posing like a king stood a new entity. Not vampire. Not even demon.

      Fear thundered through Michael’s entire being and bolts of lightning flickered from his skin.

      The Dark Lord watched him with fiery eyes and threw back his head, that gaping maw, laughing before raising his clawed hands and hurling two fists forward.

      The entire row of vampires were thrown at them. Georgette screamed louder for Michael to act.

      Finally, the meaning of her words made sense. But the lance lay still by the rubble, on the ground by the Dark One’s feet.

      Michael! Emma’s fear penetrated his mind.

      I must smite him with the lance, he thought back to her.

      She glimpsed at him with her red eyes then turned back to look where the lance rested. She held out her hand and Michael read her thoughts willing the lance to fly to him. “Catch,” she said, and the lance flew.

      Michael caught it and the whole thing charged with electricity, glowing a hot red with the touch of his flesh.

      He held it aloft and the line of vampires shrunk away from the blade, making a path for him to walk through. They fell back once he had done so and continued battling.

      The Dark One waited with a sinister smirk. “I know you, Michaelspawn. This moment has been foreseen, but here I am, you have not prevented my entry to this realm. I have been reborn in human flesh, but with the powers of the Underworld. The precedence was set once before,” his grin hardened. “Now it’s my turn. Fight me if you dare.”

      All at once a dozen images scrolled through Michael’s consciousness. Foremost among them, a painting he’d spied in the Louvre – Raphael’s St Michael Vanquishing Satan.

      The awareness of his purpose, the very reason he was here now in this cavern at this moment filled his consciousness, and power descended upon him in fiery bolts, snapping and twisting over his entire body. Thunder boomed. His vision returned to the spirit world.

      Words filled his mind. Words he’d also seen before in the secret pages of the Foliss Abesse: And the guardian Michael shall bear the Lance of Constantine that smote the Son of Justice, and with which he shall vanquish the Spawn of Chaos in the final exorcism, the final reckoning.

      “I know who you are,” Michael said.

      The Dark One shook his head, slowly from side to side. “You know nothing.”

      “You are evil in its most pure form.”

      He tilted his head back and let go a deep mirthful laugh. “I assure you, my fool enemy, the purest evil lurks in the deepest shadows of the hearts of men. I should know,” his flaming eyes flared as he tilted his grinning face. “It’s how they let me in.”

      “I will smite you where you stand,” Michael snarled, bolts of blue sparking.

      “No. I have given much to be here. To exist on this plane. I will not be quashed by the likes of you, Michaelspawn.” His voice growled wolf-like. “I have prevailed against stronger than you.”

      “Asha thought she was to raise her lover from the dead. That was the deal you struck. She would give you everything so that she could reunite with her love. But she raised you instead. You didn’t keep your end of the bargain.”

      “Ashayet was a fool, as are all who trust in love.”

      Fleeting thoughts of Judith and Emma bloomed in Michael’s mind and he couldn’t deny the drop of truth in the demon’s dark words. He’d been foolish in love, but what else was there? Michael stood, feet apart and spread his sparking arms before him. The lance glowed white heat. “What is your Domain, demon?”

      The Dark One scoffed, his eyes flaming. “I am the very master of trickery and deception, you think to draw me in with such base contrivance?” He stepped closer, mimicking Michael’s stance, legs apart and drew his head high. “I am the son of sin and perdition. Spawn of Chaos and Hate. I bear the mark of the Beast and the tongue of the Serpent. I am antimatter and antichrist. I am Ahriman and Seth, Kali and Mara, Satan and Lucifer. Ruler of Demons. Father of Temptation. Lord of Darkness. King of this Age. Mortals have given infinite names, though few dare say them aloud. I hold the power of the Kingdom of Hades in my flesh.”

      “I know your name,” Michael said, the lightning everywhere, even in his teeth. “You are Lumiel. The first of the fallen.”

      Flames burst onto the enemy’s skin and hair and danced in his eyes. Michael could feel the rage as the demon roared, “Call me what you please, godspawn. It is time for me to inherit the Earth.”

      “Not if I can help it.” Michael raised his electrified hand in the air, holding the lance. His vision in the spirit realm was wide open now, and his link to the cosmos, a raging river feeding his knowledge. “In the name of the Guardian known as Mikhael, I cast you, Son of Darkness, out from the realm of men and into the far reaches of Hell. Leave, Beast of sin, for if you refuse, I will smite you where you stand, and your flesh and your power will turn to ash.”

      “Never,” the dark one yelled and thrust his hand before him in an arc. A wave of power surged, and hot wind filled the cavern.

      Michael turned his head to witness the remaining vampires, along with Georgette and Amynta, all fly back and hit the rock. But he had remained standing. Michael turned back to Lumiel and gave a slow smile. “Your tricks don’t work on me.”

      Lumiel turned up his lips in a viscous snarl, opened his mouth wide and let forth a deafening roar. In the next heartbeat he was flying toward Michael like a spear shot straight and true.

      Michael reciprocated, his arms before him snapping with electric bolts, he flew to his enemy. They crashed together with an explosion of light and darkness. Lightning and thunder roiled.

      Michael gripped the lance tight as he stood and faced his enemy. In the spirit realm the lance was nothing but a spear of pure light. Lumiel a mass of seething black tendrils, as though he wore a cloak of striking serpents. His face was a horror of red pointed teeth, fire for eyes, and jutting horns. He thrust a sinewy arm around Michael’s neck and his hand hovered over Michael’s heart. Those empty eyes and the fixed grin on his evil face were terrifying to behold, and Michael suddenly weakened. He looked down the length of his body and saw a melding of the two of them. The black tendrils that licked and twisted before him were attaching themselves to Michael’s light, draining it away.

      “No,” Michael whispered. The tendrils were consuming him, but he drew his aura around him in a vortex, creating his own whirlwind of lightning and thunder that rolled through the entire space. Crackling static filled the air, along with the stench of sulphur. Michael gritted his teeth and drew power from the cosmic link.

      The black tendrils came undone. His power returned to him like a guttering candle flame standing strong once more.

      “No!” He boomed and more black tendrils snapped.

      The Dark One’s eyes widened, but the flames within them died, and this time Michael saw the fear. It fortified his resolve and he yelled into the maelstrom, “In the name of the Guardian…”

      Thunder boomed. The wind howled. Lightning flared.

      Michael drew the spear of light downward. “I smite thee!” He plunged the lance into the demon’s black, bitter core. Tendrils whipped and hissed…

      The demon roared.

      Michael was falling.

      Blackness.

      Silence.

      Death.

      And then there was light.

      A spark first. Then the explosion. A big bang in the darkness. Michael was picked up by an almighty gale. Tumbled as he sped through the air. His head hit rock.

      Then nothingness.

      

      Michael awoke to pain in every muscle, tendon and bone. Aches, twinges and stings assaulted every square centimetre of his body. And he was hungry. He could eat a bloody horse, saddle and all.

      With a grunt he sat up and looked around. A dim light penetrated the cavern through the passage. Daylight? Groans surrounded him. A number of bodies lay strewn on the cavern floor, all in pain by the sound of it. All dying.

      A flame came to light and a familiar solid silhouette stood by the cavern wall and lit the sconce, casting a golden hue in the cavern once more. The figure turned and walked his way.

      “Georgette,” he said with croaky voice.

      “You did it, Michael. You prevented the Doom.”

      At once the memory of him holding the lance and plunging it into the evil void flashed through his mind and adrenalin released in his blood making him shake with the shock.

      The groans grew louder. The vampires were all moaning. A new panic bloomed in Michael’s mind. “Emma,” he croaked.

      “She’s dying, mon ami,” Georgette said, a sympathetic tone evident in her voice.

      “They all are,” Amynta said, a most unsympathetic tone in hers. The slayer’s hair was a strange singed mess, there was a dark bruise on her face, and her leathers had been torn, but she still wore her trademark smugness.

      “Because Asha dies.” Georgette glanced at the woman who was once Ashayet.

      Michael blinked, focusing. Asha leaned against the rock wall. Someone, Georgette by the look of it, had cushioned her back with a large cloth bag. Asha was a shell of her former self. An old crone with white hair, grey skin and wrinkles so deep they were veritable crags. Indeed she appeared as worn and weathered as an old dead mountain. But when Michael stepped closer he could see the rise and fall of her chest, slow and rasping.

      “She’s breathing?” he asked.

      “For a short time only,” Amynta replied, the harshness in her voice echoed off the rock.

      “She has returned to her true self,” Georgette said as she crouched beside Asha and held the old woman’s hand. “The vial at her throat held the antidote to her affliction – an ancient magic. She has regained her essence of light. But the darkness that bound her to immortality has now gone.”

      “In short,” Amynta cut in. “She is as human as you or I. Here before us lies a woman over four millennia in age. But now she takes her last breaths, she has returned to nature and will soon die a natural death.”

      “As they all will.” Georgette added. “The link has been broken.”

      Suddenly Asha’s aged head bobbed forward, and her shrivelled lips also moved. A soft whispering coming forth.

      “She wants to speak with you, Michael,” Georgette said with a sad smile.

      Michael frowned, glancing back at Emma, wanting to rush to her to help her feed and heal once more. But something drove him to stagger forward and crouch in front of Asha.

      Slowly the old crone lifted her head and her eyes, watery and filmy, cast around before focusing on him. “I am happy to die.” A tear streaked down her wrinkled cheek. “Life holds so much pain, knowing all I have done. I am happy to die and face what comes next. To see my love…”

      With that she took a slow deep breath and in the next moment her stare became fixed. Her chest stopped moving. She was dead.

      “And so they all die now,” Amynta said, glancing around to the others.

      “No.” Michael was on his feet, forcing his exhausted legs forward. “Not Emma.”

      “Michael,” he heard Georgette say. “She must die. It is the natural way.”

      He stumbled forward and fell beside Emma. He picked up her head and held her in his lap and stroked her cheeks. She opened her eyes and a shock arrested his heart. Her eyes were blue, not black, not red, but blue like a summer sky! Her hair was different too. It was lighter and there was a rose glow to her cheek. She was human.

      A sob escaped him as he caressed her hair. “Emma, I’m sorry.”

      Emma blinked slowly, as though even that small act was too hard for her now. “Tell my sister,” she whispered, “I always looked up to her.”

      Michael shook his head. “You can tell her. Georgette! Help me get her out of here.”

      Emma shook her head, slowly. “Tell my father…” Her cheeks glistened with moisture. “Tell him, I’ve always known he loves me.”

      “Georgette!”

      “Michael,” Emma whispered. “Thank you for making me happy.”

      “No. Emma. Emma! Open your eyes!”

      A warm hand touched his shoulder and he heard Georgette’s voice close by. “I’m sorry, Michael.”

      Michael’s heart filled with the stabbing ache of loss and he clenched his hands into fists as he drew Emma’s lifeless body to him in a desperate embrace.

      “She was the last of them,” Amynta said with her harsh accent. “Mission accomplished.”

      Michael turned to her with a scowl, but the words of anger that filled his mouth dissipated like clouds following a storm.

      Humour seemed to flare in Amynta’s ruby eyes. “You will feel better soon, brother. The bond breaks instantly.”

      Michael frowned. He should feel anger at Amynta’s smugness, but he could sense the truth in her words. The crippling grief he’d felt just a moment ago for Emma’s death was already unravelling, easing.

      Amynta raised her eyebrows at Georgette. “How much does he actually know, Dux?”

      Georgette shook her head. “There’s been no time for explanations—”

      “Dux?” Michael asked, all too aware of the aghast expression on his face. “You’re The Dux? You’re the head of that secret organization?”

      “Ha!” Amynta slapped Georgette on the back, but the big woman remained as still as a boulder and gave Michael a sorrowful look.

      “Is Georgette even your name?” Michael asked, and he couldn’t disguise the pleading tone in his voice.

      “That’s a good point,” Amynta said glancing between them. “But I’m sure she wouldn’t tell us. You see, priest—”

      “I’m not a priest.”

      “Whatever,” Amynta continued. “You see, Georgette here has been the leader of our secret organization for the better part of the last two decades. She masterminded this whole scenario!” Amynta waved both arms around them to indicate the cavern. “And voila, it worked. The vampire race, as we know them, are finito.”

      Michael frowned as he stared at Georgette. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Georgette slowly crouched to kneel by Emma and placed a hand on his own. There was a spark at the touch of their flesh. Michael saw it. It was blue – a sluggish streak of light that flickered over their hands before fading. “There is much I will tell you, mon ami. And soon you will be ready to hear it.”
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      Extract from ‘The London Observer’ – Sunday 12th March

      
        
        
        UK Cultist At Rest

      

        

      
        The remains of Lady Emma Farleigh will be finally laid to rest today in a private ceremony at her family estate in Wolston.

        Farleigh achieved notoriety after the bizarre contents of her blog went viral following the police investigation into her disappearance over a year ago.

        Farleigh, who was living and working in Paris as a book conservator, had been missing for fourteen months before she was found among the cultists in what is now known as the Mentuhotep Cavern, in Thebes, Egypt, and following the mass suicide of the Doomsday Cult now referred to as the Followers of Mentuhotep, who believed the antichrist would be reborn on Earth on Christmas Day.

        Forty-three bodies have now been identified in the wake of the mass suicide; among them the Detective in charge of the Police investigation into Farleigh’s disappearance, Jeannette Schleck.

        The event has fostered much attention from observers here in the UK. Farleigh’s family – father, Lord Edward and sister, Lady Susan – have released a statement requesting the public respect the family’s privacy and allow them to mourn in peace.
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        * * *

      

      He’d been dreading this day. Of course Michael had explained to Susan and her father over the phone what had happened – not the true events, but the event as it had been portrayed by the press. At first Michael had detested the media intrusion, but in the end, as Georgette had pointed out, it was a blessing. The perfect story to cover the secret evil that had played out in reality.

      The little stone chapel on the Farleigh’s estate was filled with Emma’s family and friends here to witness her interment in the small burial ground adjacent. Michael had experienced the tingling in his fingers the first time he’d seen this chapel, and now his fingers did so again. This time he knew why.

      His gift had grown in power since Egypt. His sight regularly slipped into the spirit world without any effort, and the secrets of that realm opened up to him more than ever before. Spirits, lost and meandering, were an almost daily sight for him. At first, he’d guided them, sending them on their way to the cosmos where they belonged. But there were too many of them. Now he only intercepted if necessary. The spirits would find their own way with time.

      A lost spirit lingered here in this chapel. The ghost of Emma’s mother hovered over her daughter’s coffin during the service, conducted by a local minister. The sense of hope that streamed from her thickened, and then the extraordinary happened – something Michael had never seen before. Emma’s own spirit appeared. A strong burst of happiness streamed from the two of them as they reunited, and then together they disappeared into shimmering light.

      Michael’s heart tightened in his chest. The bond that had connected them was nothing more than the bond of a Sanguis Sicarri and his victim, and it had broken the instant Emma died. He learned that he had never loved her, but he felt a fondness for Emma, and the appearance of her spirit was the last time he would ever see her. He wished he could have said goodbye.

      Outside the sunshine was bright, the coming spring evident in the warming air and the rosebuds’ promise with their slivers of colour.

      “Such a loss, Padre,” John said, shaking his head. “Emma was a good girl, bloody smart too. I don’t understand how she got caught up with that cult bullshit.”

      Michael hadn’t seen John since Paris. He’d come back to England for Emma’s funeral. He’d stood next to Michael during the burial. “She will be remembered,” Michael said.

      He said goodbye to John, and to the Earl and Lady Susan, whose normally perfect makeup was smudged around her eyes. “Thank you for bringing her home to us,” she said.

      Michael took long strides down the path, looking once again at the rosebuds as they reached for the sun. His heart letting go of the past and all thoughts of Emma, for now. It was time to let her rest.

      He had a train to catch.

      

      The Red Rose Tearooms in Appleton stood exactly as Michael remembered with old oak beams, rendered walls, diamond-pane windows, and a cosy fireplace in the corner. He and Judith used to frequent this place on a Sunday morning for brunch, back when they thought they could live in the village as newlyweds. It didn’t work out, along with their marriage. Judith needed more excitement than he and the tearooms could offer. Michael took a shaky breath. Perhaps it was his guilt that had caused all their problems. It had stopped him from allowing himself to be happy with Judith. No doubt, she’d felt it too. The realisation had an immediate effect on him. As though he finally found the answer to a long-lost puzzle. Perhaps it was his gift providing him with insightful wisdom to his personal problems. Whatever it was he suddenly felt better and, as painful as the past could be, it felt good to be back here in Appleton, in these tearooms. Almost like coming home.

      Georgette evidently liked the fireplace too for she now occupied the table closest and was already partaking in a cup of tea.

      She stood as Michael approached, crumbs falling everywhere. “Bonjour, mon ami,” she said as she kissed Michael on both cheeks.

      “Have you already eaten, Georgette?”

      Her cheeks flushed, and she looked at him as though she’d been caught cheating at cards. “How did you know?”

      Michael smiled.

      “Just a little snack,” Georgette shrugged. “I will share a serve of scones with you of course, mon ami. One of the finest delicacies Britannia has offered the world.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      Rose, the owner of the cafe, served them tea and a basket of scones and gaped when she spotted Michael.

      “I didn’t think you’d remember me, it’s been a while,” Michael said, smiling.

      Rose touched his arm. “I wouldn’t forget your blue eyes. Father—” Rose’s hand went to her mouth. “I’m sorry… Michael.”

      He shook his head. “It’s all right, Rose.”

      Rose narrowed her eyes at him. “You know, this is quite the coincidence, just the other day—”

      “Rose?” The other waitress interrupted from across the room where she held a phone up. “It’s for you.”

      “’S’cuse me, Michael,” Rose said before hurrying off.

      Michael took a breath and returned his attention to Georgette. “Why did you want to meet here, in my old village?”

      Georgette raised her eyebrows at the scones. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      Michael laughed.

      “But seriously,” she said as she poured their tea. “You still have questions.”

      Michael lost his smile. “Yes.”

      “Well, as the Americans say… shoot.”

      Michael blinked as he adjusted his glasses. Where to start? It had been a long time. Nearly three months. The red tape in Egypt and aiding the authorities in their investigations, among them secret government agencies, had taken time. The Catholic Church had also sent a delegation from Rome, and Michael met with his old friend, Patrick, to hand over the promised Foliss. The aftermath was arduous work, and Michael longed for it to be over. But now that it had finished, and Emma’s body lay resting where it belonged, an emptiness had begun to settle in, and the urgency to gain answers to his questions had alleviated somewhat. Still, the endless questions had circled his mind every day. He would start with the simplest and work his way up. “I think about it all the time.”

      Georgette chewed as she listened. A thick dollop of cream fell on her collar.

      “It… it has consumed me. I dream it and relive it constantly – even when awake. The other day I was crossing the road and next minute I came to with cars honking all around but in that moment, I had relived the whole thing.”

      Georgette nodded. “It’s your consciousness trying to come to terms with what happened. To frame it in a way that you can understand and accept.”

      “So you knew the whole thing would happen?”

      Georgette was layering a spoonful of jam onto another scone. “I had put a series of clues together from a number of sources I had gathered over the years.”

      “And you are the leader of the Order of Sanguis Sicarri.”

      “Was the leader. I am about to go into retirement. I think I’ve earned it.”

      “So you never were a policewoman in Paris?”

      “I most certainly was, mon ami!” Georgette declared. “It was a necessary cover to investigate the movements of Schleck, who had, as I suspected, become impassioned by the empty promises of Azazel.”

      “You mean Brother Gerold.”

      Georgette nodded as she chewed a mouthful of scone. More crumbs fell on her chest. “I had my suspicions about his identity for a long time.”

      Michael recalled the de-possession of Azazel in the cavern and frowned. “I saw his true identity. He was that monk after all, the one who sold his soul to the devil and wrote the Devil’s Bible, the Codex Gigas, all those centuries ago. I can’t believe a demon had been able to possess a human for so long, unnoticed.”

      “Not unnoticed but expunging such a powerful force would need someone special.” Georgette gave him a smile.

      “Why didn’t Amynta deal with him?”

      Georgette shook her head. “She has a gift, certainly, but nothing like the power of the Guardians, and her taste for the Dark blood compromised her skill.”

      “Dark blood. Vampire blood?”

      “Oui.”

      “And these Guardians… Am I—”

      “Your power comes from them, Michael.”

      Michael frowned. “Michaelspawn.”

      “Exactement. It does not please you?”

      Michael adjusted his glasses. “I can’t help thinking my role in that cavern was… was…”

      “Predetermined?”

      “Yes. Like I was nothing but a puppet on a string. I’ve never been a believer in fatalism. It made me question my faith when I was a priest, even before Judith. Georgette—”

      “Gabrielle.”

      “What?”

      “Gabrielle,” Georgette said. “It is my real name. But you know that, don’t you, Michael?” She looked at him with a steadfast gaze and it seemed to Michael that Georgette was two people. The bumbling junior detective with crumbs and wayward hair on the one hand; and this other person, sharp and knowing.

      Michael’s fingers tingled with the truth of her words. His link to the cosmos was never fully closed now. Not since Egypt and no matter how he tried to force it shut it remained stubbornly open. He gained insight in the least expected places. A rush of knowledge flowed to him unbidden and he sucked his breath with the force of it and a hundred images ran through his mind at once. Georgette tracking vampires in dark alleys alone. Georgette spying on Gerold and seeing the demon within. Georgette meeting with Amynta and planning their investigation of Schleck. Georgette poring over ancient scrolls and artefacts. Georgette slaying a demon. Finally the rush stopped, and he gazed at Georgette anew. “Gabrielspawn,” he whispered. “Gabrielle.”

      “Oui, but I have to tell you,” she said with gravity as she leaned forward, her voice low. “I prefer Georgette.” She gave him a grin, back to her old self, and she thrust another scone in her mouth.

      Michael shook his head. “I’ve always struggled with faith.”

      “It’s good to be sceptical, mon ami. None of us knows what really lays beyond, from where our power truly descends. Or the demon’s. We can only work with what we have. Our intuitions, meditations and the knowledge shared by others with the gift. The recordings of which are everywhere and crop up as stories in the bible and other ancient texts and cave drawings, right through to today’s blogs on the Internet. I have learned much, just as you have. Though I hope to find out what exactly lays beyond it all sooner rather than later.”

      A chill stabbed throughout Michael’s entire being and he narrowed his eyes on her. “What do you mean?”

      “You have many more questions and they shall be answered sooner than what you may think. The time has come for me to hand over the mantle of guardianship.”

      Michael shook his head. “I don’t follow.”

      “You will.” Georgette opened her bag in her usual flustered style, scrummaging around for something and Michael felt warmed by the gesture, as though she was thoroughly human rather than the celestial being he now knew her to be. “I want to give you this,” she plonked an old book on the table and Michael’s hands tingled sharply. He heard himself ask, “What is it?” but as his hand reached for it, he already knew, and he let it rest on the table as his teeth clenched tight. Nathaniel’s diary. The diary that started it all. “Burn it,” he said.

      Georgette shook her head. “No. Keep it somewhere along with these.” She placed some items on the table – small vials of clear liquid, a cross inlaid with silver, and a line of brown paper packets by the scones.

      Michael picked up one of the packets and the strong scent of spice filled his nostrils. “Cinnamon, very nice, but why—”

      “It will hide the call of your blood.” Georgette was looking at him with her steadfast gaze again. The gaze that was more Gabrielle than Georgette. She gave a slight frown. “You have much yet to learn, and it is best that you do so quickly. Cinnamon and other remedies will be a necessary part of your armour, mon ami. Your gift burns strong now. But it will not always yield such power, and you must learn to conserve it.” She placed one final thing on the table – a parcel wrapped in silk. The lance.

      “Why are you giving me this?”

      “Because, like I said. I am handing over the guardianship. To you.”

      “But the demon and Asha are dead. Nathaniel is dead.” It was the one thing Michael was categorically happy about. That bastard met his just deserts and had been vanquished by the devil himself, exploding to nothing but dust.

      Georgette gave him a level stare. “Order has been restored, and the balance has swung in our favour, but it will swing back the other way, that is assured. As guardian, you must be prepared.”

      “What if I don’t want this guardianship?”

      “We don’t get a choice, mon ami. But,” she reached out and clasped his hand. “You can still know happiness, my friend.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I have adored this mortal life, and not only for the food.” She gave him a grin and Michael couldn’t help but smile in return. “This world offers so many little pleasures – they are precious, and you must learn to enjoy them without guilt. You must embrace your joy, Michael. It is our very purpose.”

      Michael swallowed a heavy lump. “But where are you going?”

      “I am called home.”

      Michael was about to ask more, but his insight stopped him. He didn’t really want to know more about what she meant by ‘home’. Not yet at least.

      Georgette seemed to read his mind. “All your questions will have answers.” She gripped his hand tight for another moment before standing and heaving her bag onto her shoulder. “It’s time for me to go.”

      “But there’s still two scones left.”

      Georgette laughed. “Even my prodigious appetite has its limits, mon ami.”

      

      They ambled across the road to the village green where a Sunday market now bustled with life. Georgette declared it was time for her to leave. She kissed him and held his cheeks with both hands. “Remember what I said, Michael. Find joy and embrace it.”

      “I will try.”

      Georgette nodded to the market stalls. “Time to begin don’t you think?”

      Michael turned and spied a gypsy stall selling jewellery and silverware. He adjusted his glasses and looked more closely. “That cannot be…”

      A woman stood in the pavilion. Her long dark hair and silver looped earrings… she was the same woman from Paris. It was the very same stall where he’d acquired the stake and the silver embedded cross in Paris. He took a few steps closer. The gypsy woman smiled at him in a familiar way. “Our paths cross again, guardian. You will always have our support.” She nodded to the man, her husband, and they both gave him a warm nod.

      Michael’s mouth fell open and he looked back at Georgette, and when he did so his vision switched of its own accord to behold the spirit realm. Georgette’s aura was aglow in gold. She was smiling. A wind sprang up from somewhere and then the gold shot upwards, a fantastic ray of sunlight. Michael’s vision switched back to the physical world, his fingers tingling. Georgette was gone.

      “Did you see–” Michael turned back to speak to the gypsy traders, but they had moved to talk with curious customers, and his gaze fell on the stall next-door. A nurseryman was selling roses all awash with new buds.

      A woman was bent over one, her nose on a rose just bloomed, breathing in its scent. She stood up straight with a smile and Michael’s heart stopped.

      “Judith,” he whispered.
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      Extract from Emma’s blog – A new entry

      

      Dear Reader,

      They say the sins of the father shall be visited upon the son. Perhaps that’s why I was born a bastard. But now I am born again, and I have a new Father. From the very moment I drank of His sacred gift I discovered true power. Dark power to be sure.

      The whole world has been fooled in the wake of that night, the priest chief among them. He thinks me destroyed, vanquished to nothing but dust. Not so.

      My Father’s most holy blood grants me agency, cogency, authority over my own flesh such that I can change its very form.

      Stoker, it turns out, knew even more than I first understood. The dust was truly there in that cavern, but it was no indication of my destruction, as the priest imagines.

      I escaped Egypt with a new awareness. And here I exist in an altered capacity, ready to undertake my Father’s will.

      The time has come for a New World Order, in which the willing shall reign supreme. I need you, dear reader, to awaken from your slumber. To break the chains that enslave you to the world as you know it. A world filled with the mundane. A world that is grey with enfeeblement, cowardice and timidity.

      The time has come for the strong to inherit the Earth.

      Will you join me?

      N.C.
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        * * *

      

      Will there be more?

      This book marks the end of the trilogy, but with our notorious viscount’s son still out there – somewhere – there could be more story to come…

      If you’d like to be kept up to date with the latest writing news from Aderyn Wood, make sure you sign up to her monthly-ish newsletter, where you’ll also receive notifications about special deals, free books and promotions. When you sign up, you can choose a free book too.

      If you have a spare couple of minutes it would be wonderful if you could leave a quick review for The Pharaoh’s Mistress on Amazon and/or Goodreads to help spread the word about this (un)holy trilogy.
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      The Viscount’s Son
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      “Not the usual vampire story.” – Kindle Customer

      Emma, book conservator and history buff, begins an anonymous online project – to translate an ancient diary on her blog. As the diary entries become darker and more mysterious, Emma meets a handsome stranger, and her personal life takes on uncanny parallels to her secret online translations. When her love life grows even stranger, Emma wonders if she should end the blog, but is it too late?

      The Viscount’s Son Trilogy is perfect for fans of vampire and paranormal mysteries, psychic investigator thrillers, occult suspense, angels, demons, and lovers of a good twist.
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      The Earl’s Daughter
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      “Find out what kind of monster his is, and bring my daughter back to us.”

      Michael D'Angelo doesn't normally investigate murder, but since they never found Emma's body, she's technically just a missing person. But he doesn't investigate those either.

      After the Earl of Wolston reads the translation of a sinister and ancient text published on his daughter's blog, in the days leading up to her disappearance, he reaches out to Mr D'Angelo, convinced that evil forces are at work: something beyond the ordinary, something not of this world, something unholy.

      Fortunately for Michael, Paranormal Investigations are his specialty. But as Michael unravels Emma's last days, and the secrets inscribed on her blog, strange new entities reveal themselves, and he begins to question whether such knowledge is too dangerous to pursue.

      The Viscount’s Son Trilogy is perfect for fans of vampire and paranormal mysteries, psychic investigator thrillers, occult suspense, angels, demons, and lovers of a good twist.
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      The Raven – The Secret Chronicles of Lost Magic
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      Clan of the Cave Bear meets Epic Fantasy…

      The clan’s survival is under threat, but one has the power to save them – their Outcast.

      In the Wolf Clan, in winter's darkest hour, a baby is born with a powerful gift. But dangerous omens brand her an Outcast, and the Elders name her Iluna.

      As Iluna comes of age, dark magic, war, and treachery soon jeopardize the life of every clan member; many suspect Iluna and her gift. Is she to blame? Or is she salvation?

      Iluna must decide: save the clan, or save herself.

      'The Secret Chronicles of Lost Magic' is a collection of standalone epic fantasy novels rather than a series. Each novel is a complete story that invites readers to fully immerse into a rich fantasy world. Each ‘Chronicle’ is set in a different era within the same world and can be read in any order, but here’s the chronology for interested readers:

      #1 The Raven – a ‘prehistoric’ era

      #2 Dragonshade – a ‘Bronze Age’ era
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      Dragonshade – The Secret Chronicles of Lost Magic
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      This game of thrones will be played by gods. And when the gods play, ancient cities burn…

      Prince Sargan is the worst swordsman in all Zraemia. His clumsy performance draws scorn from his uncle, pity from his sister, disappointment from his father, and sniggers from everyone else.

      But soon, Sargan will enter the temple and begin his long-awaited path to the seat of high priest.

      His brother will one day inherit the throne.

      His sister will marry.

      The enemy king will leave them alone.

      And all will be right with the world.

      Unless… the gods change the game.

      And when the gods play, the game turns to war – the Great War.

      Ancient prophecies surface, dark enemies rise, new allies emerge, old ones can’t be trusted, magic scorches the earth, reluctant heroes are made, and nothing is ever the same again.

      'The Secret Chronicles of Lost Magic' is a collection of standalone epic fantasy novels rather than a series. Each novel is a complete story that invites readers to fully immerse into a rich fantasy world. Each ‘Chronicle’ is set in a different era within the same world and can be read in any order, but here’s the chronology for interested readers:

      #1 The Raven – a ‘prehistoric’ era

      #2 Dragonshade – a ‘Bronze Age’ era
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      The Borderlands (Book One): Journey
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      'It is urgent for you to reach the Borderlands. There, you will learn everything you need to know.'

      Dale has never felt a sense of belonging. She despises the bullies and snobs at school, and her family are difficult to like, let alone love. Rhys, a new boy at school seems to take an interest in her. But can she trust him? When the only friend she has ever had, Old Man Gareth, is murdered before her eyes, she is set on a frantic journey and a lonely adventure; the Borderlands beckon. But what are the Borderlands? Will she make it to them? And if she gets there, will she belong?

      'The Borderlands: Journey' is a magical fantasy adventure that fantasy fiction fans, particularly older teens and the young at heart, will enjoy. It is the first book in the Contemporary Fantasy series 'The Borderlands'.
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      From high fantasy to paranormal, Aderyn's stories cover the broad spectrum of Fantasy. Inspired from childhood by the wonder and mystique of Susan Cooper's The Dark is Rising and the adventures in Tolkien's The Hobbit, her love of the Fantasy genre has been life long. As a writer, Aderyn brings characters and places to life in stories filled with magic, mystery, and a good dollop of mayhem. 

      

      Aderyn studied Literature, History and Creative Writing at university, travelled the world, and taught English before becoming a full-time writer. She is also a part-time farmer passionate about self-sufficiency and poultry. She lives in a cosy cottage on a small farm in Victoria, Australia with partner Peter, their dog, cat, and a little duck called Snow.

      Learn more and subscribe to Aderyn’s monthly-ish newsletter at aderynwood.com
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