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      VASILE—Ruins Of Poenari Castle, Romania

      ‘Where is the gold?’ Gregor demands. ‘Where is the silver? Where are the jewels you promised us, old man?’

      We stand in the cold, abandoned halls of the decrepit ruin, soaked from the rain. Our small flashlights guide us as we peer into the darkness. Any more light and the military who cordon off this area will spot us.

      ‘I… I don’t know,’ Nicolae stutters. He hurriedly rummages through his pages of notes, dropping half to the floor in his haste. ‘Vasile… I know… I swear I know.’

      ‘Easy, Nicolae,’ I encourage him. ‘Take your time. The army must have ruled this area off limits for a reason. You know its history and we all know who once lived here. Take your time and find us his treasures. And you, Gregor, take it easy on our new friend here.’

      ‘Just hurry it up, would you?’ Gregor mutters as he turns on me. ‘You promised us a decent pay day, Vasile.’

      ‘And I am sure my husband will deliver,’ Mihaela, my loving wife, replies. ‘Has he ever failed us before?’

      ‘You know he has,’ Gregor says. ‘That’s why we’re penniless.’

      ‘Just be ready to carry all the loot,’ I say, forcing a smile.

      Nicolae is our historian, Mihaela our best thief, and Gregor is our muscle, but I am the brains behind all this. I am the leader of this team, and as such, I have to keep it together. I found us this prize, and I found Nicolae to guide us. Okay, it was more like he found us. I heard about some crazy old man seeking supporters for his grand venture and promising untold riches of some long dead prince. How could I say no? I did find the way past the armed guards and their fences though.

      ‘Ah, this way,’ Nicolae says, wiping sweat from his brow despite the cold night.

      ‘You better be right, old man,’ Gregor warns.

      ‘Calm, big guy,’ Mihaela says softly. She is the only one he will listen to and worth her weight in gold for that ability alone. That and she can steal anything from anyone, including my heart. ‘Come on, Vasile,’ she says to me, kissing me and displaying all the excitement I love about her.

      We follow Nicolae on through the dark halls, careful of our footing and wary of the large gaping holes in the roof above us.

      ‘This place could collapse at any moment,’ I whisper to myself.

      ‘It was once a mighty fortress that kept at bay the army of…’ Nicolae tries to explain before I interrupt him.

      ‘No history lessons. Just take us to the jewels,’ I advise before Gregor can say worse.

      ‘Yes, of course. Now we are passing into the monastery.’

      I slow my pace as we reach these rooms, finding most of them covered in rubble, debris, and dirt. Mihaela seems to spot something and begins clambering through the ruins. Once beyond large sections of stone from the fallen walls and roof, she kneels and sifts through the mounds of dirt. She unearths shards of old, faded stained glass before revealing two small coins.

      ‘Not much, but it’s a start,’ I say as I kneel beside my wife.

      ‘We’d better find a few hundred of them to make climbing up here worthwhile,’ Gregor says.

      ‘We will,’ Mihaela says as she kisses me again. She continues to sift through the dirt, as if homing in on a great prize she knows is below us.

      ‘You will have more luck in the next chambers,’ Nicolae says. ‘The throne room and the crypt await.’

      ‘Not just yet,’ I say. ‘I do believe that my wife has found something.’

      From the rubble, Mihaela pulls a cup; a goblet of some kind. She rubs away the dirt to reveal silver beneath.

      ‘Engraved with a dragon,’ she says with excitement. ‘This should be worth a few pennies.’

      ‘Look at that inside,’ I say with surprise. ‘It’s carrying water yet the rain hasn’t reached this part of the castle for many months.’

      ‘Yeah… it’s… not water,’ Mihaela says as she at first sniffs at the residue and then dips her fingers into the cup. Mihaela lowers her fingers to her tongue but her eyes immediately clamp shut as a hiss escapes her lips; a wince of pain.

      ‘Mihaela?’ I ask with concern.

      ‘It’s… it’s…’ she struggles to say between sharp, heavy breaths. Mihaela rises to stand but can only take two steps before she doubles over in pain. I try to help her, to hold her, but she forces me away.

      ‘What’s wrong now?’ Gregor asks.

      I can only watch in horror as the veins around my wife’s skin darken and spread across her body. Her eyes redden and then darken before she lets out a long, deafening scream of agony.

      ‘BLOOD!’ she manages to yell before throwing the goblet to the ground.

      She turns to me, her eyes begging for help, but suddenly, all our torches go out at once, plunging us into darkness. My wife screams once again, her cry becoming that of an enraged animal.

      ‘Mihaela?’ I call out as I reach for her in the darkness. ‘MIHAELA?’

      Hers is not the next voice I hear.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Gregor says. ‘Mihaela, is that you? Stay away. Stay away from me! Argh! AARRGGHH!!’

      I hear Gregor’s heavy body crash to the ground and the sounds of a struggle. Gregor’s gun sounds out three times before he ceases to move and silence overwhelms. I try to find a weapon; a rock, a stick, anything, as I panic in utter fear.

      ‘I… I can’t stay here! I can’t stay here!’ I hear Nicolae cry. I hear the old man hurry away as fast as he can before he too screams in terror and agony.

      ‘Mihaela?’ I call out. ‘Mihaela, please answer me.’

      Without warning, I am thrown to the ground and feel a body climb on top and pin me down. By the feel and weight, I know it is my wife, but something is terribly wrong. I feel something dripping down onto me, something warm taken from the two men she killed. Blood.

      ‘Mihaela?’ I ask with a terrified whisper.

      ‘I can hear it,’ she replies with a voice that is not hers. ‘I can feel it.’

      ‘What?’ I beg of her.

      ‘The blood coursing through your body.’

      The animal roars once more before she lowers her teeth—her fangs—to me in a frenzy of pain, terror, and blood.
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      PROFESSOR MELISSA MOORE—Fleeing in the night. London, England

      ‘Hurry, Henry! Hurry!’ I urge my driver. ‘As fast as you can!’

      ‘This old rust bucket won’t go any faster,’ my rotund driver snaps back. ‘What you in such a hurry for? The British Museum will be closed this late at night anyway.’

      ‘I pray they remain open for me,’ I reply under my breath.

      I check over my shoulder and peer out the rear window of the taxi. I see streetlights and the occasional cars, but nothing out of the ordinary. Why do I have such a terrible feeling, like I am being watched and followed?

      I know exactly why.

      I’m a fifty-eight-year-old history teacher who found her office turned upside down, every drawer and box rifled through and contents tipped out. They were searching for the pages. They, whoever they are, didn’t find them though. They can’t have since I have kept the pages on me ever since I found them.  Ever since they came into my possession, I have been plagued by calls and visitors giving warnings and demands. I wish they had never come to me. The office was one thing, but to find my own home similarly ransacked was the last straw. I need help and I know of only one place I can go.

      ‘Take the next left,’ I instruct my taxi driver. ‘You’ll miss the roadworks at the junction.’

      ‘I know the way, thank you very much,’ he says before making the turn.

      I open my mobile phone and call the same number I have tried five times this night already.

      ‘C’mon, Charles! Pick up! Pick up!’ I utter as the phone rings without answer and goes through to voicemail.

      ‘Charles, call me back as soon as you can,’ I say in the message. ‘I hope you got my last voicemails, but in case you didn’t, I need your help. I have stumbled on to something that I…’

      The car lurches hard to the left and my phone slips from my grasp.

      ‘This joker on the right nearly hit us!’ Henry yells as he unwinds his window. The other vehicle speeds up from behind until it is level with us.

      ‘Hey, you idiots!’ Henry yells at the other car. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

      The blacked out windows of the vehicle lower to reveal the driver and passengers. All are armed in military combat gear and look to us with determined focus. We are the prey.

      ‘Henry, turn!’ I yell, leaning forward and grabbing the steering wheel.

      ‘What the…’ Henry begins to yell before he is silenced by the thunder of gunfire.

      Our windows shatter and metal thuds with the impact of bullets. I duck down as low as I can, hearing the bullets soar over my head.

      ‘Get us out of here!’ I scream.

      ‘You don’t have to tell me twice!’ Henry turns the car away from our attackers and sends the damaged taxi down a narrow alleyway.

      Gunfire follows us as we speed down the alley. Another black-windowed vehicle slams into our side as we emerge onto the next street. Henry does not take his foot off the accelerator as we continue to flee. Our attackers in the two vehicles don’t give up and pepper our taxi with more gunfire until smoke begins to stream from the engine, choking us inside.

      ‘C’mon, girl. C’mon!’ Henry urges his taxi on before shouting at me. ‘What the hell have you got me messed up in?’

      ‘I wish I knew,’ I reply before our car is hit again by the others slamming into its sides.

      ‘You’re paying for every penny to repair the…’ Henry says before a single bullet tears through the windscreen from ahead of us. It hits my driver who pulls hard on the steering wheel and sends us careening off the road. We crash through anything in our path until the car overturns and sends our world spinning.

      I must have blacked out for a few moments, because when I come to, the car is still but upside down. My body aches all over and I feel a trickle of blood run down my forehead. My arm aches horribly too, as does a leg.

      ‘Henry! Henry!’ I call out to him as I try to pull myself up.

      ‘I’m all right. I’m all right,’ he calls back as the nearest door to me creaks open. ‘You okay, Miss?’

      His shoulder is bleeding heavily, but that does not slow him as he reaches in and helps pull me out. Just as I am nearly clear, Henry is roughly shoved aside and someone else drags me from the ruined car. I am held by the throat and thrown against the overturned taxi. My attacker wears full military gear—black ops by my guess—with a helmet that conceals his face. Red glowing eyes like a demon stare deep into mine.

      ‘Are you Professor Melissa Moore?’ the masked man asks.

      ‘I… I am…’ I struggle to say. ‘What… what do you want?’

      ‘This is for the greater good,’ the man warns as he draws a handgun and raises it to my head. ‘I am sorry.’

      There is nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Fear ceases me utterly, but all I can do is close my eyes.

      As I wait for the gun to sound out and end my life, I hear the sound of engines grow closer and closer around me. They’re different though; not those of the cars and vans that had chased us. They’re motorcycles, and so close that I fear I will be run over. I open my eyes and back away, but it is my attacker who is forced to move.

      The gunman fires a round but misses as a motorcycle nearly collides with him. The masked man retreats and fires again, but his attacker, a woman with purple and red hair hanging beneath her helmet, fires her own handgun back at him. My saviour clambers off the bike and charges the masked man, leaping at him and striking him hard. He reacts quickly, overpowering the woman with speed and strength. The masked assailant knocks the woman aside repeatedly but she still keeps coming, doing all she can to keep him from reaching me.

      A second motorcycle, an old military Honda, screeches to a halt beside me and the rider lifts the visor of his helmet.

      ‘Get on!’ the young man yells at me.

      ‘Who are you?’ I ask in confusion.

      ‘Adam Hunter of the British Museum,’ he replies quickly as he throws something towards the two black-windowed vehicles and their occupants as they disembark and head towards me. The projectiles erupt with a blinding flash that disorients all in their path.

      ‘We’re here to rescue you, Professor,’ Adam calls to me. ‘Now get on the bike!’

      ‘You have no idea what you’re doing!’ the red-eyed masked man yells towards us. He has fought off the woman again and left her sprawling on the ground and struggling to recover her motorcycle. He raises his handgun to us but another projectile soars towards him, an arrow this time, that impales in the shoulder of his armour before exploding in a cloud of smoke.

      ‘I generally have no idea what I’m doing, even at the best of times!’ Adam cheers back as he lowers his bow and revs the motorcycle engine. ‘See you another time, Hawke!’

      With that, my rescuer sends us hurtling away into the night, with the woman joining us on the road.
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      ADAM—The British Museum. London, England

      ‘I can’t believe all of this is down here, buried beneath the museum,’ Professor Moore says with wonder as we walk through the hangar in the lower levels of the British Museum.

      ‘That’s exactly what I think every time I see it,’ I reply as we pass all manner of vehicles, transports, aircraft and equipment.

      There are work crews all around us running maintenance and repairs, despite the late hour. I hand my motorcycle to one mechanic and make him swear not to leave a scratch. That bike was my father’s and it has taken me months to get it running and roadworthy again after near destroying it in Scotland.

      ‘You think this is something, you should see what else we have down here,’ Emma says as she removes her helmet and joins us. Her eyes, one green and one blue, bring a smile to my lips every time.

      Emma Lovell is a year or two older than me, with red and purple hair and a taste for adventure, along with a fantastic sense of humour. Yes, I like her more than I should and she has been very clear more than a few times that those feelings are not reciprocated, but I still hold out hope.

      ‘Professor Melissa Moore, meet Emma Lovell,’ I introduce.

      ‘A relation of Charles?’ the professor asks.

      ‘Niece,’ she replies. ‘My uncle dispatched us to find you as soon as he received your messages.’

      ‘You’re lucky we were nearby,’ I say.

      Fortunately, I was only a couple of miles down the road, meeting with my friends Duncan and Sara. I had to make my excuses and leave sharpish in order to get to the professor in time. Luckily, Emma was even closer.

      ‘Charles is an old friend and I knew he would be able to help me,’ Melissa says. ‘Is he here? I am in desperate need of his help still.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but Charles is in New York at the moment, meeting with the UN Security Council again,’ Emma explains. ‘He has informed me that we are to aid you in any way we can.’

      ‘Very well,’ the professor says.

      Melissa doesn’t appear wholly satisfied with the answer, but I expect she has little choice by the look of desperation on her face.

      ‘Is there somewhere we can talk in private?’ she asks.

      ‘Of course,’ I reply. ‘Echo Team’s operations room will do just fine and we can regroup with the others.’

      ‘Others?’

      ‘Oh, we were just the quickest to answer Charles’ call,’ Emma replies, flashing me a smile. ‘The quickest and the best.’

      ‘Sure are,’ I reply. ‘This way, Professor. We can get our medic to give you a look over too after that crash.’

      ‘What about Henry, my driver?’ the professor asks.

      ‘Abbey says that police have already picked him up and he is on his way to a hospital as we speak,’ Emma says.

      ‘Abbey is…?’

      ‘You’ll see,’ I reply.

      We lead Professor Moore to the main lifts that will take us to the operations rooms. Like the professor, I am still amazed that all of this is down here and that I am part of it. I am a seventeen-year-old college dropout, and somehow, an operative and hunter of historical artefacts for the British Museum. I still catch myself grinning sometimes when I think about it.

      ‘Containment and storage,’ Melissa says as the lift takes us past those levels. ‘What is in there?’

      ‘Just old equipment and some dusty artefacts from the main museum displays.’ I share a knowing smile with Emma, but she rolls her eyes before a smile escapes her lips.

      It was an obvious lie, but we cannot go telling everyone our secrets. Most wouldn’t believe us anyway if we told them that a full, intact pirate ship, a Viking longboat, most of a castle, royal jewels, and items of immense mythical and supernatural power are housed down here – and those are just the items I know about. All of it is hidden beneath the tourist attraction that is the public face of the British Museum.

      ‘Here we go,’ I say as the lift doors open to reveal the operations rooms. We pass Alpha Team’s room first, with the blacked out windows and padlocked door. No one has been in there for years and it is one of the museum’s many mysteries held secret from even us. Bravo Team’s room is similarly deserted, with its sole survivor, Gabriel Quinn, likely propping up a bar somewhere. The other rooms though, Charlie and Delta, are a hive of activity.

      Both teams’ rooms are occupied by analysts and researchers, giving live information and feedback to the operatives in the field. Monitors and screens fill the walls with images of maps, landscapes, and recovered artefacts. Judith Westmore leads Charlie Team, and from the looks of it, she is in the depths of an Egyptian tomb, surveying over a chamber occupied by a dozen sarcophagi. I have had my fill of mummies and sarcophagi after my last visit to Egypt. I don’t even need to look at Delta Team’s screens for I know where they are. Helena Lainson is leading the allocation and distribution of the artefacts from the recently discovered Nazi gold trains. I can hear her voice barking orders over the speakers from the hallway.

      ‘Here we are,’ Emma says as she opens the door to the Echo Team operations room; our room.

      Inside, surrounded by equipment and monitors, are two occupants; our hard as nails former soldier and combat medic, Dave Conway, and our young Irish historian, Abbey, who is cradling a hot mug of coffee in her hands. It is funny to think that three months ago I didn’t know either of them, but now I would trust them with my life.

      ‘And today’s guess…’ I say to Abbey, ‘…Dyson.’

      ‘I am too tired and hungover to listen to your stupid guesses about what my surname is,’ Abbey replies. ‘Besides, Dyson? My family does not invent hoovers or killer robots.’

      ‘Rough night with your old university mate? Emma asks her.

      ‘It was her birthday and she likes to party.’ Abbey swallows some painkillers and drinks from her mug. ‘I’d forgotten how much she liked to party.’ She removes her glasses and ties her long blonde hair back before taking a few deep breaths.

      ‘You’re looking a little pale,’ I remark.

      ‘Ssh,’ she replies, pulling a bucket closer to her, just in case.

      ‘Did I miss all the excitement?’ Dave asks us after we introduce the professor to them. Dave acts as the team’s support in the field, but more often than not, he finds himself in the thick of the action. He immediately sees to Melissa, checking her wounds and cleaning and bandaging the cut at her forehead.

      ‘Not exactly,’ I reply. ‘It was Hawke.’

      ‘Winterbourne again,’ Dave says with a grimace. ‘Why am I not surprised?’

      ‘None of you had to face him,’ Emma says with a wince of pain as she flexes a shoulder. ‘Abbey, give me those painkillers.’

      ‘And why didn’t Adam engage him?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Because it was rock, paper, scissors,’ Emma says, smirking. ‘He lost.’

      ‘I had to rescue the professor while Emma was the distraction,’ I reply.

      Emma was more than happy for a fight instead of just being an escort, but now I think she regrets it. Hawke is one of the toughest fighters I have ever faced, and Emma was lucky to escape with her life.

      ‘Hawke? Was that the masked man who attacked me?’ Professor Moore asks. ‘Why was he after me?’

      ‘Only you can answer that question, Professor,’ a new voice says as my older brother, Matt, joins us in the room. Three years older than me and always the best at everything, Matt is the leader of Echo Team. To his credit, he is modest and has never boasted of his achievements. That’s why I use every opportunity I get to tease him with the name Golden Boy. As always, he is wearing his lucky baseball cap.

      ‘Late as always,’ I tell him.

      ‘You try leaving a house in the middle of the night without waking your heavily pregnant girlfriend,’ he replies.

      ‘How is Kat?’ Emma asks. ‘Not long to go now.’

      ‘She’s good but fed up. Three weeks until due date so it’s not surprising.’

      ‘And you’re still giving us no clue whether it’s a boy or a girl,’ Abbey says slowly between deep breaths.

      ‘He won’t even show us a picture from the scans,’ I say.

      ‘We want to keep it a secret,’ Matt replies.

      ‘We know you love secrets.’

      It was only because Matt went missing that I discovered he works for the British Museum at all. I do wonder if he would have kept it a secret for longer if that hadn’t happened, or whether I would have ever learned the truth.

      ‘You’re looking very calm about impending fatherhood,’ Dave says as he finishes up with Professor Moore’s bandages.

      ‘I wasn’t,’ Matt replies, ‘but I figured that if I can survive facing Vladimir Makov, Egyptian curses, Winterbourne, Hawke, and undead Nazis, then I can handle becoming a father.’

      ‘It’s tougher than all that put together,’ Dave replies with a chuckle.

      ‘Anyway, to the matter at hand.’ Matt snaps back to his leader role. ‘Hawke and Winterbourne are after you, Professor. Why? Your messages to Charles suggested that you have something that others want.’

      ‘They raided my home, my work office, and have now tried to kill me,’ the Professor explains with a shaken voice as she pulls a small stack of old papers from inside her jacket. ‘It was all for these.’

      ‘What are they?’ Emma asks as the professor unfolds the papers and lays them flat upon the table in the centre of the operations room. From the looks of the pages, they are just notes, scribbles in terrible handwriting that I can barely read. On one page though, I can clearly see what is supposed to be a map.

      ‘These are the last notes and journal entries of Romanian scholar Nicolae Dalca before he vanished in 1967,’ Professor Moore explains. ‘They have been under secure lockdown since Nicolae’s disappearance and only now have they been released to the general public. I have always been fascinated with his work on ancient Romania, particularly the 1400s, and was lucky enough to purchase them at a private auction a week ago.’

      ‘I wouldn’t call it luck considering all the trouble it’s brought you,’ Dave says.

      ‘What do these pages tell you?’ Matt asks. ‘None of us are fortunate enough to read Romanian.’

      ‘These notes and journal entries give details and a rough guide about the hidden treasures of Poenari Castle,’ the professor says.

      ‘Wait!’ Abbey shouts as she pulls herself away from her bucket and towards the table. ‘Did you say Poenari Castle?’

      ‘I did,’ Melissa says, pleased with the reaction it has gained from at least one of us.

      ‘Poenari Castle? The Poenari Castle of legend?’

      ‘The very one,’ the professor remarks with pride.

      ‘Want to enlighten us, Abbey?’ I ask.

      ‘C’mon, guys. Poenari Castle,’ Abbey says, with her Irish accent growing stronger with her excitement. ‘Formerly home to one of the most infamous and evil mass killers the world has ever known. No, still no guesses. How about the name Vlad the Impaler?’

      ‘Now that name I have heard before,’ Matt says.

      ‘Yes, but I’ve never heard of that castle though,’ Emma says.

      ‘Perhaps you’ve heard of it by a different name,’ Abbey says. ‘Castle Dracula?’

      ‘What? Really?’ I ask. ‘That’s a real place?’

      ‘As a professor whose study is focused on the history of Romania and the surrounding regions, perhaps I can enlighten you all,’ Professor Moore says.

      At this, Abbey wheels herself across to her computer and brings up images of a castle high up in the mountains, and paintings of a man surrounded by death and destruction.

      ‘Poenari Castle was the home of Vladislav the Third, the Voivode and ruling Prince of Wallachia,’ the professor explains. ‘Wallachia was once an independent territory and now stands as part of Romania. Prince Vlad was known for many things. With his younger brother, Radu, he was held hostage by the Turkish Ottoman Empire in 1442 for several years. In 1448, he was returned to his homeland and appointed as ruler of Wallachia. As one of his earliest acts, he purged the nation of their Boyars, their corrupt nobility. Prince Vlad led the defence of Wallachia when Sultan Mehmed the Second invaded at the head of the largest Ottoman army ever assembled. The prince subjected the Ottomans to a campaign of terror unlike any seen before. He utilised psychological and biological warfare on a scale unheard of at that time. His favourite way of killing was to impale with a spear or spike.’

      ‘That was how he earned the name we all know him by,’ Abbey says as she loads horrific images of death upon the screens. ‘Vlad the Impaler.’

      ‘That’s not the only name he goes by though, is it?’ Emma says with a knowing grin.

      ‘There is another name that is known as more contemporary,’ Melissa says. ‘Vlad’s father was a member of the Order of the Dragon. Their word for dragon was Dracul. Vlad became known as the Son of the Dragon, or more appropriately, Vlad…’

      ‘Dracula,’ Emma finishes with excitement. ‘Vlad Dracula. His crimes were so terrible that he became the inspiration for the vampire myth.’

      ‘You know your Romanian history,’ the Professor guesses.

      ‘I know my horror stories,’ Emma corrects.

      ‘So, this is a map of Castle Dracula?’ I say, pointing to the professor’s acquired notes.

      ‘These are the notes and a map detailing Poenari Castle,’ the professor says. ‘More accurately, this all gives clues and instructions as to where Prince Vlad the Third hid much of his acquired riches during the campaigns against the Ottoman Empire.’

      ‘Hawke and Winterbourne’s interest in this would suggest that the professor is onto something,’ Dave says.

      ‘Or they at least believe so,’ I add.

      ‘I think you are right,’ Melissa says. ‘Why would other people go to such lengths to acquire some old notes if there is not a belief that they really do lead to something?’

      ‘Have you deciphered the rest of the notes?’ Matt asks. ‘Do you have an idea of where to look?’

      ‘There are several leads with strong evidence to support them.’

      ‘What if someone else has already beaten us to the punch?’ Emma says. ‘From these images, the castle is a ruin. It’s probably been picked over a dozen times in the last month, let alone all the time since our vampire lived there.’

      ‘Prince Vlad,’ Melissa corrects with annoyance. ‘I did not spend years of work studying a make-believe fairy-tale that scares children.’

      ‘According to official records, the entire place is…’ Abbey begins to say before stopping abruptly and hurrying to the bucket. She waits a few seconds before emerging. ‘It’s okay, false alarm. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh, yeah. According to official records, the whole area around and including the castle has been listed as off-limits due to the treacherous Carpathian mountain range.’

      ‘Perhaps they are hiding something,’ Emma suggests.

      ‘Maybe for good reason,’ Dave counters. ‘What do you think, Matt?’

      My brother doesn’t answer immediately, but contemplates the situation. He studies the maps among the notes one more time before coming up with his answer.

      ‘Charles has ordered that we are to support Professor Moore in whatever way we can,’ Matt says. ‘If the professor wants to go to this castle then we will accompany her as an escort. We will keep watch, especially if Hawke and Winterbourne are sniffing around.’

      ‘When do you want to leave?’ the professor asks.

      ‘Are you fit to travel?’

      ‘You’ve got a nasty bump and possibly a concussion,’ Dave warns.

      ‘I feel fine,’ the professor retorts. ‘I only hold myself responsible if anything happens.’

      ‘Very well. We can arrange transport today,’ Matt replies.

      ‘So soon,’ Melissa says with surprise. ‘I will need to go home to collect my research and… and clothes, of course.’

      ‘We will escort you,’ Matt says.

      ‘I will get our weaponry,’ Dave adds.

      ‘I will get our garlic and crosses,’ Emma jokes.

      ‘I will get the stakes,’ I reply with a chuckle.

      ‘For the last time, vampires are not real,’ the professor says in vain.

      ‘Hang on, one last thing,’ I say, stopping everyone in their tracks. ‘These notes were written by a guy who vanished in the sixties?’

      ‘Yes. Noted scholar Nicolae Dalca,’ Melissa replies.

      ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘He set off for Poenari Castle with three other accomplices.’ I see doubt flicker across her face, a realisation of some sort.

      ‘What happened?’ Matt asks.

      ‘They were never seen alive again,’ Melissa confesses with a tremor of fear in her voice. ‘It was reported that the following morning the security teams that patrol the area found four bodies. Three were torn apart by wild animals and one was burned to ashes. None of the bodies were recognisable.’

      ‘This is absolutely our kind of case,’ Emma says with glee, just as Abbey lunges again for the bucket.
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      ADAM—My quarters, The British Museum. London, England

      ‘Always on the move,’ I tell myself as I pack a rucksack.

      I take my operational uniform, my body armour, my bow and quiver filled with specialised arrows, and a dozen more pieces of equipment I may or may not need. I was never in the scouts, but I do like their motto of being prepared. I pack some spare clothes and, of course, my father’s grey leather jacket. When all is ready and my rucksack is fit to bursting, I take a quick look around the room.

      Mounted to one wall is a collection of tokens I have accumulated during my time here. There is a Roman short sword gladius, a piece of an Egyptian Book of the Dead, and a single gold coin engraved with the symbol of the Polish resistance during the Second World War. I wonder what will join the collection next. Maybe a vampire fang!

      My gaze then falls upon the world map covering one of the walls. There are green pins covering the map, denoting all the places I have travelled during my time with the museum. Soon enough, I will be able to add in a pin for Romania to join the rest. I pace closer and pull down the cord to reveal a hidden board covered in maps, notes, and photos.

      ‘So that’s the famous Wanted Board,’ Emma calls from the doorway, making me jump.

      ‘How long have you been standing there?’

      ‘C’mon, we need to get going,’ she replies, but surprisingly, she takes a step into my room.

      ‘What do you mean famous?’ I ask as Emma inspects the Wanted Board.

      ‘Well, Matt told me about it, then Dave, and lastly, Abbey.’ She smirks. ‘I had to see it for myself.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Hawke, Bishop and Leon, Vlad Makov, Follia, Colonel Steinhardt, Doctor Zajak, Professor Veitnar, and Winterbourne,’ she says, reading each out in turn. ‘All the gang is here. You’ve marked each with their sightings and last known whereabouts. You know a few of these can be removed now?’

      ‘It helps me keep score. Each of them we have stopped makes me feel a bit better about those we couldn’t. That, and we still don’t know who is behind Winterbourne and their campaign to claim anything of historical or supernatural power.’

      ‘You really need a hobby,’ she teases. ‘Or a girl.’

      ‘I wish. I keep asking one girl out but she keeps knocking me back.’

      ‘This again?’

      ‘Say yes just the once and it would end,’ I say with a cheeky grin.

      ‘In that case…’ she says, looking me straight in the eyes, and with that smile I would do anything to see. ‘The answer… is… no.’

      ‘Tease,’ I joke as I throw a book her way. She easily dodges it and throws it back. I push the Wanted Board back into hiding and grab my rucksack.

      ‘I prefer this map anyway,’ Emma says as she inspects the world map across the wall. ‘I’ve got one just like it, but a lot more markers for places seen.’

      ‘Of course. You have been with the team a lot longer than me.’

      ‘I travelled a lot before joining the museum,’ she says. ‘After my parents… after they were gone, Uncle Charles would take me wherever he went for work. I saw a lot of countries and a lot of sights few in the world have had the chance to see.’

      Emma pauses for a moment then, flexing her shoulder with a wince of pain.

      ‘You okay?’ I ask.

      ‘Hawke packs a hell of a punch.’

      ‘That’s why he’s on the board,’ I say. ‘I am wondering why Winterbourne would take interest in some notes about a ruined castle in Romania. You going to be all right?’

      ‘It’s nothing that won’t heal with time,’ she replies with one last flex of her shoulder. ‘You just worry about yourself.’

      ‘You two ready?’ Dave asks from the doorway. ‘Or was I interrupting something?’

      ‘Adam wishes you were,’ Emma says with a taunting smile. ‘C’mon, lover-boy. Time to go hunt a vampire.’
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      ADAM— In the air over Europe, heading for Dracula’s castle

      ‘I’d have thought it would be a lot more than a three hour flight,’ I say to my brother seated beside me on the plane.

      ‘Your geography has always been pretty horrific,’ he replies.

      ‘You see that Emma and Professor Moore are still arguing about vampires?’

      ‘Yeah. It might have been a mistake sitting them two together. If they keep it up, the stewards will be having words.’

      ‘It doesn’t seem to be bothering Dave so much,’ I say, seeing the former soldier fast asleep and snoring.

      ‘I swear he probably slept through the wars he fought in,’ Matt jokes.

      ‘About the professor… you trust her?’

      ‘Why’d you ask?’

      ‘She seems a little… I don’t know… shaky, or maybe even unhinged at times.’

      ‘You’d be the same if you had Hawke chasing you down and trying to kill you.’

      ‘True. I don’t know, maybe this job is making me a bit more suspicious of people.’

      ‘It’s understandable given our track record,’ Matt replies, ‘but Charles trusts her… and I had Abbey run a background check too.’

      ‘Bet Abbey enjoyed doing that in her current condition. Anything we should know about our new friend Melissa Moore?’

      ‘Only that our professor has been a teacher for almost thirty years.’

      ‘That’s enough to drive anyone crazy,’ I joke. ‘Speaking of crazed teachers, how are things with our mother? Has she told you how much she is looking forward to becoming a grandmother?’

      ‘Nearly every day. She’s probably a bit too excited, if I’m honest. Two days ago she was threatening to quit her job so she can become a full time nanny for us.’

      ‘She will be moving into your house next,’ I tease.

      ‘Don’t joke; I’m seriously worried about it.’ He laughs. ‘How have things been between you two?’

      ‘Actually they’ve been pretty good,’ I admit. ‘I don’t tell her half of what happens with my work with you all at the British Museum, but it does seem to have brought us closer. Maybe there’s a bit more respect there than before.’

      ‘There was always respect,’ Matt tries to assure me. ‘Our mother just has funny ways of showing it sometimes. She just wants the best for you. For both of us.’

      ‘Maybe. All I know is things haven’t been as good as this since before Dad died.’

      ‘That’s good,’ Matt says.

      I hear it in his voice then, a hint of sadness and regret. It is always the same whenever our father is mentioned. We lost him several years ago when his plane crashed on a work trip and not a day goes by where I don’t think about him. It’s not difficult to recall his face, his laugh, and his love for us both, not since I still wear his grey leather jacket, ride his motorcycle, and carry the pen-knife he gave me.

      My brother has his own tokens; the lighter our father kept with him as a lucky charm, and the notebook where Matt still records everything about our work in encrypted and coded notes. Our father lives on through us and I think he would be proud to know what we are doing with our lives so far.

      ‘He would’ve made a great grandad,’ Matt says.

      ‘He sure would.’

      I come close to recalling a story of a time we shared with him, but I realise it isn’t needed. Both of us have our own memories of him, of great times together and even the boring everyday life. All those memories are worth more than gold to us.

      ‘When we get back we should visit him,’ Matt says. ‘You, me, Mum, and Kat.’

      ‘We should go when the baby arrives too,’ I add.

      ‘Absolutely. If you strip everything else away; work, school, money, homes, everything, one thing will always be left. Family. Family will always remain, no matter what happens.’

      ‘He was a great dad, and you will make a great one too, I’m sure of it,’ I tell my brother.

      ‘We’ll see. First, we have to hunt down the treasure of a murderous, evil prince who may or may not have been a vampire.’

      ‘Careful, the professor might hear you,’ I joke.

      ‘Actually, I don’t think Prince Vlad was all that evil after all.’ Abbey’s voice joins us over our communication sets. Matt wears a concealed ear-piece whereas I wear a set of specially modified glasses, a headset that houses display screens in both lenses and hi-tech sensors and communications arrays.

      ‘Nice of you to join us, drunkard,’ I tease her. ‘Has the room stopped spinning yet?’

      ‘Don’t even joke about it,’ Abbey replies. ‘I have thrown up more times than I can count!’

      ‘Orange juice and lemonade does the trick,’ Matt advises. ‘That always sorts me out.’

      ‘Is that the voice of experience?’ I ask.

      ‘I wasn’t always Golden Boy you called me,’ he replies. ‘I had a rebellious phase and still have the occasional night out.’

      ‘I would pay good money to see you in the same condition as Abbey,’ I say. ‘Well, maybe a little before you reach the hurling phase...’

      ‘Anyway,’ Abbey interrupts, ‘if you’ve quite finished, I was about to give you some background information.’

      ‘Go ahead, Abbey,’ Matt says with one last chuckle.

      ‘As I was saying, I don’t think Prince Vlad was actually all that evil. I’ve been doing some research, which I must admit, was difficult in my current condition. Anyway, what the professor said was true to a certain extent. The prince was known for his brutality and his favoured method of execution…’

      ‘Impalement,’ I say, recalling the gruesome images Abbey found.

      ‘Right,’ Abbey agrees, ‘but there is evidence that suggests that the prince did all this to protect the people under his rule by any means necessary. He is known as a national hero in the region, despite his infamy. He is viewed as a freedom fighter and man of the people in Romania.’

      ‘Quite the fella,’ Matt says. ‘What happened to him after his war with the Ottomans?’

      ‘It is said that he was murdered and buried in a monastery on an island. His body was to be buried in a grave at the altar and his head sent to his old foe, the Ottoman Sultan Mehmed. That was what was recorded, although during later excavations, the tomb was found empty.’

      ‘Dun, dun, dun!’ Matt says dramatically.

      ‘Of course, that could all be just a myth and legend,’ Abbey says.

      ‘That’s our line of work, isn’t it?’ I reply with a grin.
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      ADAM—Climbing…the endless…endless…steps…into…the Carpathian mountains…Romania

      It’s a long way up through the winding mountain pass; fifteen hundred stone steps so Abbey keeps telling us. The reminders do not make it any easier. The sun is beating down on us, and though there is woodland below, there is no shade for our team as we make the ascent. The only thing above us is the mountains.

      ‘I hate to be the person to ask,’ I say, wiping away sweat from my face, ‘but are we nearly there yet?’

      ‘Perhaps you should work on your fitness,’ Emma suggests.

      ‘My fitness is fine. If this was running it wouldn’t be a problem, but these steep steps are killing my calves.’

      ‘The professor seems to be doing fine,’ Matt says as he leads from the front as always.

      ‘Many years spent in the Peak District back home in England,’ she replies with a broad grin. It’s easy to tell how excited she is at the prospect of reaching Poenari Castle.

      ‘Remind me to add more hill climbs to Adam’s training,’ Dave says through the comms sets. I wear my glasses whilst the others all have ear-pieces.

      ‘You wouldn’t be saying that if you were here and carrying all the gear,’ I say. ‘That’s along with the body armour you have us all wear.’

      ‘Next time, don’t draw the short straw,’ the former soldier says. ‘Besides, someone had to wait with the vehicle at the bottom and keep an eye out for Winterbourne if they show up.’

      ‘Excuses, excuses,’ I reply as I pull at my body armour.

      Like me, Matt and Emma are wearing their own sets of armour over their dark grey British Museum uniforms, reinforced stab vests similar to what the police and army wear. Each set of body armour has been repaired after what we faced in Germany, yet still carry the scars from those exploits. Emma’s artwork covers most of hers, a roaring tiger surrounded in flames. Professor Moore wears a borrowed set, despite her protests.

      ‘Matt, you see that to the east?’ Dave’s voice comes back.

      ‘Yeah,’ my brother replies. ‘Rock slide. The government weren’t wrong with their warnings about this area.’

      ‘Stay careful up there, you lot,’ Dave says. ‘You need anything, you just holler and I will come running.’

      ‘Yes, Dad,’ teases Emma.

      ‘That reminds me. Abbey, you did contact the Romanian authorities, didn’t you?’ I ask. ‘You know, to tell them we were coming.’

      ‘Was I meant to do that?’ she replies over the comms sets from the operations room back beneath the British Museum.

      ‘You mean we’ve wandered into a country to dig up their historic site without permission?’ Professor Moore says with shock as we all stop in our tracks.

      ‘Wouldn’t be the first time,’ Emma whispers under her breath.

      ‘Abbey?’ Matt asks.

      ‘I’m just kidding.’ She chuckles. ‘Of course I did.’

      ‘Somebody’s clearly feeling better,’ I say.

      ‘A shower and a couple of hours sleep will do a girl wonders,’ Abbey replies. ‘You guys have one day to make an authorised and sanctioned visit on behalf of the British Museum. As always, all finds must be reported…’

      ‘So that the Romanian government can take their share of the finding?’ Professor Moore questions with irritation.

      ‘To be fair, it is their history,’ Matt replies. ‘Did the government not want to send any representatives to accompany us on the excavation?’

      ‘Not exactly,’ Abbey says. ‘Their own historical divisions haven’t set foot in this region since the remains of Nicolae Dalca and his team were recovered. It seems they are a little cautious of this whole area.’

      ‘Can’t imagine why,’ I say as we finally near the top of the steps and the ruins of Poenari Castle come into view.

      Despite the many years and the obvious deterioration, the castle itself is still impressive. The structure looms over the region, imposing, with towers still standing and walls and battlements that refuse to be defeated by time. From the top of the steps, it is easy to see just why they built the fortress up here. You can see for miles and an enemy army would tire itself out just marching to its gates.

      ‘Where the vampire legend was born,’ Emma says.

      ‘Where a true tyrant and villain ruled,’ Professor Moore snaps.

      ‘Where do we begin, Professor?’ Matt interrupts, trying to prevent another argument breaking out between the pair.

      ‘Nicolae’s notes suggest that vaults containing the prince’s most prized wealth are hidden beneath the castle,’ Melissa says as she scans through the old pages. ‘We should begin there.’

      ‘Lead on,’ Matt says as he draws his handgun and checks that it is loaded. Emma does the same, and likewise, I check my kit for my extendable bow and its quiver of customised arrows.

      ‘You people are well armed for historians,’ Professor Moore says.

      ‘It’s all part of the job,’ I reply. It sounds like a boast, but it really isn’t.

      ‘Just in case Hawke or Winterbourne decide to pay us a visit,’ Matt replies as he holsters his firearm and checks over our surroundings one last time.

      ‘I’m glad you’re on my side,’ Melissa says as she leads us on towards the castle ruins. ‘Although, I am confused as to why one of you only has a bow and arrows.’

      ‘You should see him shoot a gun,’ Matt says with a grimace.

      ‘A simply terrible shot,’ Emma adds.

      ‘So, is this region Transylvania then?’ I ask, changing the subject.

      ‘No,’ Abbey replies. ‘That area is further north in Romania.’

      ‘I thought Transylvania is where the Dracula legend originates,’ Emma says, confused.

      ‘Silly stories,’ Professor Moore replies. ‘That is where fact and legend are very different, young girl.’

      I see Emma simmer at that comment and know I have to change the subject quickly.

      ‘I’m just glad that for once there isn’t any water,’ I say, referring to my fear and worst nightmare. ‘No lakes, no rivers, no oceans, and not even a cloud in the sky. There isn’t any of the wet stuff to be seen for miles. For once, I’m a happy guy!’

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ Matt says as he peers down the side of the mountain pass. I always forget that he hates heights.

      We pass the gate house and the long fallen gates before crossing a narrow bridge to the castle itself. The area was once a tourist attraction, but the dangerous region and what happened to Nicolae Dalca’s group have long since deterred visitors. Once over the bridge, we enter the castle. Despite the blazing sun outside, there is barely any light within. Matt, Emma, and the professor use torches, whilst my glasses headset switches to night-mode and illuminates the way.

      ‘Here we go again,’ Matt says as he takes a step inside and into the darkness.
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      VLAD THE BOY—Palace of Târgoviște, Wallachia

      His sword strikes my shield once, twice, and then a third time to force me back. I swing my blade round to urge my brother Radu away, earning me a chance to wipe the sweat from my eyes. He does not delay, lunging forward and holding nothing back in his assault. My shield cracks and splinters under his strength, but I wait and bide my time. Radu is already beginning to tire.

      ‘You’ve grown strong, brother,’ I tell him.

      ‘Stronger than you,’ he boasts. ‘I will see you defeated this day!’

      ‘See it done, if you can.’

      Radu’s advantage is his strength. He is younger, but taller and broader than I, quickly growing to a mountain of a man. My strength is not in my arms, but in my mind. I circle my young brother, backing away from each lunge and letting him beat himself against my shield. Sweat covers us both, but he is the one gasping for breath.

      ‘You will never learn, Radu,’ I warn him.

      He grunts in anger and charges again, swinging his sword wildly in vain attempts to strike me. Foolish Radu, always acting with his heart and not his head. As he overreaches, I hammer my shield into his body and sweep his legs out from under him with my sword. He crashes to the polished floor, blade and shield lost from grip and clattering on the ground.

      ‘Yield,’ I order as I lower the point of my wooden sword to his throat.

      ‘Well done, my sons,’ our father calls from his throne, clapping his hands together loudly as he ends the contest.

      He has been watching as we battle, along with all the court of Wallachia. Both Radu and I were proving our skill and worth to our father, caring little for the rest of the assembled nobility. I lower a hand to my younger brother, but he swats it away, eyeing me with scorn.

      ‘You almost had me this time,’ I say, trying to soften the blow.

      ‘Next time it will be you who falls,’ he warns as a grin creeps across his lips.

      ‘I look forward to the attempt.’

      Radu struggles to his feet and we stand at attention, two brothers awaiting a father’s verdict.

      ‘This was contest worthy of our great nation,’ Father tells the gathered Boyars nobles and ladies of court. Upon his throne, he wears the scaled crimson armour of our ancestors, engraved with the flames of a dragon.

      ‘My sons, Vladislav and Radu, have trained and fought for many years,’ Father announces. ‘Vlad, at fifteen years, and Radu at fourteen, are no longer boys, but men who I know will make me and all of Wallachia proud.’

      I look to the crowd around us, seeing nobles and soldiers and even the High Priest Popescu. Amongst the assembled court, I see a few friends too.  I see Jusztina, warrior bride in training. She nods at me, approving of my victory. My oldest friend Luician is there, broad and tall with a grin upon his face. His father hands him a coin, a wager won in supporting me. Lastly, I see Meera. My gaze lingers on her most of all, drawing a more than willing smile from my lips. Each of my friends look to me with pride, for today is the day that Radu and I take our rightful place amongst the Order.

      ‘My eldest son, Mircea, is already a member of the knighthood,’ our father states. ‘Now, all my sons have proven themselves worthy of the Sacred Order of Dracul. As you all know, Dracul is an ancient word for dragon. My sons possess hearts of fire. They are sons of the dragon. They are Dracula.’

      The court cheers and chants the name again and again. Son of the Dragon. Dracula. They only stop when our father commands it.

      ‘It is with tremendous pride that I, Prince, Voivode, and ruler of Wallachia, name Vladislav and Radu as…’

      The doors to the throne room thunder open and a dozen footsteps march towards us. My father rises to stand as his guards, his brides, raise their spears in warning.

      ‘Who dares disturb this sacred day?’ my father demands.

      ‘My apologies, honoured Prince,’ the leader of the party states.

      He and the rest of his group are dressed in fine robes and cloaks, and carry spears marked in black and red. Their leader is the only one to reveal his face, as the rest peer at the court with narrowed eyes.

      ‘I am an emissary sent by…’ the visitor begins before my father’s bellowing voice silences him.

      ‘I know who you are,’ he states with the authority of a ruler. ‘You are the pitiful voice of your master, Sultan Mehmed of the Turkish Ottoman Empire. I care little for you, your sultan, or your empire. Speak now and be quick, for my patience already wears thin at this intrusion.’

      Radu and I take a step back towards our father, both of us smiling at this display of his might and strength.

      The emissary does not look deterred and signals to his guards. As one, they lift their cloaks and throw a dozen severed heads across the polished floors towards us. I cannot look away, and the eyes of the dead stare right back at me.

      ‘This is sacrilege,’ High Priest Popescu cries from amongst the court.

      ‘What is this outrage?’ my father yells with thunder in his voice. His guards, his brides, advance a pace with ready spears, needing only his command to end the emissary and his escort.

      ‘These were loyal citizens of noble Wallachia,’ the emissary says with no fear or doubt in his voice. ‘A force, but a fraction of the Ottoman might was able to slip across your border and seize the town of Brassov without raising any warning. We hold near three hundred of your people as captive… for now. They will go free if you meet my sultan’s demands.’

      ‘This is an act of war,’ my father warns, though the fire in his voice has fallen.

      ‘No, my Prince,’ the emissary replies. ‘The war is already over. Your tiny nation of Wallachia has an army of four, maybe five thousand? Sultan Mehmed’s forces number fifty thousand men and horses. Nothing can stand in its way. Surely word has reached you of the nations that have already fallen to the sultan’s might. Wallachia cannot stand against such a foe. Nobody on this Earth can.’

      My father falls silent, doubt and uncertainty appearing on his face before he speaks again.

      ‘What is it you want?’ he asks.

      ‘Sultan Mehmed asks only that the Kingdom of Wallachia submit to his rule,’ the emissary declares loudly so that all in the court can hear. ‘Wallachia will offer a yearly tithe of silver and provide boys of age to train as honoured soldiers in the sultan’s army when called upon.’

      The evil glint in the emissary’s eye tells me he is not done with his demands, especially when his gaze falls upon Radu and me.

      ‘There is one last request,’ the Turkish emissary says. ‘The sultan invites the prince’s youngest sons to be guests at his fortress of Eğrigöz.’

      ‘Prisoners, you mean!’ several of the court cry out. Several of the nobles, the Boyars, approach my father and offer him words of guidance. He argues with none of them as despair overcomes him.

      ‘And if I do not agree to your terms?’ Father asks with broken voice.

      ‘All the people of Brassov will be executed by beheading or burning,’ the emissary replies with no fear or malice in his voice. ‘I will then return to this pitiful country with my master and his vast armies. The sultan will lay waste to this country. Your cities and villages shall burn, your women and children enslaved, and every single man butchered until our demands are met.’

      Another outcry roars from the court, but my father remains silent. I look to him and see the tears in his eyes. His decision has already been made and I understand it. To save our people, Radu and I are to be captives of the Turks.

      I run to my father and take his hand in mine.

      ‘Do what you must, Father,’ I whisper as I fight away my own threatening tears.

      ‘Our duty is to the people above all else,’ he tells me with sorrow in his voice. ‘Remember that, son. Always remember that. Serve and protect our people.’

      ‘I will,’ I vow.

      ‘Protect your brother,’ he tells me, and I do not need to reply.

      ‘What is your answer, my Prince?’ the emissary calls to him. ‘Will you have peace or war?’

      My father looks to me and then Radu and then the heads of the murdered people of Brassov.

      ‘Peace,’ our father says with barely a whisper.

      I feel a soft, warm hand take mine and force a silver clasp into my fingers.

      ‘Return to me,’ Meera whispers in my ear. ‘Do not forget us.’

      ‘Never,’ I tell her as I am dragged away with Radu. My brother calls to our father, pleading for help, but there is nothing he or anyone can do.
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      The town of Brassov is in flames. No one is spared the blade and spear of the Turks. Men, women, and children all lie dead in the streets.

      ‘You swore they would go free!’ I yell at our captors.

      ‘Murderers!’ Radu cries.

      ‘This will act as a warning to your people,’ the emissary replies with a sneer.

      A warning is shouted from the rear of our group. The thundering of hooves approaches as fifty men on horseback charge towards us. They wear the colours of Wallachia, and for a moment I dare to hope that we are to be rescued.

      ‘Have the Janissary cut them down,’ the emissary orders.

      Within moments, over a hundred spears rise and fall towards the riders. Half the riders are killed in an instant with a brutality I did not know existed in this world. The rest charge on and fight as valiantly as they can but are soon overwhelmed by the Janissary spearmen. I have heard many tales of the prowess and deadly skill of the Ottoman royal guard, the elite Janissary warriors, and am shocked to see their fame and infamy is proven true.

      The field is bathed in the blood of riders and horses, with only one still living man dragged to us. I am horrified to see him, my eldest brother, Mircea, wearing the crimson armour of the Order of Dracul. Blood seeps from a dozen wounds but he is still alive.

      ‘Please don’t harm him,’ Radu cries.

      ‘Release my brothers!’ Mircea demands as he is thrown to the ground at our feet. ‘They’re boys, innocents! Set them free!’

      ‘It seems a more direct example is needed,’ the emissary says. ‘As the eldest son of the prince and ruler of this nation, you are his heir, are you not?’

      ‘I will not beg for my life,’ Mircea vows, defiant despite his wounds.

      ‘I don’t need you to beg,’ the emissary says as he is handed a red hot iron from a fire.

      ‘Remember your home,’ Mircea calls to Radu and I before his words become screams.

      My brother and I are forced to watch as Mircea is blinded in both eyes and then buried alive in an unmarked grave. Radu and I fought to free ourselves and reach him, to save him, both of us screaming and crying. Our captors beat us down with each attempt and forced us to watch. Two witnesses are kept unharmed and given our brother’s crimson chest-plate. They are to inform our father of what happened here and to spread the Turkish warning.

      As we are led away, I take one last look through tear-filled eyes at the grave and the burning town. I swear to myself that I will never forget any of the horrors I have seen.
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      ADAM—Entering Castle Dracula, Romania

      The halls and walls of the castle, though faded with time, stand strong and give an idea of what life here was like so long ago. Many of the halls and rooms are intact, though long deserted of furnishing or detail. Stone ceilings and floors have survived, though anything that may have been wooden has rotted away. The entire ruin is silent but for the drip drip of water somewhere in the distance.

      ‘Prince Vlad was a sadistic ruler,’ the professor says to herself. ‘He was responsible for between forty thousand and a hundred thousand deaths, most of them from right here.’

      ‘If you are trying to calm your nerves, Professor, you’re failing,’ Matt says as he turns his torch to survey each room.

      ‘He was a monster,’ Professor Moore surmises.

      ‘Vampire,’ Emma whispers with a grin to me.

      ‘Well, this area looks utterly deserted,’ I say. ‘Whereabouts are these vaults supposed to be?’

      ‘As I said, beneath the castle,’ Melissa replies. ‘There must be access somewhere down to the crypts or catacombs below.’

      ‘You want us to wander around Dracula’s basement?’ Emma asks with more than a hint of worry.

      ‘Not scared of the dark, are you?’ the professor taunts.

      ‘We’ve seen what’s in the dark,’ I reply. ‘There’s plenty to be scared of.’

      ‘Here we go, Professor,’ Matt calls over as he illuminates with his torch a set of stone steps that descend down into lower levels of the castle.

      ‘Down to hell we go,’ Emma whispers to me, and I struggle to contain a chuckle.

      ‘You know what, guys? I still don’t think this Prince Vlad was as terrible as everyone’s making out,’ Abbey’s voice says over the ear-pieces and my headset.

      ‘Do tell us, Abbey,’ Matt encourages as we head towards the stairs and begin our descent.

      ‘Well, the professor is right in that he was responsible for thousands upon thousands of deaths,’ she begins. ‘But what the professor didn’t mention was why. Prince Vlad fought against an invading army that greatly outnumbered his own. As I said before, he had to use horror as a weapon. He is said to have displayed breath-taking courage in defending his people, yet inflicted terrible cruelty upon his enemies.’

      ‘Hence why he was known as The Impaler,’ I say.

      ‘Exactly,’ Abbey says. ‘I guess it comes down to what exactly a person would do to protect those they hold dear.’

      ‘Anyone can relate to that,’ Matt says.

      ‘Oh, one more thing,’ Abbey says with excitement. ‘Prince Vlad’s personal bodyguards were all women.’

      ‘Women do make the best fighters,’ Emma says proudly.

      ‘They were skilled, fierce warriors, who commanded great respect,’ Abbey explains. ‘They were known as his brides.’

      ‘Brides of Dracula,’ Emma whispers to me and Matt. ‘I’m liking this prince more and more.’

      Halfway down the stone steps, we reach a rusted iron gate that is secured with a dozen chains and locks. Using the heavy bolt cutters I had to drag all the way up here, we make short work of the gate, despite the efforts taken to ensure it remained closed. Emma is the first to enter.

      ‘You know what you were saying…’ her voice calls to us with a growing tremor, ‘….thousands upon thousands of deaths…’

      ‘Yes,’ we all say in unison.

      ‘And that the prince’s wealth is down here in his vaults?’ Emma says.

      ‘Yes,’ we all say again.

      ‘I think I know… what the prince valued as his… wealth.’

      As I step down to her side I see just what has horrified her. All around us, filling the entire lower floor, are skulls and bones. They fill pits in the floor and alcoves along every wall. Skulls sit upon spikes in every direction, impaled. You cannot take a single step without disturbing the remains. The walls seem closer, tighter, and the ceiling feels lower too. The whole area feels wrong in a hundred different ways, even more so when I realise that almost all the skulls are facing towards us.

      ‘How many?’ I dare to ask.

      ‘Thousands,’ Professor Moore replies. ‘This is no burial site. These can only have been…’

      ‘Victims,’ I finish for her. ‘Dracula’s victims. I can see why this place was locked away.’

      ‘There are no records anywhere of such a room ever existing,’ Abbey tells us.

      ‘Not something you’d advertise to the public,’ Emma says. ‘A chamber of vampire victims.’

      ‘Once again, I must remind you, young lady, that there is no such thing as vampires,’ Professor Moore says with growing anger. Despite her words, we all know they are born of frustration from finding nothing of worth or value, only the dead.

      ‘There’s no treasure or riches to be found down here,’ Matt says as he flashes his torch in every direction. ‘There doesn’t appear to be any further chambers and nothing to see but these… remains.’

      ‘You cannot be certain,’ Professor Moore says.

      ‘You can go wandering in the dark amongst all… that… if you want,’ Emma says as she takes a pace back towards the steps up, away from the crypts. It is then that something triggers. A deep knocking sounds from throughout the tomb in all directions. Slowly, several of the skulls begin to rise from the floor, impaled on spikes.

      ‘We need to get out of here now,’ Matt warns.

      ‘I think you’re right,’ I begin to say, just as a spear rises from the floor and nearly tears right through me.

      ‘GO! GO!’ Abbey yells at us.

      We all run for the stairs, narrowly missing the spears as they surge out from the floors and walls. One tears into my rucksack whilst another rips into Matt’s arm. Dodging one spike sends Emma hurtling to the floor. She rises and leaps away as another spear nearly impales straight through her stomach and then another at her back.

      Matt is first to reach the stone steps out of the crypt. He grabs hold of Professor Moore and pushes her up towards safety, then Emma, and then me before he too climbs the stairs. We only stop once we are clear and back in the ruined halls of the castle.

      ‘Well, that was horrible,’ I say as we emerge onto the upper floor and all try to catch our breath.

      ‘Where next, Professor?’ Matt asks, trying to keep us focused and on mission. He applies a bandage from his first aid kit to his arm after cleaning the wound. Thankfully, somehow, his was the only wound we suffered.

      ‘You want to continue?’ Professor Moore asks in shock.

      ‘We’ve not come all this way just to give up now,’ Emma says.

      ‘You’re all mad.’

      ‘She is far from the first to call us that,’ Abbey says.

      ‘When you’re ready, lead on,’ Matt encourages. ‘All of us just need to be careful.’

      The professor guides us to a series of rooms and into the towers too, but none of it yields any discoveries, and thankfully, no more traps. This whole ruin has been picked clean over the centuries. The crypts below us are likely the only place not already searched by dozens of grave robbers… not that I can say we are any better at this point.

      As we scour another empty room, we receive a call through from Dave.

      ‘Just a heads up that there’s a small rock slide heading your way,’ he says.

      ‘Anything to worry about?’ Matt asks.

      ‘I doubt it. I don’t think it will even reach you.’

      We hear the rock-slide first, a low rumbling that grows closer and closer. I share a concerned look with the others as the noise grows louder into an immense thunder and the ruins around us begin to tremble.

      ‘Find shelter!’ Matt orders as he grabs Professor Moore and pulls her down behind a wall’s alcove.

      A great crashing sounds around us and the castle tremors with each impact. Above us, a large section of roofing comes crashing down and I pull Emma away just in time. We fall to the ground, and as more debris falls around us, I pull Emma beneath me, covering and protecting her. Only when the noise has ceased and the castle is still do we dare to move.

      ‘I know you’ve dreamed of this moment for a long time, but the rock-slide is over,’ she teases from beneath me.

      ‘I just want to be sure,’ I reply cheekily. ‘Can’t be too careful.’

      ‘Off,’ Emma says as she pushes me aside.

      ‘Dave, you call that a small rock-slide?’ Matt exclaims as he leads Professor Moore out from their makeshift shelter.

      ‘Yeah, why?’ he replies innocently. ‘Did it reach you?’

      ‘It felt like half the mountain hit us,’ I reply.

      ‘Na, I don’t believe you.’

      ‘We need to think about leaving soon,’ Matt says. ‘Especially before we lose the sun. I do not want to climb down that footpath in the dark.’

      ‘There’s one last area,’ the professor says as she thumbs through Nicolae Dalca’s notes. ‘I cannot leave until we have conducted a thorough search.’

      ‘Lead on,’ Matt says, before secretly sharing a cautious glance with Emma and me.

      Melissa leads us on back through the ruins and to one hall which she had previously made us stay away from. It is an area with different architecture and closed off from the rest of the castle. There are deep grooves in the walls, floor, and ceiling, and great tears ripped into the stone work. As with much of the castle, the rooms offer no sunlight. Worse though, is the immense sense of dread I feel as we walk farther.

      ‘What was this part of the castle used for?’ Matt dares to ask.

      ‘It was a monastery,’ the professor answers. ‘Prayers and rituals were held here.’

      ‘Prof, they didn’t make sacrifices here, did they?’ I ask as, with the help of the headset, I see crimson stains on the stonework.

      ‘No. They did not believe in such rituals,’ I am glad to hear Melissa say.

      ‘What do Nicolae’s notes say about the monastery?’ Emma asks. ‘Why did you have us avoid this section before?’

      ‘You don’t want to know,’ the professor replies, trying to ignore the question.

      ‘Professor,’ Matt says with his leader voice. ‘What did the notes say?’

      ‘One word,’ Professor Moore replies. ‘Evil.’

      ‘I am so glad I am not there with you,’ Abbey says over the headsets.

      ‘Yeah, thanks for that,’ I reply in annoyance.

      ‘We should leave,’ Matt says. ‘Professor, we have been here for hours and another one of those rock-slides could flatten this ruin. We have searched every room and followed every clue from your notes. Sometimes these expeditions don’t pan out, despite all our work and intentions. If you want to, we can make one more sweep and potentially take another look at the level below us again.’

      ‘You’re on your own on that one,’ Emma says. I wholeheartedly agree.

      ‘Wait one moment,’ the professor says as she nears the end of the hall and kneels down before a pile of broken and smashed rubble. Professor Moore digs with her bare hands, pulling away shards of stone and piles of dirt, as if possessed.

      ‘We have tools that can help,’ Matt suggests, but he doesn’t need to as the professor yells out with glee.

      ‘I knew there had to be something,’ she says as she pulls with one last effort and lifts her find aloft for us all to see.

      In her hands is a silver cup, caked in dirt. As Matt casts the light of his torch over it, a noise echoes all around us; a deep and tremendous monstrous roar.

      ‘The wind?’ Matt suggests with one hand on his holstered firearm.

      ‘When have you ever heard a breeze make a sound like that?’ I question. We all stay silent for a moment but hear and see nothing.

      The professor, undeterred, rubs the silver cup clean and reveals that it is perfectly intact without a dent or scratch. Across its still shining surface is a detailed engraving; a dragon devouring the knights who oppose it.

      ‘Dracul,’ Professor Moore says.

      ‘Dragon,’ Abbey translates.

      ‘There’s something in it,’ the professor says as she continues her inspection. ‘A red liquid. Strange…’

      As we all peer closer to take a better look at the professor’s find, we hear a deep boom of what sounds like thunder in the distance.

      ‘Dave?’ Matt calls out via his comms unit, ‘Dave, is that a storm approaching?’

      ‘You could say that,’ he replies with haste. ‘You guys need to get out of there immediately!’

      ‘Why?’ we all question.

      ‘No time. Get out of there, now!’ he yells.

      I grab the arm of the professor, and despite her protests, I pull her away from the monastery and towards the bridge we crossed to enter the castle. Matt and Emma are close behind, but as we reach the bridge, we are stopped and our attention is brought higher to the Carpathian Mountains above us. Each and every single peak seems to be tremoring, shaking as great rock-slides come tumbling down from the mountains towards us, making the very ground beneath our feet shake.

      ‘RUN!’ Matt screams.

      We race across the bridge, narrowly avoiding gaping holes as great sections of the stonework tear free. Just as we are clear, one of the castle’s towers comes crashing down behind us. The impact throws us all to the ground, but we scramble up and run on, heading straight for the stone steps. The journey down is much quicker than the one up, and we leap down the steps as fast as we can. The professor loses her footing and trips and falls, but Matt catches her and pulls her on.

      ‘KEEP GOING!’ I yell as great shards of rock fall towards us.

      One lands right next to me, a boulder as big as a car, and I am blown clear by the impact. I lose sight of the others as I fall and tumble down the side of the cliff. I scramble for purchase, but only succeed in slowing my fall before I crash down into the trees below. The branches break my fall, but it still hurts like hell when I hit the ground. Thankfully, the body armour takes most of the brunt of the impact, but I am still winded by the rough landing. I am given little time to recover as rock continues to fall from the mountains above. I scramble to my feet and run on, only stopping when I know for certain that I am clear.

      ‘You guys… okay?’ I call out as I gasp for air. ‘Abbey, you got a reading on them?’

      ‘Yes, but they’re not answering me,’ she replies. ‘Are you okay? A mountain nearly fell on you.’

      ‘Nearly.’

      I quickly check myself over, thankfully only finding a few cuts and scrapes and certainly a few bruises to come. A quick look back over my shoulder confirms that Poenari Castle, Dracula’s castle, is still standing; most of it, anyway. I stumble through the trees until I near the foot of the mountain pass. I am pleased to see that Matt, Emma, and the professor are already there and all unharmed.

      ‘There you are,’ I say cheerfully. ‘Can you believe that? What a way to come down!’

      None of them look to me or even register my arrival.

      ‘Hello?’ I call to them as I near. ‘Guys? You all all right?’

      It is only when I get closer that I realise each of my team and the professor have their hands on their heads. Then they reveal themselves from the shadows. Armed soldiers surround my team, each wearing full black uniforms with biohazard masks over their faces and weapons raised.

      ‘Dave! Dave, get out of here!’ I yell out to him.

      ‘Too late, kid,’ he calls to me as he is marched closer under armed guard. ‘They got me too and cut off our comms.’

      ‘Who are you?’ I demand as I draw my bow and extend my arms, ready to fire.

      ‘Not your enemy,’ a voice behind me says. Before I can reach for an arrow, I feel the barrel of a gun press against my back.

      ‘Drop the bow,’ I am ordered by an American voice. ‘There’s no need for this to get out of hand.’

      I look to Matt, Emma, and then Dave and see that they have all already been disarmed. Even Professor Moore has been forced to drop the silver cup she rescued from the castle. I have no choice but to surrender and I drop my bow to the ground.

      ‘Name yourselves,’ I demand. ‘Are you Winterbourne?’

      ‘Not a chance,’ the woman behind me says. ‘But we have crossed paths with those rogues before.’

      She steps out in front of me and lowers her weapon before taking off her helmet and mask. I’d guess she is in her mid-twenties, with fiery hair, blue eyes, and certainly a strength and authority to her.

      ‘Sergeant Danielle Valentine,’ she introduces herself. ‘We are Covert Unit 57, Special Operations, U.S. Army.’

      ‘The Crimson Knights,’ I say, remembering the unit from a past ill-fated mission in America. I recognise their insignia too; a dagger stabbing down through a snake.

      ‘Yes. I do believe you have crossed paths with our unit before,’ the sergeant says. ‘I think you will remember one of our newer members too.’

      One of the soldiers, a towering brute, removes his biohazard mask and reveals a man I once compared to a Viking. He still has the thick long hair and beard, and of course, the immense size. A forced smile spreads across the giant’s lips before he speaks.

      ‘It is good to see you once again, Adam Hunter,’ Eric Jackson greets me.

      ‘Why is it whenever we meet you seem to be with the guys who have guns pointed at us?’ I ask.

      Eric once worked for Winterbourne, although when he saw just how vile their schemes were, he briefly allied himself with the British Museum.

      ‘What do you want with us?’ Matt demands. ‘We have done no wrong here and have authorisation from the Romanian government to….’

      ‘We need you to come with us.’ Danielle Valentine stops him. ‘There is something we need you to see.’
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      VLAD THE PRISONER—Fortressof Eğrigöz, deep in Turkish territory

      We are escorted through the passages and halls of the Turkish fortress at the tip of a spear. Radu does not look well and I know I am fairing no better. We have barely slept and been given little water and less food. What I am provided I offer to my brother, but he barely reacts. He has not spoken since Mircea was murdered before our eyes.

      As we are escorted onwards, we see men training, hundreds of them, maybe thousands. They move as one, swiftly and silently with blades and spears. They are an army disciplined like no other. Any who fall behind are made example by whip and club. Sultan Mehmed has an entire army of these elite warriors. How can any oppose him?

      ‘Impressive, are they not?’ a man asks as we are forced to stop.

      He is an older man than the soldiers around us, with skin marked by many campaigns of war. He throws two blunted spears at mine and Radu’s feet.

      ‘You were brought here as guests,’ the man says, ‘to sample the life we Ottomans lead. By order of Sultan Mehmed, you are to learn our ways. That begins immediately. Pick up the spears.’

      ‘We can barely stand…’ I try to say, but the man eyes me coldly.

      ‘You will address me as Master Durogz,’ he says. ‘And I do not care how tired you are.’

      He takes a spear from one of his men and swings its shaft towards my head. I duck away and it narrowly misses me, but he strikes Radu instead. Durogz moves to strike him again but Radu seizes the spear from the floor and brings it up to block.

      ‘Good. One of you has some fight,’ Durogz says. ‘Now, face each other. Show me what you are capable of.’

      ‘No,’ I say, leaving the spear on the floor.

      Durogz hits me hard in the gut with the butt of his spear, driving the air from my lungs.

      ‘If you will not fight, then you are worthless to us,’ he says. ‘Perhaps I should show you what happens to the weak and spineless.’ He grabs me by the throat and drags me towards the training soldiers. ‘They are Janissary, royal guard of our sultan and our finest soldiers. They are permitted no fear or weakness. Any who show such frailty pay for it with their lives.’

      He shows me to a stake in the centre of the room where a man has been impaled through the chest. He hangs over the hall as warning to the soldiers training below.

      ‘In combat and with the weak, we always aim for the heart,’ Durogz says. ‘A man cannot fight without heart. Do you have one, Wallachian? Do you have any heart, or do you wish to join this impaled coward as another example?’

      ‘Easy, Durogz,’ a soft, calm voice beckons. ‘These boys have endured an arduous journey to join us.’

      I know exactly who he is the moment I see him. The finery of silk robes, the glittering jewels, the vast quantities of gold and silver and the soft, fat belly of a man whose every whim is answered for by his servants. He is Sultan Mehmed.

      ‘Come, my boys,’ he beckons to us. ‘You should take nourishment and rest. Tomorrow, you will begin your great journey of learning all our culture can offer.’

      ‘No,’ Radu whispers, rooted to the spot.

      ‘What is the matter, my boy?’ the sultan asks.

      ‘You kidnapped us. You took us from our home and killed our brother.’

      ‘You are our guests,’ the sultan says as he places a hand upon my brother’s cheek. ‘I want only for you to learn about us and our way of life so that perhaps you can one day pass on these lessons to your people of Wallachia.’

      ‘You killed our brother,’ I repeat. The sultan turns to me, angry at first, but then his furious gaze softens.

      ‘Who killed your brother?’ he asks. ‘I gave no such order. I will have no such crimes committed in my great empire. This you can see for yourself by the thief impaled as an example for all.’

      ‘Your emissary ordered our brother Mircea blinded and buried alive,’ I say with hatred.

      ‘A crime that cannot be forgiven,’ the sultan says to us. ‘Have it be known that I shall have my emissary punished for such heinous actions. Now, enough of such terrible things. Let us feast. Tell me about your homeland. Tell me about Wallachia.’
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      VLAD THE JANISSARY—Fortress Of Eğrigöz, The Ottoman Empire

      We are forced to labour each day from dawn until dusk. Master Durogz is a brutal trainer and I feel the sting of his whip many times. If we do not train then we do not eat. We have no choice but to join the ranks of their Janissary and hone our skills with blade and spear. Radu and I have fought many of their number and our skill is growing with each contest.

      ‘Aim for the heart,’ Master Durogz instructs at least ten times a day. ‘Tear through it and drive fear into the souls of each and every one of your foes.’

      I remember his words, knowing that I shall need them one day.

      Each night, the guards take us to our quarters which are little more than a stone cell without windows. I try to talk to Radu, but with each passing day, he becomes more distant. The sultan’s attention does not help. He lavishes Radu with praise and gifts and they spend long evenings and late nights together in private. I can sense that my brother is fascinated by these strange Turks and their culture, and I fear losing him entirely to their ways.

      None of the sultan’s gifts are greater than the severed remains of the emissary who had Mircea killed. The murderer’s head still rests upon the battlements of the fortress, and Radu and I make sure to see it and spit on it each morning. It is the one brief moment when I feel we are still brothers.

      Each night, after my attempts to talk to Radu have failed, I look to Meera’s silver clasp. I keep it hidden at all times but for when I am alone. It reminds me of her, of home and our father. It reminds me of everything I was taken from, and I swear each night that I will not forget them. One day, I will return.
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      CHARLES—United Nations Security Council. United Nations Headquarters, New York

      A deep throbbing ache builds behind my eyes. From the nearly empty bottle of painkillers, I take two and swallow them down without water. The bottle was full when I arrived in New York yesterday.

      ‘Mr Lovell, what is your response?’ a councilwoman asks.

      ‘I’m sorry, can you repeat the question?’

      Around me are seated the fifteen members of United Nations Security Council. Their mandate is supposed to be the maintenance of international peace and security. I cannot imagine why they would summon me after the fiasco of Osiris’s curse and the mess we made of Berlin.

      ‘Do you believe that the actions of your team from the British Museum directly caused the destruction wrought upon London, Paris, and Stockholm?’

      This is the fifth time today they have asked the same question. They quizzed me on all this two months ago, but now, thanks to what happened in Berlin and Echo Team’s run in with Winterbourne, I am back here again, trying to make the security council see sense.

      ‘As I have said numerous times already,’ I begin after a long sigh, ‘my team did all in their power to prevent what happened. My team, along with those of the French, Italian, Swedish, and what we thought were the American team, answered a request made by the Egyptian Government. They entered the pyramid of Osiris and all suffered losses thanks to the defences of the pyramid.’

      ‘Do you not believe that your team should have called off the expedition when people were injured and killed within the pyramid?’ a councilwoman asks. ‘Should they not have stopped once lives were lost?’

      ‘They wanted answers,’ I state. ‘The Egyptian team, the first to enter the pyramid, they lost a lot of people within those tombs. That’s why we were summoned. We wanted to know what killed them…’

      ‘And what riches lay within the tombs?’ another member suggests. ‘After all, are you not treasure hunters at heart?’

      ‘Answers are what we sought,’ I say, struggling to keep my growing frustration in check. ‘We wanted to know what happened to the Egyptian team. All pyramids are tombs devoted to the pharaohs. We wanted to know whose burial site this was.’

      ‘And you still believe that it was Osiris, the mythical Egyptian god?’ a member of the council asks, barely concealing his laughter and disbelief.

      ‘My team found the king’s tomb, and within was the sarcophagus of Osiris,’ I reply before biting my tongue in frustration.

      ‘But you have no proof? No evidence?’ asks a member of the council who has been tapping his pen loudly on the table in front of him.

      ‘I will not answer someone who is drumming like an inpatient adolescent,’ I reply, voice rising for a moment before I can calm. The councilman looks to me with the face of a scorned child. ‘Before further evidence could be collated, my team were betrayed,’ I explain after taking several long breaths and a long sip of water. ‘The American team…’

      ‘Might I add that it was not the official team,’ U.S. General Blake Walcott interrupts. The general is in full uniform, military ribbons on his chest and all the trimmings. Of all in attendance, he is taking the most joy from my repeated interrogation. The general and I have history that runs back many years and none of it pleasant.

      ‘Hank Buchanan and his rogues intercepted our team and prevented them from reaching Egypt,’ the general explains. ‘Buchanan took their place at the excavation, waiting for the right time to strike.’

      ‘Which they did,’ I continue. ‘Hank Buchanan, along with the mercenary group known as Winterbourne, led an ambush on the excavation teams. One of my own team was killed in the attack. Hank Buchanan and Winterbourne took all that was recovered from the tomb and abandoned my team in the desert.’

      ‘Then how did a selection of these relics fall into the hands of yourself, Eva Strindberg, and Renee Marquette several days later in London, Stockholm, and Paris?’

      ‘That is a question I am eager to have answered,’ I reply. ‘Anonymous messengers delivered to each of us a canopic jar taken from Osiris’s tomb. The jars were rigged to open and unleash the crystals within, the carriers of the curse and plagues…’

      ‘Pause there for a moment, Mr Lovell, as we have heard quite enough about the fantastical and mythological items you and your teams seek. What happened to the recovered relics once the dangers of these plagues had been ceased?’

      ‘My team were able to reclaim much of what was stolen by Hank Buchanan from the abandoned Winterbourne base,’ I say. ‘What we recovered was divided between the teams that entered the pyramid; the Egyptians, French, Italians, and Swedish. Any monetary value was donated to the families of the lost.’

      ‘How very noble of you,’ General Walcott sneers. ‘What about those lives lost in the cities? Your foolish treasure hunting unleashed disasters upon this world. London, twenty-eight dead and a hundred and one million dollars of damage. Paris, thirty-nine dead and fifty-three million dollars of damage. Worst of all, Stockholm, fifty-seven dead and over three hundred million dollars of damage?’

      ‘We did all we could,’ I say, looking down and away from the general’s hardened gaze.

      ‘Do you really think it was enough?’ the general asks.

      My hands ball into fists and I struggle to control my anger. Thankfully, I am stopped before I can say or do anything.

      ‘I think we should pause there for a break,’ a councilwoman says. ‘We will reconvene in ten minutes when we will ask for your account of the recent actions undertaken by the British Museum in Berlin.’

      ‘Can’t wait,’ I mutter under my breath.

      I leave the council room, leaning heavily on my walking stick. Once outside, I close my eyes and lean my head back against the wall behind me. I knew General Walcott would give me a hard time after our past run-ins and it is only going to get worse as the session continues.

      The United Nations want answers to what happened in Egypt and now Berlin too. The problem is that they do not want to believe the answers I am giving them. They want someone to blame, to point a finger to and punish. Winterbourne are like a ghost, and whether Hank Buchanan survived the desert is a mystery as no body was ever recovered. The same can be said for what happened in Berlin. There were few survivors, and those that were incarcerated are in no fit state to talk or confess. Therefore, it is left to me to face the security council’s interrogation and the same questions over and over.

      ‘So they brought you in again too, Charles?’ a French accent calls to me.

      ‘Miss Marquette and Miss Strindberg,’ I say in surprise, welcoming them both as they approach and hug me. Eva Strindberg, a Swedish archaeologist, tall with long red hair and wearing marked workman overalls, and Renee Marquette, renowned French historian, shorter with green eyes and curled brown hair, wearing a smart business-like dress and fine wire glasses. The pair are old friends from before I can even remember. Eva leans heavily on a crutch, limping as she walks. She is still recovering from her wounds inflicted by Osiris’s plagues.

      ‘You look woeful, my friend,’ Renee says. ‘Is the security council hounding you as badly as they did us?’

      ‘They either do not believe what I am saying or hold me accountable for the whole sorry affair,’ I reply.

      ‘They were the same with us,’ Eva says as she uncomfortably shifts her weight and slumps down into a seat.

      ‘And the Egyptian and Italian representatives,’ Renee adds. ‘They’ve had us all in that room over the past few days. It’s a witch hunt.’

      ‘They dragged me in straight from an excavation site in Peru to be here again,’ Eva says, explaining her scruffy appearance in the filthy overalls.

      ‘How many times can they hear the same story before they begin to believe it?’ I question.

      ‘Curses and magical, mystical artefacts,’ Renee says. ‘If you were them, would you believe it?’

      ‘They believe in punishing those responsible,’ I reply.

      ‘That is not you or any of us,’ Eva says. ‘It was not us who sent out those canopic jars with their cursed crystals. Besides, it was thanks to your Hunter brothers and the rest of their team that we three still live. We owe them our lives.’

      ‘And more besides that,’ I agree.

      ‘What happened in Berlin and the discovery of the Nazi gold trains, this has only heightened their interest in our work,’ Eva says. ‘This is different to before.’

      ‘It must be since they’ve brought you two in. The world is changing. We are coming under greater scrutiny than ever before.’

      ‘You must realise it was her, Charles,’ Renee says. ‘Only she would target us with those crystals, sending them to us to unleash the plagues. I am certain that it was her behind the attacks on your team in Berlin too.’

      ‘It has been so long…’ I begin to say.

      ‘Yet her anger at us still burns,’ Eva says. ‘We must do something. The world believes her to be a saviour, yet…’

      ‘Mr Lovell, the security council awaits you,’ an attendant calls.

      ‘We will talk again soon, my friends,’ I tell the pair.

      ‘Good luck in there,’ Renee says.

      ‘You will need it,’ Eva adds.

      As I walk back towards the council room, my mobile phone beeps with an update from Abbey.

      ‘Please, for the love of God, tell me the team are not causing any more mayhem in the world,’ I ask of her.

      ‘Erm… not really sure how to put this,’ she replies, filling me with dread.
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      VLAD THE CONQUERER—Constantinople

      It takes fifty-three days for Constantinople to fall. Sultan Mehmed’s forces, including his Janissary royal bodyguard, endlessly batter the walls of the great city until they finally begin to crumble. I am kept under close guard, never far from the sultan during his triumph, but my brother experiences it first-hand. Radu is chosen to march with the Janissary as they enter the city, vanquishing its defenders before then turning on the citizens.

      ‘No force in this world can oppose us,’ the sultan proclaims. ‘Even this mighty city, with all its defences, falls to its knees before us. Radu, Vladislav, all this can be yours, my sons. Wealth, gold, jewels, women to warm your bed, all you could ever desire if you just reach out and take it.’

      In his great victory, the sultan announces that the city is to be plundered for three entire days. For those three days, I can only watch as the Turkish Ottoman army commit unspeakable crimes against Constantinople’s people. Theft, murder, rape; no one is safe and nothing is sacred. Thousands are massacred in the madness that is Sultan Mehmed’s great victory.

      I am sickened by it all, but not Radu. He returns to us late on the second day, blooded and cheering as he embraces the sultan as a brother. I am forgotten, left behind with everything Radu once held dear.

      I am losing my brother.
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      VLAD THE DEFEATED—Fortress of Eğrigöz, The Ottoman Empire

      ‘You are too slow,’ Radu mocks as he forces me to the ground. My lip is torn open and an eye blackened, but my pride is hurt worse.

      ‘Too slow and too weak,’ Radu says as he stabs down and forces me to roll away. ‘Your tricks will not save you today.’

      ‘Is it weak to show compassion to a brother?’ I ask as I rise to stand.

      ‘Foolish sentiment.’ Radu brings the spear swinging down and then stabs it repeatedly towards my face. I evade each thrust until he crashes the butt of the spear into my stomach.

      ‘You are not the little boy I remember anymore, are you?’ I try to laugh, but he slams the spear into my stomach again.

      ‘I am nothing like you remember,’ he says before pushing me over to the ground.

      ‘No, you are not,’ I say as I swiftly rise up and strike him hard across the shoulder and then swing my spear beneath his legs. He topples but swiftly rolls back up to face me.

      ‘Stop this, before it is too late,’ I urge him for the hundredth time.

      ‘Stop what?’ he spits back at me as our spears clash once again.

      ‘You’re becoming one of them. Have you forgotten all that they did to us? Have you forgotten what they did to our home and our father? Have you forgotten Mircea?’

      ‘Our father was weak,’ Radu states with dark certainty. ‘Our brother was weak. Our people are weak. The Turkish Ottoman Empire has much to teach us. They are superior to our people in every way.’

      ‘You dishonour our people.’ I bring my spear crashing down towards Radu but he blocks and then strikes me hard across the face. I feel the warmth of blood spreading across my cheek and see blood drip to the ground.

      ‘The world is changing, Vlad,’ Radu tells me. ‘If we do not change with it, we will be left behind and forgotten. Wallachia will be ground to dust without our help. I would see it rise. Will you not see this truth? Please, for both our sakes? It is the only way. Wallachia will be burned to the ground if you do not submit. Join me, brother. Learn and become better and stronger than we ever were.’
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      ADAM—Airborne again, heading for the US

      We are escorted in trucks to a private airfield and then onto a transport plane bound for America. We are not chained or tied up, nor are their guns still trained on us, but you can tell that our escort is wary of their guests. Our own weaponry and gear is removed, and we are told that it has been secured in the cargo hold. Even Professor Moore’s recovered silver cup is locked away.

      ‘General Walcott, I’m guessing?’ Matt asks Sergeant Valentine and Eric who are seated near us.

      ‘It was the general who requested your attendance,’ Valentine confirms.

      ‘He couldn’t’ve just asked?’ Dave grunts, disliking the treatment we have faced.

      ‘Somehow, the general thought you might be resistant to a simple request,’ the sergeant says, looking to me.

      ‘Can’t imagine why,’ Emma says.

      A few months ago, not long after I joined the team, I was on an assignment in Telluride, Colorado. A relic had been uncovered which possessed a virus that threatened to infect a large community of people. The general wanted to bomb the entire area to prevent the virus from escaping, but I infiltrated his compound guarded by the Crimson Knights, and burnt the source of the virus to ashes. General Walcott did not take too kindly to that and had me imprisoned until Charles freed me. Crossing paths with the general again is not something I am looking forward to.

      ‘So how did you get messed up with this lot, Eric?’ I ask. ‘We haven’t seen you since you turned your back on Winterbourne in Egypt and helped us out.’

      ‘I turned myself in to the American Embassy after what happened,’ Eric replies. ‘I was given a choice. Face prison for my crimes or enter service. I chose my freedom, as such that it is, and they assigned me here.’

      ‘They don’t let you carry your axe anymore though?’ Emma asks, remembering Eric’s favoured weapon when last we saw him.

      ‘Look above you.’ He points to the cargo netting securing packs of equipment. Tied to one is a battle-axe, just as big and deadly as I remember. ‘Only when needed,’ Eric says before laughing jovially. ‘I knew you would be no trouble so I left it on board.’

      ‘It’s good to see you again, Viking,’ I tell him. In all honesty, I have missed that laugh.

      ‘You too, Hunter,’ he replies.

      ‘Yes, General,’ Sergeant Valentine suddenly says as she receives a communication through her own headset. I managed to keep my own glasses and secure them out of sight in a pocket. Abbey can still track us if needed, but there is less chance of them being taken and confiscated.

      ‘Say hi to the general for me,’ I whisper to Valentine. ‘Can’t wait to see him again.’

      ‘If you’re sure, Sir,’ the sergeant says, ignoring my taunts. ‘Very well. We should land in two hours. Yes, Sir.’

      The sergeant signs off before ordering for a datapad to be provided to us. Matt holds the pad for Emma, Professor Moore, Dave, and I to see as a video begins to play.

      ‘This was recorded only a few hours ago,’ Danielle explains. ‘We have been tracking this individual for years, but this morning, we finally managed to corner him. A full team of ten men were dispatched… but most did not survive the encounter. Four are dead, three are critically wounded, and another two in hospital. Only one was unharmed and she was the one who brought him in.’

      A video starts on the datapad; recordings from several different bodycams. We watch as they advance on the target, three squads approaching from different routes. They pick their way through every room, securing each exit and escape route their prey could use.

      ‘Where are they?’ Dave asks, as the footage does not make it clear.

      ‘Grossinger’s Catskill Hotel in New York,’ Eric says. ‘The place opened in 1919 and has been closed and abandoned since 1986.’

      ‘They say it was quite the joint back in the day,’ Valentine explains. ‘Locals reported it to the police when the place came alive again last night with music you could hear for miles. They sent over a squad car, but the cops were chased clear by blue flames.’

      ‘Blue flames,’ I repeat, sharing a concerned look with Emma, Dave, and Matt.

      ‘Vladimir Makov,’ Matt says. Even the name is enough to send chills down my spine.

      We have faced Vlad Makov before. He is a man who has seen much beyond a normal lifespan. There are records and photographs of him going back to when cameras were first invented. In all recordings, he is young and strong. It was because of him that I first got involved in the British Museum. He kidnapped Matt and tried to force him to reveal the location of a mythical Roman weapon. We fought at the Colosseum and again at the Vatican. At both he took lives and displayed his supernatural abilities. He is a foe unlike any we have faced. The blue flames he conjures are his tell-tale sign. They leave no mark upon your skin, but the agony they inflict is real enough.

      ‘You’ve met him before too,’ Valentine says. ‘A guy conjuring blue flames set all sorts of alarm bells and were trigger words to summon us. Therefore, Unit 57 was ordered to send a team in to bring our least favourite immortal to justice.’

      ‘You sent ten men against that monster,’ Matt says as the datapad shakes in his hands. Dave takes it from him and holds it out for us all to see.

      ‘Every time we came close to cornering Makov before he evaded us with ease,’ Valentine says. ‘It was presumed by our commanders that this would likely be the same.’

      ‘Another great call by General Walcott,’ I say with a shake of my head.

      ‘What happened?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Keep watching, if you can,’ Valentine says.

      We look to the datapad and watch the bodycams as the team advance on the hotel’s ballroom from all directions. Classical music is playing.

      ‘Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,’ Eric names it.

      We see the team converge around one hunched, hooded figure: Vlad Makov. He lifts his head and stretches out his arms. His hood drops back as a sudden gust of wind blows through the hall, knocking and staggering the approaching team. When his face comes into view, my team look on in shock. The man on the screen is not the Vladimir Makov we have faced before. This man is much older, in his eighties or nineties perhaps. In truth, we know he is at least a century old, yet always had the appearance of a man in his early thirties. The man on this footage is much, much older. The black eyes and dark veins are there, as are the blue flames which rise from his fingertips as the covert team approach.

      ‘I have been waiting for you,’ Vlad calls. His voice is aged, but that is definitely him; I would recognise his voice anywhere. His grin widens and those terrifying black eyes look at the men and women around him, eyeing them as prey.

      For the next minute, we can only look on in horror as Vlad systematically attacks the team one by one. They fire upon him with automatic fire, handguns, and shotguns, but nothing slows him or even leaves a mark. He moves with an unnatural speed and strikes with the force of a storm. The cries of pain and calls for mercy and help are all we can hear. One by one the bodycams fail and turn to static; all but the last.

      Vlad stops and stands utterly still once every member of the team is down but one: Private Lydia Jones. He faces her, staring at her intently. I have seen that look before, the haunting glare that feels as if it is tearing into your mind and soul. After what seems like an eternity, Vlad looks down towards the camera and smiles.

      ‘I surrender to you,’ he utters as he kneels down, surrounded by his victims. ‘I am all yours.’

      The footage ends as the last survivor makes the call for back-up and medical aid. For many, it is already too late. The final image is of Vladimir Makov, the aged husk of the man who is no less dangerous, staring into the bodycam.

      ‘He would not surrender without reason,’ Matt warns.

      ‘That is exactly why you have been summoned,’ Eric says.

      ‘Why us?’ Dave asks. ‘We defeated him at the Vatican, but that was several months ago now. We haven’t seen him since.’

      ‘Dave’s right. You’ve got Makov in custody,’ I say. ‘You’ve already done the hard work. Why summon us now?’

      ‘Because Makov asked for you,’ Danielle Valentine explains. ‘The only words he has said are: Bring me the brothers. Bring me Mr Matthew Hunter and Mr Adam Hunter.’
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      VLAD THE WILLING—Fortress of Eğrigöz, The Ottoman Empire

      We stand at attention at the head of the Janissary royal guard. Four thousand men, warriors sworn to live and die by their sultan’s order. My brother and I, we are their commanders. We will do anything our sultan asks of us.

      ‘My children,’ Sultan Mehmed calls to us. ‘You are undefeated. You are unchallenged. You are my body, will, and spirit on the battlefield. You honour me with your actions.’

      ‘YOU HONOUR US,’ the four thousand Janissary answer as one, with us at their lead.

      ‘Radu, Vladislav, step closer,’ the sultan instructs.

      We climb the steps to his golden throne high above us where the sultan waits. He is flanked by more of our Janissary, his generals, and Holy advisors. Master Durogz is in attendance too, watching over all his students, including my brother and me. We take a knee as we reach the summit with only Sultan Mehmed above us.

      ‘My sons,’ he calls us. ‘You both honour me greatly by your service these past years. Your transformation from savage, uneducated boys to the warriors you now stand is commendable.’

      ‘You honour us,’ Radu and I say.

      ‘I bring you grave word, my sons,’ Sultan Mehmed says. ‘Your father, the Prince of Wallachia is dead.’

      He eyes us both for reaction or sign of emotion but receives none.

      ‘Your father was a good man but a poor ruler,’ the sultan says. ‘These past years he has failed to adhere to the agreement we held that created peace between us. You, my sons, can be better.’

      ‘What would you have us do?’ Radu asks.

      ‘Your command is our will,’ I add.

      ‘My sons, you are the heirs to the throne of Wallachia,’ Sultan Mehmed says. ‘Radu, you would certainly make for a fine ruler. You are wise, strong, and courageous. There are few in this world who could rival you in any form. You have grown to be more than a friend to me. You are one of my closest advisors and a commander of my Janissary. You have proven your worth a hundred times over.’

      ‘Sultan, you are too kind,’ my brother says as he bows in gratitude.

      ‘That is why I would see that you remain here, with me. Vladislav, you did not take kindly to being a guest in my home at first. I know yours was a greater struggle, but I have seen the change in you. I cannot question your loyalty or commitment and you have certainly proven your worth and servitude.’

      ‘In service you have guided me to wisdom,’ I reply.

      ‘And now there is a new service I would have you fulfil. As the eldest of your father’s living sons and his heir, I would see that you take his place on the throne of Wallachia. You must bring your people into order and support our Ottoman Empire whenever called upon.’

      ‘I will see it done,’ I vow.

      ‘The people of Wallachia will see the wisdom in the customs and culture I have taught you,’ the sultan says. ‘Remember our ways and bring them into the fold like the lost sheep they are. The people, your people, will come to know what it is to live in peace under my rule.’

      ‘My people will know peace.’
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      VLAD THE HEIR—Wallachia

      My escort of Janissary salute me and then leave me at the border. Only Master Durogz lingers a while and he brings his horse beside mine so that he can lay a hand upon my shoulder.

      ‘Remember what we have taught you,’ he advises. ‘Bring your people into the fold. Show them what it means to be Ottoman. Good luck, my friend.’

      Once Master Durogz and the escort are gone I dismount my horse and breathe in the Wallachian air. It has been seven years since I last saw home and I am eternally thankful to have returned. I remove all Turkish robes and replace them with the simple clothes of a commoner. I will not risk being seen as an invader and attacked by my own people.

      Once ready, I ride for the nearest town of Brassov, the place I last saw in flames and where my brother Mircea took his final breaths. I do not even make it halfway before I am stopped and surrounded by a passing patrol of riders.

      ‘Do my eyes deceive me?’ their leader bellows as he circles around me. ‘This cannot be the boy I once knew. No, he was taken from these lands long ago to become a feeble Turk’s serving boy.’

      ‘Give me a spear and I will show you what this serving boy is capable of, Luician,’ I say with a grin.

      My old friend is even taller and broader than I remember; as strong as a bull and a soldier judging by the scars on his armour. He clasps my arm in welcome as the rest of his patrol bow in recognition.

      ‘Prince Vladislav, you return to us in our darkest moment,’ Luician tells me. ‘We must see you to the Palace of Târgoviște with all haste. Your father’s death has plunged this country into turmoil.’

      ‘Lead on, my friend,’ I say.

      ‘It is good to see you again.’

      ‘It is good to be home.’

      We ride through the day and night, arriving at the capital of Târgoviște just as the sun begins to rise. Luician and I speak little during the journey, but what he does say is troubling.

      Fear runs rife through my country. Fear of the Ottomans at our borders and fear of the nobility who have governed the lands since my father died.  Boyars is their official name; the Wallachian nobility. There are over five hundred in their number throughout the country and their authority rivals that of even the prince ruler. The people live in fear of them, especially once their prince, my father, was gone.

      As we enter the city gates, we are met by crowds of people. All look to me, the newcomer, all eager for sight of the heir to Wallachia’s throne. I can see the fear in their eyes as they bow before me, several hurrying away as I near.

      ‘Rise, my people,’ I call out to them. ‘Rise and stand proud. I would not have you on your knees for anyone, least of all me.’

      ‘Are you Vladislav, returned from the Ottomans?’ a woman with a child in her arms calls from the crowd.

      ‘I am,’ I reply. ‘I am here to take my place upon my father’s throne. More important than that, I am here to ensure that you, my people, live free and fearless.’

      ‘What of the Ottomans?’ a man asks. ‘What did they do to you?’

      ‘Where is your brother?’ another asks. ‘Where is Radu?’

      ‘My friends,’ I silence them. ‘All that matters is that I have returned. Much will happen in these coming days, but I promise you that your interests and your freedom is all I care about.’

      The people cheer for that, and one little girl runs towards me and hands me a purple flower. I thank her and then hold the flower aloft for all to see and cheer.

      ‘Where now, my Prince?’ Luician asks.

      ‘Take me to my father,’ I reply.
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        * * *

      

      I stand alone in the crypts of the palace. All around me are the stone caskets of my ancestors, but the two before me strike much closer to my heart. Mircea and my father, both taken before their time and now interred here amongst my ancestors, the dead rulers of Wallachia.

      ‘They deserved more,’ a voice I know calls from the darkness. ‘They both deserved more. It haunts me that I could not protect your father.’

      Jusztina emerges from the shadows and embraces me as an old friend. She now wears the white armour of the brides, my father’s order of female bodyguards.

      ‘You have risen in the ranks,’ I say as I realise she wears the red banding about her head that denotes the leadership of the brides.

      ‘As have you, my Prince,’ she replies with a bow. ‘Although if it is your wish then I could be removed from my position. The brides are meant to protect the Princes of Wallachia. I failed your father.’

      ‘We both failed him,’ Luician says as he joins us.

      ‘What happened?’ I ask them.

      ‘It must have been the Boyars,’ Jusztina says. ‘For years they had been plaguing your father with demands.  The toll it took on him, along with losing his sons, was too much to bear. Illness claimed his strength, and in time, his mind. He banished his bride bodyguard and one morning we returned to find two dozen stab wounds covering his body.’

      ‘It was a terrible crime and the murderers have not been discovered or brought to justice,’ Luician says.

      ‘There are some who believe that the Boyars are in support of an Ottoman rule over Wallachia,’ Jusztina says.

      ‘It is more than rumour that many of their number have consorted with the Turks and are in their pay,’ Luician adds. ‘They may even have had direct involvement in the capture of you and your brother.’

      ‘Where is Radu?’ Jusztina asks.

      ‘My brother remains in Turkish hands,’ I simply say.

      ‘As a prisoner?’ Lucian asks.

      ‘No. My brother is not the boy he once was. His beliefs… they have changed.’

      ‘And what of your beliefs?’ Luician asks with concern.

      ‘Are you still Wallachian at heart?’  Jusztina cautiously asks.

      I can see the fear in the eyes of my friends. I wish I could reassure them but I cannot.

      ‘You will see in time,’ I tell them.

      From their reactions, I can tell that those were not the words they wanted to hear.

      ‘We stand at your command,’ Luician says, though his voice is not convincing.

      ‘Thank you,’ I tell him. ‘Where is…’

      ‘Meera?’ Jusztina asks with a knowing smile. ‘She is eager to see you. We will show her in.’

      Jusztina and Luician leave me, but not without one last concerned glance from the both of them. They wish to know my mind, but in all honesty, I do not even know it. I know what I must do, but not how nor if I can even see it through to conclusion.

      I then see her, standing at the entrance to the crypt. She is even more beautiful than I recalled in my memories. The years passed have only enhanced what I last saw when I was torn from my home.

      ‘My Prince,’ Meera whispers with a bow.

      I walk to her and gently lift her to stand so that her eyes meet mine.

      ‘I knew you would return,’ Meera says as she peers into my eyes as if searching my very soul. ‘You have returned, but did you forget us?’

      I do not answer at first as I gaze into her blue eyes. When I do reply, it is not with words, but by placing the silver clasp in her hands. She looks at it and her smile stretches across her face.

      ‘I looked upon it and thought of you every single day for the last seven years,’ I tell her. ‘My memories of you and my homeland are what kept my mind intact. You saved me.’

      She acts before I can say anything else, drawing close until our lips meet.

      ‘I have waited for that for seven years,’ she says before kissing me again.

      ‘My heart has always been yours,’ I tell her once we part again.

      ‘What of your soul?’ Meera asks me. ‘What did the Ottomans do to you?’

      I do not answer, but do not draw away from her touch either.

      ‘I know what must be done,’ I confess. ‘I must protect my people but I do not know if I have the strength to do what must come to pass.’

      ‘The people long for peace,’ she says. ‘They long for freedom of fear. The Boyars, the Ottomans, each threaten everything we hold dear.’

      Meera takes my hand and leads me deeper into the crypt until we reach a hidden vault. Inside is the armoury of the fallen Princes of Wallachia, and at its lead is the crimson armour of my father. It is the armour of the sacred order of Dracul; the order of the dragon.

      ‘Your father named you Dracula, son of the dragon,’ she tells me. ‘I know the dragon is within your very soul. I have always known. You will do whatever it takes to protect our people. You will find the strength needed.’
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      ADAM—Area 57, USA

      ‘So, do you have aliens here too?’ I joke as we are escorted off the transport plane and onto the runway. ‘You know, like Area 51.’

      No one replies as we all focus on our surroundings. It has all the looks of a secret army base with secure hangars and bunkers and squads of soldiers patrolling. Sergeant Valentine leads us from the aircraft to a waiting party of officers with a pair of soldiers escorting each of us.

      ‘Why do I feel like we are under arrest?’ Emma says behind me.

      ‘Probably because we are,’ Dave replies.

      ‘You see that,’ Matt calls out, pointing back to the cargo plane.

      Military personnel have removed one item from the aircraft from our belongings; the silver cup. It is now housed in what looks like a bullet-proof glass case, secured by both a keypad and an old fashioned padlock.

      ‘That’s ours!’ Professor Moore protests.

      ‘Not anymore,’ a commanding voice I loathe announces. ‘Why am I not surprised you’re involved in this mess, Adam Hunter?’

      ‘I’m glad to see you too, General Walcott,’ I reply. ‘How have you been? Still trying to bomb defenceless American towns?’

      General Blake Walcott, flanked by a dozen armed personnel, waits for us as we approach. He appears no different than last I saw him, in full military attire with ribbons and medals proudly on display.

      ‘At least I haven’t wrought devastation and mayhem across Europe,’ the general replies. ‘Paris, Stockholm, London, and Berlin. You are leaving quite a trail of destruction in your wake. Even as we speak, Charles Lovell is trying valiantly to defend your tattered reputation and explain your actions. If it were up to me, your precious museum would be shut down permanently.’

      ‘Is it so wise to bring us here?’ Matt snaps back. ‘Your precious base could be the next bit of destruction in our wake.’

      ‘The same petulance. You must be the older brother, Matthew.’

      ‘What is this about, General?’ I ask before Matt can say anything else. Usually my brother is the calm one, but not when it comes to defending family, friends, and the museum.

      ‘Let me show you,’ the General says as he and his guard turn and march towards the nearest bunker. We have no choice but to follow with Sergeant Valentine’s unit still in escort.

      We enter the bunker and are escorted towards large observation rooms filled with displays and equipment. There are no windows, and the hallways are dimly lit with each room requiring a security card to access. It is just like the operations rooms back at the British Museum, only much larger and with a much expanded team. We are urged towards the centre of the room where a series of screens is ready for us, each displaying a different view point of a padded cell. Sat on a chair in the centre of the room, wearing a straight-jacket and wrapped in steel chains, is the aged Vladimir Makov. He is unmoving and looks only towards the door.

      ‘He is twenty floors below us with nothing but concrete around him,’ General Walcott explains. ‘There is only a single access point, which requires access cards and security clearance. We have over a hundred men on guard. This is a cage and he is as secure as we can make him.’

      ‘Makes me wonder what else you have down there,’ I say, and the general gives me a knowing look.

      ‘I still can’t believe Vlad gave himself up,’ says Emma.

      ‘Only after killing or crippling nine of my men,’ General Walcott says angrily.

      ‘You okay?’ I ask Matt, seeing the pure hatred in his eyes as he watches Makov. He doesn’t reply, but keeps watching the monitors.

      ‘What has he said since you brought him in?’ Dave asks.

      ‘He refuses to say anything except needing to speak with Mr Matthew Hunter and Mr Adam Hunter,’ the General says. ‘He has had the same fixed expression on the door the entire time.’

      ‘There have been two other occurrences, Sir,’ a private reviewing the footage says. ‘At 03.47, he smiled for exactly sixty seconds, and again at 11.12.’

      ‘A smile,’ the general says with annoyance. ‘Do not waste our time with such stupid…’

      ‘Hold on, that second one was just a few minutes ago when we landed,’ I say.

      ‘He knew we were here,’ Matt adds.

      ‘Why would he want you two?’ Emma asks.

      ‘He knows you from the incidents in Rome and the Vatican,’ the general says. ‘Has there been any other interaction between you?’

      ‘None,’ I reply. ‘I had hoped I’d never see him again.’

      ‘We all had,’ Matt says through gritted teeth.

      ‘The second smile was when we landed,’ I say, thinking it over, ‘and the first was…’

      An idea comes to mind, but I need help to properly consider it. I take the glasses headset out of my pocket and pull it on.

      ‘Abbey, you there?’ I ask.

      ‘You all in the slammer again?’ she replies.

      ‘Not just yet. You record everything when we are in the field, don’t you? Can you do me a favour?’

      ‘Whatever you need,’ she says, knowing when to joke about and when to be serious.

      ‘03.47 A.M. U.S Pacific time zone today, where were we?’ I ask.

      ‘At that precise moment, you were first entering the Poenari Castle ruins,’ she replies.

      ‘He knew we were there,’ Professor Moore says.

      ‘Thanks Abbey,’ I tell her.

      I look back to the monitors just in time to see the cell door open. In walks a security guard, a female who secures the door behind her before taking a single step towards Makov.

      ‘What is happening?’ Dave asks.

      ‘It was Private Jones who made the arrest,’ General Walcott explains. ‘She is the only one he has spoken to. Now you are here, we will see if he will speak again.’

      We all fall silent and watch the screens intently for any movement or sound from the immortal.

      ‘We have done as you ask,’ Private Jones says as she faces Vlad. ‘We have brought Matthew and Adam Hunter here. Do you now wish to see them, and if so, why?’

      He remains still and silent, staring straight through the soldier and to the door beyond. Private Jones repeats the question but there is still no reply or sign of movement.

      ‘Have her ask one more time,’ the general instructs. ‘If there is still no interaction then get her out of there.’

      ‘We have done as…’ the private begins to say before Vlad slowly looks up to her. He stares at her intently with his dark eyes. Despite his aged appearance, his eyes have lost none of their ferocity.

      ‘They found it, didn’t they?’ he asks. ‘The Hunter brothers found it.’

      ‘I… cannot,’ Private Jones tries to reply. Her speech sounds like she is struggling.

      ‘What is happening here?’ Emma asks.

      ‘I don’t know,’ General Walcott says. ‘Baker Team, prepare to move in at my order.’

      ‘They found it, didn’t they?’ Vlad asks the private again. His voice remains calm but his eyes are intense and gazing straight into hers.

      ‘They found it and brought it here,’ the private finally reveals. Her eyes stare straight back into Vlad’s, softened and without focus. She is breathing fast, her body swaying. Her gaze is not that of a soldier at guard, but almost like infatuation or lust maybe.

      ‘Private Jones is not authorised to give the prisoner any information,’ Walcott shouts at the men and women around him.

      ‘What are they talking about?’ Dave asks us. ‘What did you find and bring here?’

      ‘Only one item,’ Professor Moore says. ‘The silver cup.’

      ‘Thank you, Private Lydia Jones,’ Vlad says. He then looks away from the soldier and up towards the nearest camera.

      ‘Did you really think you could hold me?’ he asks.

      Smoke rises from him before the straitjacket bursts into blue flame. The chains securing Vlad to the chair twist and bend as they melt before snapping and releasing the tyrant. He staggers for a moment, falling to his knees. Inexplicably, Private Jones hurries to aid him, placing her hands upon his body and drawing him close.

      ‘What is she doing?’ Emma says.

      ‘You need to get her out of there now!’ Matt advises.

      ‘Baker Team, move in now. NOW!’ General Walcott orders.

      We hear the shouting of orders and cries of alarm.

      ‘Why aren’t they in there?’ General Walcott demands. ‘Get them into that cell!’

      ‘They can’t get the door open,’ a private alerts us, and we hear the panicked voices over the speakers.

      ‘Thank you, my dear,’ Vlad says as Private Jones helps him to stand. ‘You have helped me more than you can ever know.’

      She stares into his eyes again with a weak smile upon her lips.

      ‘Anything for you,’ she whispers.

      ‘Thank you, my dear.’

      Without warning, he lunges for her throat, just as the lights to the cell go out and plunge the screens into darkness.

      ‘Get me lights in there!’ Walcott orders. ‘Switch the cameras to night-vision! Where the hell is Baker Team?’

      The screens flicker as the cameras switch to night-mode, but all they reveal is the chair and the broken chains in the centre of the room. There is no sign of Vladimir Makov or Private Jones. After a few moments where all we can do is watch in silence, the lights flicker back on in the cell. We can see the body of Private Jones unmoving on the floor as a pool of blood expands around her, but no sight of Vlad. We check every single camera from every angle but there is no sign of him.

      ‘They’re in!’ shouts one of the general’s personnel, and sure enough, the door to the cell opens. In steps a five man team with firearms raised and ready to fire.

      ‘There’s no sign of…’ one of the soldiers says before the lights go out again and the screens turn black.

      Screams, cries of pain and fear, and flashes of gunfire. That is all we see and hear until blue flames erupt and engulf the room. A monstrous roar sounds out and the very base around us tremors. When the flames extinguish, Vlad is standing at the centre of the room, looking straight at the nearest camera with a smile across his bloodied lips. He is no longer the aged crone, but now stands young and strong. Around him are the bodies of Private Jones and all five of Baker Team.

      ‘How…’ General Walcott stammers with disbelief.

      ‘The chalice shall be mine again,’ Vlad vows before turning to the cell door. ‘Open.’

      The door opens and the immortal takes a step towards freedom just as every single camera feed is cut.

      ‘Get every man we have armed down there!’ General Walcott orders.

      ‘It won’t be enough,’ Dave warns.

      ‘The chalice,’ Matt says, looking to Professor Moore. ‘He’s after the silver cup.’

      ‘He knew we were at the castle,’ Emma says. ‘He knew we would find it.’

      ‘And so he had us and the chalice brought here,’ I say.

      ‘General, we need to get the chalice as far away from him as possible,’ Matt says. ‘Whatever it is, Makov wants it. We cannot let that happen.’

      ‘Where is the chalice?’ I ask.

      ‘It is secure,’ the general says. His voice is less than certain and a look of fear and doubt creeps across his face as the base tremors again.

      ‘General, where is the chalice?’ I repeat.

      Across the speakers in the room, we hear the panicked voices of soldiers, cries for help, and screams of fear. Makov cannot be stopped and Walcott’s forces are falling.

      ‘He is just one man,’ General Walcott stammers.

      ‘No, he’s more than that,’ Matt says. ‘General, help us, please. We need to get the chalice away from here.’

      ‘Hangar Three,’ Walcott finally relents. ‘My men were taking it to the lower levels for testing and storage within the secure compound.’

      ‘Then we’d better stop them,’ I say.

      ‘Right you are,’ my brother says. ‘Dave, help them get the transport plane ready to travel. We will borrow it, as my little brother always says.’

      ‘I’ll find you a pilot,’ Sergeant Valentine says.

      ‘Professor Moore, stay with Dave,’ Emma instructs. ‘He will keep you safe and we will all leave this place together.’ The professor takes little encouragement and silently agrees with a nod of her head.

      As Dave, Professor Moore, and Sergeant Valentine head for the transport plane, Eric leads Matt, Emma, and I towards Hanger Three, the Viking look-alike knowing a short-cut through the facility. The base rocks again and again and we hear through Eric’s comms device the battle below us. It is clear that Vlad is winning and seeking his escape. We hurry as the lights in the darkened halls repeatedly flicker and plunge us into darkness. Gunfire and explosions sound beneath us, some rocking the corridors and throwing us off balance. We don’t stop. We have to keep going.

      ‘The next turning, my friends,’ Eric instructs.

      ‘I’d feel a lot better if I had a weapon,’ Emma says.

      ‘Let’s pray we can get out of here without needing one,’ Matt replies.

      We emerge into the hangar and Eric leads us towards what he thinks are the recent cargo arrivals. All are guarded, but the soldiers make way for Eric. There are hundreds of crates stacked in all directions and it will take us far too long to search them all.

      ‘Where is the cargo taken from the transport plane that just arrived?’ he demands.

      ‘We only removed the one item,’ the nervous clerk says before ducking for cover as the base tremors again.

      ‘That one felt much closer,’ I warn in alarm.

      ‘He’s now only two levels below us,’ Eric says.

      ‘I thought this place was meant to be a cage?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Not for much longer,’ I say.

      ‘Where is the item from that plane?’ Eric demands again.

      The nervous clerk fumbles with his papers and then struggles to find the right container.

      ‘C’mon, c’mon!’ Matt says, trying to hurry the man.

      ‘This one. Item reference 2158.’ The clerk points to a crate already sealed.

      Eric and Matt hurry over to it and smash the crate apart to reveal the sealed glass container housing the silver chalice inside.

      ‘No time to waste,’ Matt says as he takes the glass container, and we hurry out of the hangar.

      The four of us emerge onto the runway and run as fast as we can for the transport plane. Dave is waving towards us to hurry as the plane’s engines begin to warm up.

      ‘They wouldn’t leave without us, would they?’ Emma asks.

      ‘If they know how dangerous Vlad is, then yeah, they probably would,’ I reply.

      One of the bunkers to our right erupts with blue flame. The force of the blast sends us crashing to the ground. As we recover, a dozen squads of soldiers storm past, along with several armed vehicles. General Walcott is throwing everything he has at Makov in his foolish attempts to stop him.

      ‘He’s coming for this,’ Matt says with panic as he scrambles up and grabs the glass container again.

      All of us struggle to our feet and dash across the runway to the transport plane.

      ‘Get on board!’ Dave yells over the roar of the engines as the plane begins to pull away. ‘We are leaving immediately!’

      We hurry up the ramp of the plane, Eric included, who hits the remote to raise the ramp. Behind us, we see the blue flames engulf another hangar and send two of the military vehicles crashing back. Makov emerges from the fires and paces straight for the transport plane, maddened eyes focussed only on us. With an outstretched hand, he sends a blast of blue flame towards us that almost hits the starboard engine.

      ‘We’re not going to make it,’ Matt says as he hands me the glass container housing the chalice.

      ‘And what are you going to do?’ I ask as he takes a rifle from the plane’s armoury and loads it.

      ‘Something stupid and buy you some time,’ he replies as he opens the nearest hatch and then throws his baseball cap to me. ‘And we all thought you were the mad one.’

      Before any of us can stop him, he leaps through the hatch and down to the runway, rolling on landing and rising up to face Vlad. I move to go after him, as does Emma, but Dave stops us both.

      ‘He made his choice!’ Dave yells as he pulls the hatch shut.

      I drop the chalice to the deck and hurry to the nearest window, watching as my brother advances on the immortal. He fires his rifle again and again, unloading every bullet he has into Makov, but nothing slows him. He then charges the immortal, hitting and kicking at the fiend and unleashing all the hatred and anger he has for the man. It does nothing and the immortal simply smiles.

      As the plane finally begins to take-off, I see Makov grab my brother by the throat, lift him high, and engulf them both in blue flames.
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      VLAD THE BUILDER—Poenari Castle, among the Carpathian Mountains, Wallachia

      ‘It’s hot work,’ Luician bemoans as he and I heave a heavy timber. ‘Don’t you have servants for this kind of work?’

      ‘I expect nothing from my people that I am not prepared to do myself,’ I reply as we shift the timber into place and then move to the next piece. ‘Besides, you could do with the exercise.’

      ‘This is all muscle, I’ll have you know,’ he replies proudly.

      ‘And wine and boar,’ Jusztina remarks as she passes us with buckets of stone for mortar. She and the brides of my bodyguard are never far from my side.

      ‘That too,’ Luician says proudly. ‘This will be quite the fortress once we’re finished, though why build it so far north into these accursed mountainous lands?’

      ‘Because it is so far north,’ I reply as I look above us to what was the abandoned Poenari Castle.

      It was once an impressive mountaintop sanctuary, inaccessible but for the narrow path of one thousand five hundred stone steps through the peaks. From its high walls upon the most northern tip of the country, you can see much of Wallachia. It is a remote and forbidding place that fell to ruin long before my father’s reign as prince. My first action as ruler is to see it restored, setting all available workers, stonemasons, glassmakers, smiths, and soldiers to the task. The call was sent out and Wallachia answered. The workforce numbers is in its thousands and we are making swift work of restoring the castle to its former glory. My people honour me with their efforts.

      ‘And what do you plan once it is rebuilt?’ Luician asks. ‘Are we to submit to Turkish rule? Are we all to become part of the Ottoman Empire?’

      ‘Slaves, you mean?’ Jusztina remarks.

      They have repeated the same questions ever since I returned, but I have yet to answer them.

      ‘My first action is to marry this woman,’ I reply, as Meera walks towards us. She is leading much of the reconstruction, eager to play her part and help wherever she can. All else is forgotten following my last words.

      ‘Marry?’ she asks in joy and disbelief. ‘Are you certain?’

      ‘More than anything.’ I take her in my arms and kiss her deeply. ‘I have lost too much time and aim to make amends.’

      Luician and Jusztina cheer for us both, but in time, their questions return.

      ‘And after this happy union?’ Luician asks.

      ‘We will call an assembly of the Boyars, the nobility of Wallachia,’ I reply. ‘They shall gather in the restored Poenari Castle.’

      ‘Castle Dracula,’ Meera corrects me.

      ‘I will see this nation reunited,’ I swear.

      ‘Free, or as part of the Ottoman Empire?’ Luician asks.

      I do not answer him.
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      VLAD THE LOST—Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      I need answers and seek out the only man I know who can speak for God. I find him in the prayer room of the monastery built deep inside the castle. He is lighting one of dozens of candles that illuminate the altar.

      ‘High Priest,’ I greet Popescu.

      ‘My Prince,’ the elder says as he shuffles towards me. ‘It is joyous to see you again. You were still a boy the last time we spoke. Of course that was before…’

      ‘The Ottomans took me,’ I answer for him.

      ‘Yes.’ He takes a long look at me. ‘The years have been kind to you. Far kinder than they have to this old man.’

      ‘You’ve still some life to you.’

      ‘A few years yet,’ he says hopefully. ‘How may I be of service, my Prince?’

      ‘You served my father for all the years of his rule. Will you stand by my side faithfully during the years of mine?’

      ‘I will do all I can, my Prince,’ he replies with a bow. ‘I taught you when you were a small boy. It is a great honour to serve you now that you stand our prince.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I sense that is not why you have sought me out.’

      ‘No, it is not.’

      ‘Perhaps you wish to talk about what happened to you at the hands of the Turks?’ he offers.

      ‘You are perceptive, my old friend. I face choices and a path I do not know if I can take. I seek to protect my people and I believe I know how…’

      ‘But you do not know if you can see it through?’ Popescu guesses. ‘You seek guidance?’

      ‘Forgiveness is closer to the truth. Forgiveness and the strength to do what must be done.’

      ‘You have the strength inside you, my Prince, I am certain of that,’ the high priest says. ‘I cannot give you forgiveness though. That can only be given by God. Step to the altar. Pray and see what God wills. Drink from the chalice. Let the Holy water cleanse you.’

      ‘And what if God does not speak to me?’

      ‘Then I am sure you will find the right path,’ he replies as he takes his leave. ‘I will leave you to your prayers in peace.’

      I stand before the altar and take hold of the chalice. The shimmering candlelight reflects in the polished silver and I feel the chiselled groves beneath my fingertips. Across its surface is the engraving of a brave knight charging a dragon. Holy water blessed by the high priest ripples within the chalice.

      ‘Please show me the way to protect my people,’ I pray before drinking deep from the chalice.
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      ADAM—Hiding somewhere in USA

      We flew for two hours before needing to land for fuel. Sergeant Valentine gave orders to our pilot to put some distance between us and Area 57 and head for a safe zone where we can refuel. Emma and Dave retrieve our equipment from the cargo hold whilst Professor Moore keeps a firm hold on the glass container housing the chalice. Sergeant Valentine’s squad keep watch over the relic and try to make contact with the rest of their command.

      I talk with Abbey as she keeps trying to track Matt down. There’s been no sign of him or Vladimir Makov since we left the base. They’re gone, lost in the wind, and I dread to think what has happened to my brother. I know Matt is still haunted by the torture inflicted upon him by Makov the last time they crossed paths. This time…

      ‘His trackers aren’t showing anything?’ I ask for the twentieth time.

      ‘His trackers went down the instant Vlad touched him,’ Abbey replies. ‘There’s been nothing, not even a blip since.’

      ‘And you’re sure he isn’t picking up anything on comms?’ I ask. ‘Perhaps the wrong frequency or interference?’

      ‘I’ve tried everything, Hunter,’ Abbey tells me firmly. I know she’s trying to not sound annoyed, but I can tell she is. ‘I know you’re worrying…’ she says before I interrupt.

      ‘He’s my brother and he’s in the hands of that lunatic,’ I say in frustration, voice raising the more I speak. ‘I should have stopped him or joined him in facing Vlad. I should have done something!’

      ‘There’s nothing you could have done,’ she tries to reassure me. ‘I will keep looking, Adam. I promise, we will find him.’

      ‘Kat is waiting for him to return home! His child, his son or daughter, is waiting for him at home! They will be born any day now and my brother might not be there to see it! That child might never meet their father!’

      ‘Do you think we don’t know that?’ Abbey snaps back at me. ‘We are doing everything we can to find your brother!’

      ‘Thank you,’ I reply, forcing myself to calm. ‘I’m sorry. I just…’

      ‘Don’t. We all worry about him but he will show up. Whenever we lose one of our own, we always find them in the end.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      I walk out onto the transport’s lowered cargo ramp and out onto the runway. I need the fresh air and to clear my head. Me getting angry and upset with my own team will do no one any good, especially Matt. If anyone can find him, Abbey can.

      ‘So where the hell are we then?’ Emma asks as she and Dave join me. Professor Moore is still aboard the transport with Eric whilst Sergeant Valentine went to speak with her superiors. Apparently, other survivors are en-route here too but we haven’t seen any.

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine,’ I reply.

      ‘By my reckoning, we headed north for an hour before then heading north-west,’ Dave says. ‘It would help knowing where we came from though.’

      ‘In short, you have no idea,’ Emma replies.

      ‘Just another secret military base. Hell, this could be Area 51 with your aliens, kid.’

      I know he is trying to joke around to take my mind off Matt, but it isn’t working. In the past year, he has gone missing and been thought dead more than once, but this time Vladimir Makov is involved again. This is far worse than anything else before.

      ‘Hey, you okay?’ Emma asks as she places a hand upon my shoulder. ‘He’ll be all right, you know? You Hunters always come through in the end.’

      ‘I know,’ I mutter a reply.

      ‘You don’t sound it,’ she says. ‘We’ll get him back. We always do. We never give up on family, none of us.’

      ‘Emma’s right,’ Dave says. ‘Besides, your brother is tougher than he looks. He’ll turn up or we will find him. Right now though, we need to focus on the mission and keep Makov from getting what he wants.’

      ‘Heads up, guys,’ Eric says as he and Professor Moore join us. ‘Trouble, incoming.’

      A Jeep pulls up alongside the plane, and from it comes General Walcott, two of his men, and Sergeant Valentine. His face is red with anger already as he storms towards us.

      ‘What the hell happened out there?’ he demands. ‘We had Makov perfectly contained and under control until you showed up!’

      ‘He was never under your control,’ I yell back at him. ‘Vlad was simply waiting until you brought us to him with the chalice. We checked the timings. He announced himself and let himself get captured when we first entered Romania. He knew we were there and he wanted to be captured. He wanted you to bring us to him because he wanted the chalice!’

      ‘He played you, General,’ Emma says. ‘He played all of us.’

      ‘I’d be surprised if he didn’t play some part in us finding the chalice in the first place,’ Dave says as he looks to Professor Moore.

      ‘I will not stand here and take your insults,’ the general says. ‘I should have you all arrested for what happened! I was lucky I escaped with my life, but a lot of my men didn’t. Even more of them are still trapped underground in the lower levels where the tunnels collapsed.’

      ‘What did happen back there?’ Emma asks. ‘Why did your own soldier, Private Jones, help him to escape? Why did someone open the door?’

      ‘I wish I could answer that,’ General Walcott says with anger. ‘Perhaps Jones was one of your spies.’

      ‘It was as if she loved him,’ Dave says, ignoring the general’s accusation. ‘She was infatuated with him and swaying as if intoxicated.’

      ‘Could Makov gain that kind of control?’ Sergeant Valentine asks.

      ‘Who knows what that monster is capable of,’ I say. ‘He has my brother and is after that chalice.’

      ‘That’s why you need to get it far from here and to a safe location,’ the familiar voice of our boss, the head of operations at the British Museum, calls to us as he approaches.

      ‘Uncle Charles!’ Emma greets him.

      He walks slowly to us across the runway, his appearance as the typical British man with suit and moustache as always. His walking stick taps upon the runway tarmac with every step, and he makes certain to stop between our team and the general.

      ‘You should be in New York,’ Walcott warns him. ‘The United Nations Security Council is not done with you yet.’

      ‘As you have made abundantly clear numerous times,’ Charles replies, before turning away from the general and to us.

      ‘I hope you are all all right,’ he says. ‘Abbey has been keeping me up to date. Has there been any word on Matthew?’

      ‘None,’ I reply. ‘Abbey hasn’t seen or heard anything and neither have we.’

      ‘If anyone can find him it is Miss Abbey,’ Charles says as he places a reassuring hand upon my shoulder.

      ‘It is good to see you again after so long, Charles,’ Professor Moore greets him.

      ‘You too, my dear Melissa,’ he replies. ‘I trust my niece and the team have aided you suitably.’

      ‘They have saved my life twice already,’ Professor Moore replies. ‘Oh, Charles. I have no idea what I have stumbled upon here.’

      ‘Is that the chalice?’ he asks of the glass container still in the Professor’s hands.

      ‘It is,’ she replies uncertainly.

      ‘Keep it close to hand,’ Charles instructs. ‘If Vladimir Makov wants it, it has to be for a reason.’

      ‘And that reason can’t be good,’ Dave adds.

      ‘You need to get that chalice away from here,’ Charles says. ‘Our best bet is to move it to…’

      ‘Your team and that cup are going nowhere,’ General Walcott instructs. ‘As I have already said, I should have you all arrested.’

      ‘Vladimir Makov has never displayed power of this level before,’ Charles states firmly as he faces the general. ‘Something has changed and now he wants that relic. He will stop at nothing until he has it. You failed and could not keep the chalice from him. It was my team that led the extraction. You failed, but we won’t. We need to take the chalice to the British Museum.’

      ‘In a museum?’ General Walcott laughs.

      ‘We’ve got more security there than you can possibly dream of,’ Dave says with a face of thunder.

      ‘We will take the chalice, whether you like it or not,’ Emma says.

      This threat alerts Walcott’s guards but the General ushers them back.

      ‘And if Makov follows you?’ Walcott says.

      ‘We will make him give us back my brother,’ I vow.

      ‘The security council will hear of this,’ the general threatens.

      ‘I sure hope they do,’ Charles replies with a sly smile. ‘I hope they hear all about your failure and how you let a wanted criminal of unknowable power wander free.’

      ‘Then at least let my men see this mission done,’ the general relents. ‘Sergeant Valentine, you and your unit will accompany these… people. Don’t let the artefact out of your sight.’

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ she replies with a salute.

      The general barely acknowledges the salute before he walks back to his Jeep.

      ‘If you fail in this, Charles, there will be no coming back for you,’ Walcott warns. ‘The security council will…’

      ‘I know exactly what will happen,’ Charles replies.

      The general flashes me one last glare of warning and then thunders away.

      ‘Listen to me, all of you,’ Charles says to Emma, Dave, and me. ‘Vladimir Makov is one of the most dangerous men alive. We can never truly know how powerful he is or what he is capable of. All we do know is that he will come for the chalice and he will hit you with everything he has. You three need to be ready for him. The museum is your best chance at stopping him. Abbey has already raised the alarm and is making preparations. Get the chalice to the museum and under lockdown.’

      ‘We’ll be ready for him, Charles,’ Dave says.

      ‘You can count on us, Uncle,’ Emma adds.

      ‘What about Matt?’ I ask.

      ‘I am sorry about your brother,’ Charles says. ‘I truly am, but until we have any sighting of him or clue as to where he is, we can only deal with the threat ahead of us.’

      ‘It’s what Matt would’ve wanted,’ I say.

      ‘Do me proud, you three,’ Charles says as he watches us board the transport plane. ‘Do Matthew proud.’

      ‘We will,’ Emma says with absolute certainty. That fire in her eyes, right there; that is why I am so drawn to her.

      ‘I wish I could be with you but my place is in New York with the security council,’ Charles says. ‘I have to ensure that the museum survives.’

      ‘You fight your battle,’ I say as I hit the button to raise the ramp of the transport plane, ‘and we will fight ours.’
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      VLAD THE RULER—Castle Dracula, Wallachia, Easter Sunday 1457

      The great halls of what was once known as Poenari Castle are filled with the nobility of Wallachia, the Boyars. There are near five hundred of them, the aristocracy of our nation and what many believe to be the true power in Wallachia. Each brought a single guard, but all weapons were to remain outside the castle walls. As a sign of faith, I too am unarmed.

      Not a single invite was turned down for this assembly, with all eager to hear what their new prince has to say and keen to discover what manner of ruler I will be.

      They will know soon enough.

      All gather in the feasting hall, with much food and wine provided. Today is Easter Sunday, and a cause for celebration, with High Priest Popescu blessing the food, the wine, and every person in attendance. The feast itself is not the only cause for celebration, for the day previously, Meera and I were married in a quiet ceremony attended by only close friends and family. As such, I am deafened by messages of congratulations from the gathered nobles who all remark how beautiful my wife is and how fortunate I am. They are right, and I catch myself gazing at her even now in the midst of all these powerful nobles. She looks back at me and smiles before nodding a signal that everything is ready.

      It is time to begin.

      ‘Honoured noble Boyars,’ I call out as a drum beats for silence. ‘Honoured guests, please assemble before me.’

      ‘You are Dracula, the son of the dragon,’ Meera whispers to me as we take our places upon the thrones. ‘You are strong enough to do what is needed for our people.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I say, squeezing her hand before turning to face our guests.

      ‘My brothers,’ the nobleman Dumitru Raducan calls out, silencing his Boyars brethren. ‘My brothers, I lead you all in congratulating our prince for his ascension to rule and for his marriage to the beautiful Meera. May you have many years of bliss ahead of you, and of course, many sons!’

      The Boyars let out a boisterous cheer and my wife’s cheeks redden for a moment.

      ‘We can only hope so,’ she replies happily.

      ‘I believe that we have the beautiful Meera to thank for this tremendous citadel we stand as guests in,’ Raducan says. ‘This place was but a ruin before you set your mind to it. Now, Castle Poenari stands a formidable mountain fortress once again.’

      ‘Castle Dracula,’ my wife corrects him.

      ‘A suitable name for such a fortress,’ Raducan says. ‘May it forever stand tall and unconquered.’

      The Boyars let out a cheer of approval before falling silent at the rise of my hand.

      ‘Noble Boyars,’ I greet them. ‘Thank you for gathering here at the newly forged Castle Dracula. I know the journey up the mountain can be arduous, so it honours me that not one invitation was turned down and that all of you have attended.’

      ‘It is our honour, my Prince,’ one man remarks. His words are repeated by the near five hundred nobles, though I wonder just how many mean it.

      ‘I know you have gathered to hear of my vision for the future of Wallachia,’ I tell them. ‘It is true that I have not been ruler for long. Nor have I given any of you cause to believe in my ability to rule. For the last seven years, I was a guest of Sultan Mehmed. For those seven years I learned much of the Ottoman ways, their beliefs and culture. They live as one empire and I would see Wallachia united as such. I would see our great nation forged as one and strive towards a better future.’

      The assembly gives cheers of encouragement at these words.

      ‘You, our proud Boyars, you are integral to this future,’ I announce. ‘You have done much to bring Wallachia to its current state. We have much work to do together, but each and every single one of you will be rewarded for your efforts so far.’

      They cheer again, even louder this time as I knew they would.

      ‘Then you agree that you have all contributed in these past years to aid Wallachia’s fortunes?’ I ask.

      They cheer more encouragement with not a man disagreeing. Their cheers only grow louder.

      ‘Good. I was hoping you would be so vocal,’ I reply. ‘I have but one question for you all. How many lords and rulers have you served these last fifty years?’

      Their voices die out, becoming a murmur before each and every man falls silent.

      ‘Come now,’ I say. ‘Somebody must be able to answer me. Anyone? How about you, Sir? No? Surely one of you must know?’

      Not a single man can answer me or even hazard a guess.

      ‘Your silence condemns you,’ I tell them as the smile falls from my lips.

      Without word or order, every door to the feasting hall is sealed shut and locked. As their eyes were focused only on me, the Boyars did not notice that the brides of my bodyguard under Jusztina’s command and the loyal soldiers under Luician’s orders have surrounded them.

      ‘The brides royal bodyguard was formed under my grandfather’s rule,’ I declare as I watch the realisation begin to dawn on the faces of the Boyars. ‘He witnessed a young woman who had been beaten and raped fight off three men with a stolen spear. He took the woman under his charge and gave her the chance to train and better herself. He gave her a roof over her head, a bed to sleep in, and warm meals in her stomach. She became one of the fiercest warriors this land has ever seen and the most loyal. My grandfather was so inspired by her courage and ability that he sent out word for all women who had been abused or were begging on the streets to unite and to train under his command. They became our family’s royal bodyguard, known to many as the brides.’

      Jusztina and her warriors take a single step out of the shadows with spears held ready.

      ‘The women you see around you are no different,’ I declare. ‘Each and every one of them has suffered at the hands of men, powerful men like yourselves who act only with greed and lust in their hearts.’

      Many of the Boyars plead their innocence and call for mercy, but I do not listen to a single word.

      ‘I know that each one of you is guilty,’ I state. ‘You’ve condemned yourselves in this very hall. For more than fifty years, you have seen to it that every ruler of Wallachia falls to ruin, madness, or murder, just to line your pockets with gold. I know that you acted with greed when you took the Turks’ wealth. You granted the Turks access to this country so that they could burn Brassov. You had my brother and me taken as prisoners by the Turks. You had my brother Mircea murdered as he tried to save us. You conspired to see this land fall into ruin just so that you could become rich and live in luxury whilst your people live in poverty. You murdered my father in hopes that his son, mind-warped by the Turks, would return to see us all enslaved by the Ottomans. You were wrong. You are traitors to Wallachia and its people.’

      I remove my cloak and reveal the crimson armour beneath; my father’s armour of the Dracul.

      ‘I am Vladislav Dracula, son of the dragon, and I condemn every single one of you to death.’

      Dumitru Raducan charges me with a dagger he must have smuggled in. I am ready for him. I catch the man’s arm and break it with one quick twist to send the dagger clattering to the floor.

      ‘I will use you as example,’ I state as I kick Raducan back towards his brethren. Jusztina throws me a ready spear, and with one swift lunge, I impale the man.

      ‘I learned much from my time with the Ottomans,’ I say loudly as I lift Raducan high above for all to see. ‘Aim for the heart.’

      His blood rains down upon me, drops coating my face until I can taste it on my lips.

      ‘Heresy,’ High Priest Popescu stammers. ‘Death on this day is heresy.’

      ‘God will understand,’ I tell him as I drop Raducan to the ground.

      ‘Sultan Mehmed will avenge this treachery,’ one of the Boyars swears. ‘You will bring death and destruction to us all.’

      ‘I would rather die free than live as a slave to the Turks,’ I say. ‘War will come, but that will no longer be of your concern. You are free.’

      With those words, Jusztina’s brides and Luician’s warriors step forward and the slaughter begins. Meera watches it all without turning away once.
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      ADAM—Heading for home

      ‘Matt, come in.’ I try every five minutes with my headset. I hold his baseball cap tightly in my hands, willing him to answer.  ‘Matt, you there? Come in, brother. Let us know where you are.’

      Dave and Emma left me to my efforts, Dave communicating with the museum to ensure its readiness for our arrival and Emma sketching in her notepad. They likely know my attempts to reach Matt are pointless, and I am grateful that they don’t say it out loud. I have to try. I make sure to not mention where we are heading, in case Vlad is listening in.

      ‘Still no luck reaching your brother?’ Sergeant Valentine asks as she takes a seat beside me.

      ‘Not yet,’ I reply. ‘I’ll keep trying though.’

      ‘I’d do the same if it was my brother. So, tell me, what is the deal with this team and museum of yours?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, we’ve heard that you’re all nothing but grave robbers, thieves, and criminals. We were told that it didn’t matter who or what is in your way, you always have to reach your goal.’

      ‘Leaving destruction in our wake,’ I finish for her. I have heard it all before but none of it is true.

      ‘Berlin, Paris, London, Rome, Stockholm,’ the Sergeant lists. ‘You have to admit, the case is building against you. Yet, seeing you all in action, I’ve got to admit I think my opinion is changing.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘Your unit is close, tight-knit. I know Matt is your brother, but it is clear from the others that his loss has hit you all hard.’

      ‘He’s not lost, just… misplaced.’

      ‘Okay, misplaced then,’ Valentine says. ‘Even how that went down was impressive. He sacrificed himself to protect the rest of you and to ensure that the artefact did not fall into enemy hands. That shows dedication and sacrifice you wouldn’t see in a lot of people.’

      ‘Especially people who are expecting to become a father any day now,’ I say with a heavy sigh. ‘No, we’re not thieves. We just try to protect all that we can, be it people or historical relics.’

      ‘And the mythological and powerful?’ the sergeant asks.

      ‘We try to keep those out of the hands of people like Vladimir Makov. On that subject, Professor Moore, anything you can tell us about that chalice?’

      ‘Pure silver,’ she explains, seated across from us with the artefact’s sealed glass container still in her hands. ‘The relic dates back to the 1400s…’

      ‘And the days of Dracula,’ Emma remarks without looking up from her notepad.

      ‘Anything special about it?’ I ask. ‘There has to be a reason Vlad wants it.’

      ‘Nothing I can say without further examination,’ Professor Moore says. ‘One thing of note is the red liquid the chalice seems to be… leaking.’

      ‘Red liquid?’ I question.

      ‘Yes. And if I’m not mistaken, I would say that the substance is blood. It is seeping blood.’

      ‘That’s cheery.’ Eric laughs loudly as he works on sharpening his axe.

      ‘Very cheery,’ Valentine agrees.

      ‘So what about you then?’ I ask the sergeant. ‘How did your unit get caught up in all this? Last time we crossed the Crimson Knights of Unit 57, you were trying to cover up the outbreak of a deadly virus by bombing an innocent town in Colorado.’

      ‘That was before my time,’ the sergeant says. ‘Officially, Unit 57 investigates areas with perceived hazardous and biological threats.’

      ‘And unofficially?’ I dare to ask.

      ‘Anything out of the ordinary,’ she says in a hushed tone. ‘We are sent in for anything…’

      ‘Strange,’ I finish for her when she cannot find the words.

      ‘Exactly. Hence why we were hunting down an immortal man who can conjure blue flames and has who knows what other talents.’

      ‘Seems like we are in the same business.’

      ‘Certainly at the moment,’ Valentine says. ‘Until I receive orders stating otherwise, my team is with you, Mr Hunter. We lost friends back at the base at the hands of that monster and we would love the opportunity to deal out some payback on Vlad. Besides, I think Eric seems to be quite taken with you all.’

      I look up and see Eric deep in conversation with Emma before he lets out his typical loud booming laugh.

      ‘Yeah, we’ve got a past,’ I explain. ‘Anyway, enough with the Mr Hunter, Sergeant. Call me Adam.’

      ‘Call me Danielle.’

      ‘Guys,’ Abbey calls out to Emma, Dave, and I via comms units. ‘You should be landing in just under an hour. Vehicles are awaiting your arrival. We will be ready at the museum when you get here. All security units have been put on alert.’

      ‘Thanks, Abbey,’ I reply as I look back to the chalice in Professor Moore’s hands. I can see the blood resting in the silver cup. ‘I have a bad feeling that we will need all the help we can get,’ I add when I see the image of Makov at the U.S. base on one of the data screens. It fills me with rage and my hands ball into tight fists.  ‘Where’s my brother, you monster?’ I mutter to myself.

      ‘Also, Adam, you’ve got a call coming in,’ Abbey tells me. ‘It’s Duncan.’

      ‘Tell him I’ll call him back,’ I reply, still staring at the image of Makov.

      ‘It’s the fifth time he’s called…’

      ‘I’ll call him back,’ I repeat.

      ‘It might help if you spoke to someone,’ she encourages me. ‘Take your mind off things…’

      ‘Not now, Abbey!’ I shout back at her.

      Dave, Emma, Eric, and Danielle all look at me, surprised by my outburst.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say to Abbey through the headset. ‘I shouldn’t have yelled.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ she replies. ‘I understand. With Matt missing…’

      ‘Abbey… just put Duncan through… please,’ I say as I try to calm myself.

      ‘You got it.’

      ‘Thanks, Abbey.’

      I take a deep breath, steadying myself and trying my best to clear my head.

      ‘Adam? Adam, you there?’ Duncan, my oldest and best friend speaks.

      ‘Yeah, I’m here, Duncan,’ I reply with a heavy sigh. ‘You all right?’

      ‘I’ve been better,’ he says and I can hear the emotion in his voice. ‘We didn’t get a chance to speak properly before you hurried away. I’ll be honest, I’m really struggling here.’

      Dread and guilt course through me. My friend, my only friend for so many years when we were young, he needs me. His father only died a couple of months ago and I haven’t been there for him.

      ‘I’m sorry, Duncan.’

      ‘I’m the eldest of my brothers and sisters,’ he says without acknowledging my words. ‘The eldest of the five of us. With my dad gone, it’s all on me now. They all look to me and it’s taking all I have to keep it together.’

      ‘Where’s your mother?’ I ask.

      ‘Too wrapped up in her work, as always,’ he replies with spite. ‘She was barely around when Dad was alive. Why should it be any different now he’s dead? She’s somewhere in America… New York, I think. Every day it’s a different country, though we only know that by when we see her on the news.’

      ‘She’s a busy woman, Duncan,’ I say, trying to defend her, and make it easier on my friend. ‘She runs a global business…’

      ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he cuts me off. ‘You know what though, even when she’s here, she barely speaks to me or any of us.’

      ‘Look, I’ve been down this road before. When my father died, my mother became distant. We argued and argued and never saw eye to eye. That lasted years and even now sometimes there are… issues. Don’t let that happen with you.’

      ‘We’ll see,’ he replies after a few moments.

      ‘You can always call me if you need to speak.’

      ‘You’re as difficult to get hold of!’ He laughs back at me.

      ‘I know. That’s completely my fault.’

      ‘You’re busy with that job of yours,’ he says sadly. ‘I get it.’

      ‘The both of us have lost our fathers. Do you remember when mine passed? I was inconsolable. I was angry with the world and everyone in it for a long time. Do you remember what you did to snap me out of it?’

      ‘I remember we had a fight,’ Duncan says.

      ‘Yes. You were trying to get me to speak and I didn’t like it. I tried to push you away…’

      ‘But I wouldn’t let you,’ he replies.

      ‘And then you did the best thing possible. You made me laugh.’

      ‘I don’t even remember what I said.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter, it was enough. You were there for me and I need to be there for you.’

      ‘You going to be free to have a proper catch up any time soon?’

      That brings the realisation of our current situation back to mind.

      ‘Not in the foreseeable future,’ I admit.

      ‘What’s happened?’ he asks. ‘I can tell from your voice that it’s serious. Is Matt okay?’

      ‘Yeah… he’s fine.’

      ‘Liar. You never could lie to me, even over the phone. Your brother in trouble again?’

      ‘When isn’t he?’

      ‘That’s rich coming from you.’ He chuckles. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘We were cut off from each other. Matt stayed behind so that we could escape.’

      ‘You Hunter boys love playing the hero,’ he jokes, but I don’t laugh.

      ‘Last we saw, he was in the clutches of…’ I check that no one is listening around me and walk to the rear of the plane. ‘He was captured by the guy from the Vatican and there hasn’t been any contact or sighting of Matt since.’

      ‘The guy from the Vatican… the blue flames guy?’ Duncan says. He already knows the Vatican story, and from his reaction, he knows how serious the situation is.

      ‘Adam, you and your brother manage to get yourself out of more scrapes than anyone I know,’ he says, trying to cheer me. ‘You always come out the other end of an ordeal still smiling.’

      ‘Maybe. I can’t help but fear that I’m going to get a call saying they’ve found… him, his body, anyway. This guy who’s taken Matt, he’s more dangerous than anyone we’ve faced before.’

      ‘You haven’t had that call yet,’ Duncan says. ‘If there’s no body, then there’s nobody dead. Matt is out there, but he needs you, Adam. He needs you focussed and ready to help him if needed.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I tell him.

      ‘Thank you. Your tales of adventure keep my mind off my own troubles.’

      ‘I’d gladly trade,’ I say with a chuckle.

      ‘That’s a solid pass from me.’ He laughs.
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      VLAD THE TRAITOR—Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      It took them nearly a year to arrive. We knew they would come. It was only a matter of time. The Sultan sent an emissary with thirty Janissary guard, leaving fifty more at the border. They did not slip into Wallachia unnoticed like before, not with Luician’s constant patrols. Luician kept them under close watch and marched them across the country to my mountain-top fortress, far from the border.

      With his Janissary flanking him, the emissary, a short and stout man covered in jewels, approaches my throne. Meera is seated beside me, and of course, Luician and Jusztina are not far from sight.

      ‘Welcome to Wallachia,’ I greet the emissary. ‘I trust your journey was not too arduous.’

      ‘It was satisfactory, my Prince,’ the emissary replies.

      ‘What brings you so far from Eğrigöz?’ I ask, though I already know the answer.

      ‘I bring word from our master, the honourable Sultan Mehmed,’ the emissary announces. ‘He bids you good health and hopes that you remember your time as his guest fondly.’

      ‘You did not travel all this way to exchange pleasantries,’ I urge the emissary.

      ‘Our master, Sultan Mehmed, greets the newly appointed Prince of Wallachia,’ the Turk replies as he reads from a letter marked with the sultan’s seal. ‘The sultan hopes you remember your time together, your victories and accomplishments. The sultan requests that you honour the agreement forged with your father. Wallachia submits to the will of Sultan Mehmed. A yearly tithe of silver will be donated along with every boy of age to serve in his army. Wallachia has failed on both those pledges for three years now and the sultan expects payment if our peace is to continue.’

      I glance towards Meera and my wife gives me the slightest nod to show her approval. There will be no turning back now.

      ‘You and your sultan would strip us of our wealth, our future generations and our freedom?’ I ask.

      ‘Choose your words carefully, my Prince,’ the emissary urges. ‘You spent time as a guest within our empire. You served among the Janissary guard…’

      ‘Not by choice,’ I reply.

      ‘Then you would stand a traitor to all our master Sultan Mehmed taught you?’ he asks.

      ‘Gladly,’ I reply with contempt, ‘for he is no master to me.’

      ‘You have seen the military might at the sultan’s command. Even Constantinople could not oppose it. This nation is but a speck on the map compared to the Ottoman Empire. It would be unwise to break the agreement your father made, especially with these women in your army.’

      ‘You would not be the first fool to misjudge the Brides and our fighting ability, Turk,’ Jusztina warns.

      ‘It seems you are mistaken about a great many things, Emissary,’ I tell him. ‘First, I was a prisoner of your sultan, not a guest. My brother and I were hostages to keep my father under the sultan’s control. We were forced to serve among your people and I learned a great deal. I learned how your prized military works. I learned that the Boyars nobles of my own country were being paid to sow discord and misery across my lands so that an Ottoman rule would be preferred. Most importantly, I learned that the sultan’s actions, his offers of praise and gifts and wealth and power, were merely to brainwash me into becoming his puppet. You can tell your master, your sultan, that he failed.’

      ‘We saw the bodies of the Boyars lining the border,’ the emissary says.

      ‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘Every single traitorous noble was impaled and placed upon the border as warning to any who would threaten the freedom of my people. I saw to it that every Wallachian man, woman, and child able to bear arms was put to training in spear, sword, and bow…’

      ‘It will not be enough,’ the emissary interrupts with laughter. ‘Even with every single living person in Wallachia armed, it will not be enough. Our master will come here. He will conquer.’

      I rise to stand and approach the emissary. ‘We do not fear him, his army, his empire, or you.’

      ‘You will fear all of us,’ the emissary declares.

      ‘Your last mistake was most fatal,’ I say as I look to Jusztina. ‘You underestimated my brides.’

      My royal guard strikes without warning. Archers emerge from hiding at the flanks of the throne and launch arrows towards the emissary’s guards. Many fall within those first moments, but more than half are still standing by the time Jusztina, the brides, Luician, and I have closed the distance. It is not as simple as Easter Sunday, for we face trained Janissary soldiers and not fat nobles. I see two of the brides fall to the spears of the Turks and I do everything in my power to avenge them.

      I cut down one Janissary before clashing spears with another. He is stronger than me but I am faster, ducking below the point of his spear before tearing my own across his stomach.  As he falls, I see another attack Luician from behind. I launch my spear across the throne room and it catches the Turk high upon his chest, throwing him back to fall at my wife’s feet.

      It does not take much longer for the last of the Janissary to fall, but it is at the cost of five of the brides.

      ‘The time will come to mourn our fallen,’ I tell my warriors, ‘but we have one last task to accomplish.’

      I turn on the emissary who is on the floor, shaking like a leaf. Blood covers him, though he was left unharmed during the fighting at my orders.

      ‘I need you to deliver a message,’ I tell the cowering man. ‘Where is the sultan’s letter?’

      The emissary lifts the blood soaked parchment above his head, his fingers trembling.

      ‘Do you… do you wish me to give my master your reply?’ he asks with shaking voice.

      ‘I do,’ I reply before turning to Luician and Jusztina. ‘I wish for your master to know that he does not face a paltry, terrified army as he has conquered before. No. Here he will face an entire nation standing as one.’

      ‘Your orders?’ Jusztina asks.

      ‘Nail the letter to his head and send it back to the sultan,’ I order.

      ‘The emissary?’ Luician questions.

      ‘Just his head,’ I reply without remorse.
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      VLAD THE PRINCE—Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      On a clear day like this one, I can almost see the borders of our lands. From the battlements, I can see the towns and villages, the farmlands, rivers, and lakes. Just out of sight is Brassov, our southernmost town. It is rebuilt since its burning on the day Radu and I were taken by the Turks. Now it acts as a garrison for Luician and our army. When the Turks come, and they will, they will strike Brassov first. We must be ready.

      Men and women train in every town and every village. Any that can hold a spear or draw a bow are taught to fight. We will need them all if we are to survive the coming storm. It is a storm that I have brought to us and that thought echoes in my mind.

      ‘Good morning, my Prince,’ Jusztina calls from the courtyard below. ‘Do we have your blessing?’

      She stands with the latest recruits to the brides, thirty women, old and young. Some look frightened, while others appear half-starved or covered in bruises. Each has endured hardships, but here they can find safety and purpose. Here they can stand tall and proud.

      ‘You and all who serve and defend Wallachia are heroes in my eyes,’ I tell them. ‘You show bravery that shall never be forgotten.’

      ‘You honour us, my Prince,’ one of the recruits cheers. ‘We stand with you!’

      ‘It is your bravery that guides us, Prince Dracula,’ another cries. ‘It is you who leads us to freedom. It was you who freed us from the oppression of the Boyars! Now we will fight the Turks together!’

      ‘Death to the Turks!’ Jusztina cheers, with all the recruits joining her chant.

      ‘DEATH TO THE TURKS! DEATH TO THE TURKS!’

      The people are with me for what is to come. I see more of them walking through the gates to this haven I have rebuilt, families seeking safety. The people, they are Wallachia. I must do all I can to save them, but will it be enough?
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      MATT—Trapped in darkness, nowhere

      I try to move, using every muscle and every ounce of strength I have, but it’s no good. I’m rooted to the spot, standing alone in the darkness no matter what I try. There’s no rope or chains holding me and I should be able to move freely but I can’t even turn my head. I’m utterly trapped.

      ‘What have you done to me?’ I demand, finding that my mouth and voice are not frozen like the rest of me.

      ‘Nothing compared to what will come,’ his voice calls from the darkness behind me, sending terror and fury coursing through me. I have longed to face this fiend again after what he put me through, but now I am his prisoner once more. I cannot survive his torture, not again.

      ‘What do you want?’ I ask. ‘The silver cup? I don’t have it and I don’t know where it’s being taken.’

      ‘Oh, I do not need your help to locate the chalice,’ he replies, closer and at my side this time. ‘I already know the destination of my possession. No, what I need from you is servitude.’

      ‘I will never follow you.’

      ‘When the time comes, Matthew, you will not have a choice,’ Makov says, from ahead of me now, barely inches from my face. ‘You see, I tried to remain in the shadows after our little interaction at the Vatican. You, and your brother, have forced my hand with your actions in Wallachia.’

      ‘The cup?’ I ask. ‘Why is it so important?’

      ‘You will see soon enough. Now, you will follow where I lead.’

      ‘Like hell I will,’ I swear. Although I cannot move, I vow to fight him with everything I still have.

      ‘Hell…’ Makov states as he moves closer to me, his breath washing over me. ‘You have no idea what hell is.’

      A sharp, piercing pain erupts at my neck as blue flames blind and engulf me. The flames die just as quickly as they rose, plunging me back into darkness. His hands are then upon me, forcing my mouth open as warm droplets fall to my tongue.

      ‘It will not be long now,’ his haunting voice calls, as if trying to calm me. ‘The change will be much easier on you if you do not resist.’

      ‘What have you done to me?’ I demand.

      Suddenly, whatever held me is gone and I fall to the ground. I cannot recover though, as I feel it, a deep burning. It begins at my eyes, searing as if enveloped in flames, before spreading to my face, my chest, my limbs, skin, and bones. I cry out, crippled by the pain and screaming in agony.

      ‘What… have you… done? Aarrgghh…. AARRGGHH!!’
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      CHARLES—United Nations Security Council. United Nations Headquarters, New York

      ‘Say that we believe you for a moment and that a crystal can cause the terrible disasters which befell these three cities,’ General Walcott says.  ‘If it had not been for your team’s actions then the King’s Tomb, Osiris’s Tomb, would never have been discovered. The plagues would never have been released.’

      The general is really angry with me now. He will use every opportunity he can to discredit me and the British Museum. I must overcome him if the museum is to survive. If the security council willed it, they could shut us down for good. Then the general, Winterbourne, and God alone knows how many other would-be-tyrants would have free reign on the world’s history and relics. I cannot let that happen.

      ‘There was no possible way for us to know the dangers that pyramid and that tomb held,’ I reply. ‘I cannot state clearly enough that my team were not the ones who sought to unleash such destruction. It was thanks to my team that the curses and their plagues were stopped before more innocent lives were lost.’

      ‘So you attest, Mr Lovell,’ another member of the council states, ‘but lives were lost. Over a hundred dead, hundreds of wounded, with hospitals in all three cities struggling to cope with the sheer demand. There was untold damage done to homes and businesses too. It was only thanks to the actions of General Walcott and Bowen Inc. and their relief efforts that the losses were not greater. The re-build of these three cities is commencing well, again, thanks to the contributions of Bowen Inc.’

      ‘What of Berlin?’ another council member asks. ‘Your team did not have the authority to launch an incursion into Germany’s private storage facility, yet they intruded anyway like common thieves.’

      ‘My team took nothing,’ I reply, forcing myself to control my anger. ‘At Museum Island in Berlin, my team operated only to protect artefacts and there would have been no issues if granted official access or if a rival team had not forced their way inside at gunpoint. Might I also point out that my team aided in apprehending those responsible for what happened in Berlin and once again highlight that it was my team who recovered the Nazi gold train filled with artefacts, art, gold, and jewels rightfully belonging to families across all of Europe. My team and the museum took nothing for themselves.’

      ‘So you have stated repeatedly,’ another council member replies.

      I am fighting for my survival and the museum’s. Right now, I cannot tell if I am winning or not.

      ‘This could have all been avoided if there was oversight of these expeditions,’ General Walcott says. ‘One organisational body could oversee all operations to recover historical artefacts in a safe and timely manner. International neutrality on all finds would be adhered to and the world could be protected from this ever happening again.’

      ‘And I suppose you think you should be appointed as commander of this oversight, General?’ I cannot help but ask.

      ‘Somebody should, especially for your teams,’ he replies. ‘What happened in Paris, Stockholm, London, and more recently in Berlin are not the only times the British Museum has been caught up in such tragedies. We all saw what happened in Rome and the Vatican…’

      ‘There has never been any evidence linking the British Museum with what happened there,’ I interrupt.

      ‘The point still stands,’ General Walcott says.

      ‘In truth, Mr Lovell, you should really be thanking the general and the executives of Bowen Inc.,’ another councilman intercedes. ‘These disasters were unleashed upon the world because of the actions of your teams. If not for the general and Bowen Inc. then the death tolls would have been even greater.’

      I do not answer. I cannot without saying something I may later regret. If they knew what was happening at this exact time and the threat of Vladimir Makov, they would not be thinking the same. I cannot attack the general’s management of the situation either as it has nothing to do with why I have been brought here. It is too late for that now and will only bring more attention to my museum’s activities.

      An attendant enters and speaks quietly to one of the councilwomen who then makes an announcement.

      ‘I can now welcome Mrs Elizabeth Bowen, the chief executive and owner of Bowen Inc.’

      She enters the room and I swear she has not aged a day since I last saw her. Short brown hair, eyes so dark they are almost black, and an intense look behind her gaze, even when she smiles. I struggle to maintain control of my temper, a new and different anger reserved only for her.

      ‘Your ears must have been burning, Mrs Bowen,’ a member of the council says. ‘We were just singing your praises regarding the relief efforts provided by Bowen Inc. and the rebuilding projects you are already overseeing. We are truly in your debt.’

      ‘I am simply offering what help I can,’ she says with a broad smile. Her words are calm and unrushed, as if she has rehearsed each and every single one a dozen times. ‘The world was facing uncertain times in the face of such terrible devastation. I could not simply sit back and watch as so many suffer.’

      ‘You have been liaising with us since London first fell under attack,’ a council member says. ‘Your company has financed these relief efforts out of its own pockets, its own funding. You have truly gone above and beyond what is expected of anyone.’

      ‘I have always believed that it is only by working together with all authorities and involved parties that we can truly achieve our goals,’ Elizabeth Bowen replies before looking up towards me. ‘If only that was true for all organisations then we may not have faced such troubling times.’

      ‘If there are no further questions for me, I will take my leave,’ I say, standing from my seat. I will not stay to hear any more if my presence is not necessary.

      ‘We will summon you when needed,’ I am told.

      I leave the council room and make contact with Abbey at the museum.

      ‘How did it go, Charles?’ she asks upon answering.

      ‘Worse than I could have predicted.’

      ‘Your tone of voice alone tells me that,’ she says with concern. ‘What do we do?’

      ‘Nothing yet. I need time to think. Have Echo Team landed yet?’

      ‘Any minute now. I’ll let you know once we have the artefact under lock and…’

      Her voice falls silent. I check the connection but the line is still open. Blasted girl has the attention span of a goldfish.

      ‘Abbey, you there?’ I ask. ‘Abbey?’

      There is no answer but silence.
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      VLAD THE BROTHER—Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      
        
        Brother Vlad,

        It has been four years since you left my side and took your place upon the throne of Wallachia. I have heard much of your actions since becoming prince and little of it pleases me or our honoured Sultan Mehmed.

        The eradication of the Boyars was a wise choice. You have purged the land of its greatest plague. Yes, many were in the sultan’s employ, but all conspired to see our father dead.

        Your worst crime is what you did to the emissary. We received your message of the emissary’s head and the blooded parchment nailed upon it. I am sure you understand what this means. War will come to our homeland. That is unavoidable now. War and damnation will engulf Wallachia.

        This proves one thing; that you are not fit to rule. I knew this long before the sultan dispatched you on his mission. You have forgotten all that the sultan taught us and have damned our people in the process. The sultan’s army will march across our fields, burn our villages, and enslave our people. You have done this. You have damned them.

        I will lead the sultan’s Janissary. We will see you torn from the throne and executed. All those you love will suffer, and it is because of your folly. An army fifty thousand strong will march on Wallachia. We will come for you, brother.  I will take my rightful place as Prince of Wallachia and lead it into the glorious future that Sultan Mehmed has foreseen.

        I wish I could make you understand and see sense, but it is too late for that now. You have set yourself and all our people to a fate that cannot be altered. The afterlife awaits and I only hope that it is I who delivers you to that end.

        Enjoy these last days of your short rule, brother.

        Radu

      

      

      I read the letter one more time before lowering it to the flames of a candle.  The brother I once knew, who I would have given my life to protect, is truly gone.
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      VLAD THE DOUBTFUL—Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      I am lost in prayer, kneeling before the chalice of Holy water upon the altar in the monastery. I ask for forgiveness, for understanding, and most of all, for guidance.

      ‘I have led us to ruin,’ I say before drinking of the Holy water from the chalice. ‘I have damned my people to death and slavery. What am I supposed to do?’

      ‘Whatever you must to save us,’ Meera’s voice replies from the shadows. ‘I am sorry for intruding on your prayers.’

      ‘It is fine,’ I reply. ‘I could do with the company.’

      ‘Where is Popescu? Surely he should be here with you.’

      ‘The High Priest no longer speaks to me after what happened on Easter Sunday. He believes I have brought shame and damnation to myself and all of us by shedding blood on such a Holy day.’

      ‘He may not understand, but your people do,’ Meera tells me with a kiss upon my cheek. ‘They would follow you to whatever end, my Prince, as would I.’

      ‘We have received message,’ I say, lifting the parchment to the light.

      ‘Another warning from your brother, Radu?’

      ‘No. It is from Matthias Corvinus.’

      ‘King of Hungary?’ Meera asks.

      ‘And our closest potential ally. Corvinus has no allegiance to the Turks. He hates them even more than we do.’

      ‘What does his message say?’ Meera asks.

      ‘I told Corvinus that he must know that I have broken the peace with Mehmed. I asked him for an alliance so that we can face the Ottoman army together. I asked for his help.’

      ‘And his response?’ Meera asks, though she must already know the answer.

      ‘He will not march. We are on our own. Our forces number eight thousand, ten thousand maybe at most. The Ottoman army has over five times that number in its ranks.’

      ‘We will face the Turks alone, but together,’ Meera tells me. ‘The people follow you because you have given them freedom. You have united the country like no other prince before. Now you must defend it.’

      ‘What can I do?’

      ‘Dracula, son of the dragon,’ my beloved wife says as she takes my face in her hands, ‘you will do whatever you must to save us.’
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      ADAM—Arriving at The British Museum, London

      What Abbey described as transport was more like a military convoy. Three armoured vans like those used by banks to safely deliver and collect valuables await us on the runway, and thankfully, there are no incidents on the route through the capital to the museum. We all keep watch for any signs of Vlad making an attempt on the chalice, but, apart from the usual busy London traffic, there are no issues.

      ‘I want a tight formation around the artefact,’ Sergeant Valentine instructs her unit. ‘Eric, you are to remain within two feet of Professor Moore and the chalice at all times.’

      ‘Yes, Sergeant,’ the Viking replies.

      Keeping the chalice with the professor is a wise move. She is a civilian with no combat training and the most at risk. Keeping her at the centre of the American soldiers will give her and the chalice the most protection.

      ‘We won’t be far from you either,’ Dave reassures the professor.

      Dave, Emma, and I are armed and ready. I carry my bow and the specialised arrows whilst the other two have handguns and rifles taken from the American transport plane.

      ‘I will be much happier when this thing is in your secure vault,’ Melissa says nervously.

      ‘I think that goes for all of us,’ I joke, to ease her fears.

      ‘You’re not leaving our sight,’ Emma vows.

      ‘A killer called Hawke trying to murder me and an immortal tyrant trying to take this chalice in my hands,’ the professor sums up. ‘What’s to worry about?’

      ‘We’ll be with you all the way,’ I try to assure her.

      All remain on high alert as we disembark the vehicles. Professor Moore keeps the glass container housing the chalice in her hands, and the rest of us, our Echo Team and Sergeant Valentine’s ten man unit, escort her up the steps and into the museum. Each member of both teams has their weapon drawn and ready and check in all directions for any sign of attack. We pass through the main entrance where the museum’s armed security team is waiting and beckon us through to the Great Court.

      The court itself is a vast hall, with a tessellated glass roof and a domed exhibition hub which was once the reading room at its centre. The lifts at the top of the reading room’s spiral staircase are our quickest way to enter the secure and secret lower levels. It is there where we need to escort the chalice. Inside the containment and storage levels, the chalice will be behind so much security that Vlad will never reach it.

      The sun is shining through the tessellated glass roof without a cloud in the sky. This place should be filled with tourists and visitors, but instead is occupied only by the museum’s security and several familiar faces. I spot Gabriel Quinn, Judith Westmore, and Tristram Hill immediately.

      ‘What trouble have you lot gotten into now?’ Gabriel calls over.

      Gabriel Quinn is the sole survivor of the museum’s Bravo Team. He is a drunkard and a charming rogue who is always eager for a scrap, a bottle, or a chance to meet a lady. He has a rifle slung over his shoulder and doesn’t look like he is taking this whole thing seriously at all.

      ‘Have you heard anything from Matt?’ Judith asks as she hugs Emma, Dave, and me in greeting.

      Judith Westmore is a member of Charlie Team; our Egyptologist specialist. Her husband, John, worked alongside her but tragically lost his life in Egypt at the hands of Winterbourne spies. She is armed and was trying to coordinate a handful of the security team to secure the outer doors.

      ‘We’ve heard nothing,’ I say.

      ‘He’s a tough lad,’ Tristram tries to reassure. ‘He always finds his way eventually.’

      Tristram Hill is our resident tech genius. He designs much of the equipment and weaponry we take into the field and runs maintenance on everything he did not create. He is also the boyfriend to our young historian, Abbey. Our inventor has armed himself with a specialised taser weapon and what appears to be a small launcher for the bolas I carry.

      ‘We all clear here?’ Emma asks.

      ‘All visitors have been escorted off the premises,’ Judith confirms.

      ‘We had some very unhappy school groups having to jump back on their coaches to go home,’ Tristram says with a chuckle. ‘The kids seemed pleased enough but the teachers definitely weren’t happy.’

      ‘What are we doing here, folks?’ Gabriel asks. ‘The bars open in a couple of minutes and I have places to be.’

      ‘Vladimir Makov is after that,’ I say, pointing to the contents of the glass container in Professor Moore’s hands. ‘We just need to get it into the secure vaults downstairs.’

      ‘Here’s Abbey,’ Dave says as he spots our historian atop the spiral staircase. Abbey walks slowly down, without words or acknowledgment that we have arrived. She looks distracted, maybe by all that is happening. I hope that maybe she has heard from Matt.

      Professor Moore, flanked by Sergeant Valentine’s men, crosses the Great Court to meet Abbey at the bottom of the stairs.

      ‘You hear something?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Like a plane or helicopter or something?’ I reply as I too hear a strange droning overhead.

      I look up towards the glass roof and see that a great shadow is slowly looming towards the museum. It grows as it approaches, blocking out the sun and casting us into sudden darkness. The shadow only stops when it hits the tessellated glass roof.

      ‘Bats!’ Gabriel shouts as he unshoulders his rifle.

      ‘Can’t be,’ Dave says. ‘There’d have to be hundreds, thousands of them.’

      I pull on my glasses headset and zoom in on the roof. Gabriel is right. It is a great swarm of bats atop the roof, all clawing at the glass to get inside.

      ‘Unit 57, stand ready!’ Sergeant Valentine shouts.

      ‘What is this?’ Emma asks as she draws a pair of handguns from their holsters.

      ‘Nothing good,’ I reply as I take an arrow and line it up on my bow.

      ‘I do hope I am not interrupting,’ a chilling voice calls from the entrance.

      As one, every single person in the Great Court turns towards the entrance with weapon raised and ready to fire. There stands Vladimir Makov with hands raised in surrender. He is young and strong, with no sign of the advanced years or frailty he had displayed when captured by the Americans. His skin is still pale and marked with dark veins like thorned tattoos across his body. He wears a smart suit and tie, as he did when I first crossed the immortal. As always, he is unarmed.

      ‘Take one step and we will put you in a grave,’ Dave warns.

      ‘You would not be the first or the thousandth to try,’ Vlad says. ‘I only came here to talk. I wish to offer you a chance, just one. You know what I seek. It is nothing to you so just hand it over. The chalice is a simple trinket of little importance. I could give you any number of items that would hold more worth than that simple silver cup.’

      ‘If it is insignificant then why do you want it?’ I demand. ‘Where is my brother? What have you done to him?’

      ‘It is good to meet you once again, Adam Hunter,’ Vlad greets me warmly. ‘You need not fret for your brother for Matthew is quite well, I assure you. In fact, he is right here, with me.’

      My brother steps forward from the shadows and stands beside Makov. He makes no sign of recognition when he sees us, nor does he speak or call out. Matt’s skin is deathly pale and his eyes look sunken and red.

      ‘See, he is quite well,’ Vlad says.

      ‘Like hell he is!’ Emma yells. ‘What have you done to him?’

      ‘Matt!’ I call to him. ‘Matt speak to us!’

      ‘Oh, I’m afraid that is quite impossible at this moment,’ Vlad says. ‘Not until I have what I want. Matthew will be free to join you once I have what I desire. Give me the chalice and Matthew is free.’

      ‘No,’ I say despite myself. ‘No. Matt wouldn’t want that.’

      ‘Young, Mr Hunter,’ Vlad says. ‘You surprise me once again.’

      ‘Abbey, get the chalice away from here,’ I call back to her. ‘Get it into containment where he can never reach it.’

      I see Professor Moore place the glass case in Abbey’s hands before I turn back to our unwelcome guest.

      ‘You can’t have it, Vlad,’ I state firmly. ‘Release my brother and walk away.’

      ‘Mistaken, as always, Mr Hunter,’ he says, slow and calm. ‘You see, Vladimir Makov is not my true name. It was the name I was branded with by the Nazis when they found me in 1940. They were astounded that I was still standing after their firing squads had tried again and again to execute me. I was taken into the mountains where they committed a thousand different experiments on me in the name of their occult science. They named me Vladimir Makov, but that is not my name.’

      ‘Who are you?’ I demand.

      ‘You should know already,’ he says with that terrifying smile. ‘You were standing in my home when you found the chalice. My homeland was Wallachia, where I was prince and ruler.’

      ‘No…’ The word escapes my lips.

      ‘It can’t be…’ Emma states in horror.

      ‘I AM PRINCE VLADISLAV, SON OF THE DRAGON!’ he roars. ‘I AM DRACULA!’

      Vlad brings his hands down and the glass ceiling above us smashes in a thousand places as the swarms of bats force their way through. The glass and swarm descend upon us, filling the very air in all directions. All in the Great Court duck for cover, all except him. He simply stands there, black eyes staring back into mine as he reveals fangs emerging in his mouth before monstrously roaring again.

      ‘Abbey, get the chalice out of here!’ I yell back amongst the storm of bats.

      I can only just see her, but it is clear that she is still standing there, unmoving at the foot of the staircase.

      ‘What are you waiting for?’ Professor Moore screams as she rises from cover and tries to take the chalice back.

      Abbey resists and then, without warning, grabs Professor Moore, holding her still with a strength I did not know she possessed. I see it then, her eyes dark and menacing and her skin as pale as snow. Abbey lets out an inhuman roar before revealing her own fangs, sinking them deep into the Professor’s throat.

      ‘She is mine.’ Vlad laughs.

      ‘We can’t let them leave with the chalice!’ Emma yells.

      ‘You’re right,’ I reply. ‘Sergeant?’

      ‘GO! GO!’ she orders back.

      Despite the swarms of bats, we all rise from cover and open fire on the immortal. Only when he is hit does he begin to move, pacing forward towards Abbey and the chalice. Dracula dispatches the initial museum’s security and the American soldiers with ease, swiftly dodging their attacks and beating them brutally back. He bites two of the soldiers, tearing his fangs through their throats to leave his face bloody and dripping. When he is closing in on Dave, Emma, and I, another combatant attacks to defend the immortal; my brother, Matt.

      He fights without emotion or recognition of his targets. Dave is first. The former soldier gives Matt a single warning before he engages, but quickly, it is Dave who is on the defensive. Matt charges forward and hits like a battering ram. He disarms Dave and strikes him hard with the butt of his own rifle before then turning on Emma. Matt is unforgiving and targets us one-by-one, disarming and disabling. Emma’s kicks and strikes do nothing to slow him down until he catches her off balance and throws her into the wall behind. We fight only to stop my brother, not hurt him, and that is how he is winning. I am next.

      ‘Matt, don’t do this,’ I call to him, but he does not even register my words. His only reaction is to brandish his own set of fangs.

      ‘What did he do to you?’ I ask in horror before he lets out his own inhuman roar.

      I fire two arrows at Matt to disable him but he dodges both with lightning speed before closing the distance. He strikes me hard across the face and then grabs my bow, twisting it from grasp and throwing it clear into the distance. I hit him low and hard but he doesn’t even react. Instead, he takes hold of my shoulder and brings me down onto his rising knee. The blow hits me hard in the chest and then he brings his elbows down onto the back of my head. I hit the museum’s polished floor, tasting blood at my lips.

      I look up and see the fiend we called Makov beat down Gabriel and then Tristram, despite the tech genius’s many weapons and gadgets. I can only watch as Dracula takes hold of Tristram’s arm and twists until the bone cracks sickeningly, drawing screams from the inventor. The deadly edge of Eric’s swinging axe comes close to chopping Vlad in two, but the fiend knocks the Viking out with a barrage of blows. The immortal then takes a dozen rounds from Sergeant Valentine’s rifle. He does not even wince and instead chuckles as he lifts one man into the air and sends him colliding with the sergeant. Then he is with Abbey. He takes the glass case and smashes it in his bare hands. He then turns to Abbey, greeting her with a broad smile before kissing her passionately.

      ‘Stop him!’ Sergeant Valentine orders as she takes aim with her weapon.

      ‘Goodbye,’ Dracula simply says as blue flames surge from his body and engulf everything in sight. Everyone is thrown back by the immense blast that overwhelms the entire court. I am thrown back, crashing through glass advertising boards and landing hard against the far wall, my body screaming in agony.

      The last I see before my world turns to darkness is Dracula picking up the chalice with smoke rising from his hands. He places the silver cup in a wooden box and stands victorious over the ruined court, with Abbey and Matt at his side.
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      GABRIEL—Pissed off and can’t believe I’m hunting a vampire, London

      ‘I need that location now!’ I yell down the phone as I slam my foot on the accelerator, sending the Jeep hurtling away from the museum.

      ‘Gabriel, I told you never to contact me again,’ Police Special Constable Yvonne Wilkins replies with irritation. ‘You still owe me for the last three times I used CCTV records to track down people for you; usually girls. Or how about all the times I traced your drunken steps over the previous night.’

      ‘This is different,’ I reply, trying to convince her. ‘I am hunting someone who just hurt a lot of people I care about and could hurt a hell of a lot more if I don’t stop him.’

      ‘Were you at the disturbance at the British Museum?’ Special Constable Wilkins asks. ‘We have a lot of emergency responders heading that way.’

      ‘I was there and I need you to help me track down the guy responsible,’ I explain. ‘Please, Yvonne. We’re running out of time.’

      ‘Fine,’ she relents, ‘but you better take me out somewhere decent, Quinny, and not just a couple of your dive bars again.’

      ‘It’s a date. I only got a half decent look but I think the registration on the plate was AR51 NPG or MPC, something like that. It’s a black BMW or Mercedes.’

      ‘Heading away from the museum?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      I was behind a pillar when the blast of blue flames hit, but it still left me pretty banged up. Anger drove me on and I followed Vlad, Matt, and Abbey out of the museum where they boarded their getaway car. By the time I had borrowed my own vehicle, a 4x4 Jeep parked on double yellow lines with the engine running, Vlad’s vehicle had disappeared.

      ‘Got them!’ the special constable says in triumph. ‘They just crossed Waterloo Bridge heading south.’

      ‘You’re the best,’ I reply, turning hard and barely missing oncoming traffic. ‘I’m… what you call it… in pursuit. Keep me updated.’

      ‘Good luck,’ Yvonne says. ‘I’ll try to dispatch any available units your way to back you up.’

      ‘I owe you one.’

      ‘You owe me many more than that. They are now passing Waterloo Station.’

      ‘I’ll get them. No one beats the crap out of Gabriel Quinn and gets away with it!’

      The Jeep hurtles down the London streets, narrowly missing traffic and setting off the flash of at least three speed cameras. Within no time I spot them ahead, the black Mercedes travelling slow as I pull up beside it. Matt is driving, with Abbey beside him and Vlad in the back.

      ‘Stop the car!’ I yell at them through my open window. ‘Cease and desist… or something like that.’

      Neither Matt nor Abbey turn to face me, both only looking ahead, but I see that monster Vlad face me and give an order. Matt then looks my way, and with no recognition in his eyes, steers their car to slam into mine. My Jeep is hit hard and I struggle to veer away from the traffic ahead. As I close in again, Matt drives into me and sends my Jeep hurtling towards a mass of pedestrians. I slam on the brakes and barely come to a stop before I careen onto the pavements.

      Makov’s black car hurtles on, but I see two other vehicles thunder past me in pursuit; a motorcycle and convertible. I’d recognise their drivers anywhere; Emma driving Matt’s convertible, and Adam on his bike. I guide the Jeep on to follow them and all three of us close in on our target.

      Adam is in the lead, that crazy kid flying between traffic and mounting pavements in his hunt. Matt veers towards him in warning, forcing Adam away and between the trees and bushes of a park. Emma then closes in and again Matt tries to slam his vehicle into his pursuer.

      ‘That’s your own car, you fool!’ I yell in shock as Matt risks damaging his own prized vehicle. That can’t be him. We need to stop Makov and make him undo whatever spell or possession he has inflicted upon Matt and Abbey.

      I speed up the Jeep and ram into the back of their car. Emma closes in from the right and Adam re-joins us to the left. Up ahead, two police cars block off the road.

      ‘We’ve got you trapped now,’ I cheer. ‘We’ve got you!’

      That is when all hell breaks loose. Matt leans out of his window and opens fire on Emma with a machine gun, the bullets tearing through the engine of the convertible and producing a cloud of black smoke that drives her to turn away. A swarm of bats descends on Adam, engulfing him and forcing him to brake and fall from the bike, crashing to the ground. Vlad rises up through the sunroof, and with outstretched hands, sends a wave of blue flames hurtling towards the police cars, throwing them back and over, tumbling onto their roofs.

      Lastly, as Makov returns to his seat, I see Abbey rise up through the sunroof and climb onto the back of the still-moving car.

      ‘Don’t do it. Don’t do it,’ I plead.

      Without emotion or fear, she steps down from the back of the car and onto the road straight ahead of me. I slam on the brakes and pull hard on the wheel, barely missing Abbey but clipping the back of a parked van. The Jeep, and all the world outside, flips and cartwheels through the air before landing on its side in the middle of the street.

      ‘Ow,’ is all I can say as I watch Makov and Matt recover the unharmed Abbey and drive away into the distance.

      I unclip my seatbelt and slowly and carefully pull myself from the wreckage. Something is wrong with my shoulder, making my escape even more difficult. Once free and lying flat on my back on the tarmac, I feel the shoulder with my opposite hand, realising its dislocated. It is far from the first time the shoulder has wandered out of its socket.

      ‘That’s gonna hurt when I pop it back in,’ I tell myself. I close my eyes and count to three. Then I count to three again, and then a third time.

      ‘Come on, you big baby,’ I tell myself. ‘One, two…’

      I never get to three as I wrench back my arm and force the shoulder back into place. It hurts like nothing else and I howl in pain with eyes clamped shut. I hear the sound of footsteps around me and hope its Emma and Adam.

      ‘You guys had better find me a stiff drink,’ I tell them. ‘I am in need of serious painkillers.’

      ‘DON’T MOVE! STAY ON THE GROUND!’

      I open my eyes and see an armed response unit from the London Constabulary gathered around me, all with weapons drawn and pointing at my head.

      ‘Special Constable Yvonne Wilkins’ back up, I presume,’ I say with disbelief. ‘You’ve got the wrong guy, you idiots!’

      It doesn’t take them long to slap on handcuffs and drag me away.
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      VLAD THE PLANNER—The fields of Wallachia

      We watch from the high plains, witnessing the vast horde cross the border into our country. We keep a great distance between us to ensure that an archer’s lucky arrow cannot reach us. The four of us remain on horseback with the rest of my guard not too far behind.

      ‘It has begun,’ Jusztina says from my side.

      ‘There are so many of them,’ Luician replies, ‘yet still more appear on the horizon.’

      ‘Each of our countrymen and women is worth ten of theirs,’ Meera says with pride.

      ‘Twenty,’ I correct her.

      There must be over sixty thousand soldiers marching into Wallachia, and maybe the same number in wives, smiths, armourers, and more following the army. Great clouds of dust rise in their wake, giving it the look of the approaching storm I feared was coming.

      ‘Your brother Radu is among them,’ Luician says. ‘What will you do if you face him?’

      ‘He is one of them,’ I reply. ‘My brother is lost to us. He is now only an Ottoman invader.’

      ‘He will meet the point of my husband’s spear,’ Meera says with confidence.

      ‘It will not come to that,’ I say with certainty. ‘They will find no joy in our homeland. Only blood and death.’

      ‘I hope you are right,’ Luician says.

      I see that my wife and my two oldest friends are looking to me. There is doubt in their eyes at the sight of the oncoming Turkish army.

      ‘Trust in me, my friends,’ I promise them. ‘We will drive terror and our spears into their hearts.’
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      VLAD THE DRAGON IN THE NIGHT—Brassov, Wallachia

      ‘Stay silent,’ I whisper. ‘Do not speak. Let me do the talking.’

      Luician is with me along with a handful of his most skilled warriors. They are all under strict orders that they must obey if we are to succeed. Everything depends on this night.

      We march through the night on horses looted from the dead. We wear their armour and carry their weaponry. We have the appearance of the Turks. Their foraging parties raided too far from their garrisons as we knew they would. They were easy prey to our riders who know the lands far better. We watch every foraging party leave the Turkish camps and leave none alive.

      ‘Halt!’ calls out a Turkish sentry from the darkness. ‘Halt and reveal yourselves!’

      ‘Hold steady, friend,’ I call back to him. ‘We are foragers returned.’

      ‘About time,’ the sentry says as he gets a better view of us. ‘Did you find anything?’

      I see the man and watch as he summons five more nearby guards to him to inspect us.

      ‘We searched everywhere but found nothing,’ I say.

      ‘Just like the others,’ the sentry mutters before cursing. ‘These fool savages have left us with nothing. Not even the horses can feed, let alone our soldiers.’

      That was the plan. I struggle to withhold the smile that threatens to grow across my lips. We deliberately left them nothing that could be of use. Four days ago, the Turks crossed our border and found the villages and towns abandoned. The fields were stripped of all we could take with us. Any crops that were not ready to harvest or tool that could not be carried was burned or destroyed. Any cattle that could not be moved were slaughtered and put to flames. Even the wells were spoiled to deprive our foes of water. We left nothing for the Turks.

      ‘We can only hope that our other foraging parties have better luck,’ I tell the sentry. I hold his attention as Luician’s men get into position.

      ‘The sooner we find supplies, the quicker we can make that traitor Vlad pay,’ the sentry says with a foul grin. ‘I’m sure he has many women in his castle for us to take our pick from. We hear his personal guard are all women! What do they know of fighting?’

      His men laugh cruelly with him, none taking notice of the blades rising behind them. No order is needed and our swords fall to silence the guards forever.

      ‘A good start,’ I tell my brethren. ‘Luician, send word to bring Jusztina and her brides. We will show these Turks how women fight.’

      Our warriors move through the small gap we have created in the sentry line around the town of Brassov. It is the furthest settlement from Castle Dracula, and from our own scouting, appears to be the least protected. The Turks must believe that we cannot strike at this target, yet near two thousand of our warriors are pouring through into the town. Silently, we strike to eliminate more of the sentries from behind before they can raise a warning. The Turks have only placed a sparse perimeter, much as we suspected. They were far too confident.

      ‘All is ready?’ I ask of Jusztina and Luician once our force is gathered and waiting at the edge of the town.

      ‘All is as you planned, my Prince,’ Jusztina replies.

      ‘Is the sultan here?’ Luician asks.

      ‘His standard is missing,’ I reply, ‘and the sentries would be in much greater numbers. He’s not here, nor is my brother. How many men do you think garrison the town?’

      ‘Eight thousand,’ Jusztina guesses. ‘Maybe ten.’

      ‘And much of what remains of their supplies,’ Luician adds.

      ‘Luician, take your force to the east,’ I order. ‘Jusztina, take your brides to the west. I shall lead fifty of my bodyguard and a hundred of our warriors from the north. We will meet in the centre.’

      ‘Prisoners?’ Luician questions.

      ‘Leave none alive,’ I say.

      ‘And their bodies?’ Jusztina asks. ‘What we must do, are you certain? Is there no other way?’

      ‘To protect the good we must turn to darkness,’ I reply coldly, without meeting the gaze of my friends.

      We move swiftly and silently into the quiet streets of Brassov and find the town lost to slumber. The mighty, fearless, terrifying Turks are soundly asleep in their beds.

      ‘What we do this night is but the start,’ I tell the warriors following me. ‘This is our home. They killed our people here when they first took me captive. Show them what we do to invaders.’

      The killing begins and ends long before the sun rises on the new day. Turkish screams echo long through the night. We lose only a handful of brave warriors, but not a single one of our foes escapes. They die in their beds or stumbling in the streets, dazed and confused. They die by their thousands.

      In the midst of the slaughter, I am brought the garrison’s leader, a man from my past. He is blooded and filthy, but I know the man who is thrown down at my feet.

      ‘You have grown old, Master Durogz,’ I tell my former captor. ‘You are a long way from home and your prized army dies around you.’

      ‘You abandoned us, boy,’ he mutters, blood running from his lips. ‘You learnt nothing of our pride and honour.’

      I take the spear from the nearest bride and throw it to Durogz.

      ‘If you will not fight, then you are worthless,’ I say, repeating the words he told me when we first met. I warn away my guards and urge my former master to face me.

      He charges, roaring in rage and stabbing his spear wildly at me. I evade each attempt before slashing my spear down and tearing him from shoulder to hip. Despite his wounds, Durogz still tries to attack. My spear tearing into his gut stops him.

      ‘You would make a skilled Janissary,’ he says with eyes barely open. ‘They will destroy you when you face them. The sultan will crush you and slaughter your precious people.’

      ‘That is none of your concern now,’ I tell him as his weapon falls to the ground. ‘You punished me for years. You beat me and whipped me. You helped turn my brother against me. You and your sultan tried to make me forget who I am and make me a slave like you. You failed.’

      I pull my spear free of him and raise its bloody tip just a little higher.

      ‘You made certain that I remembered one lesson above all others,’ I say. ‘Always aim for the heart.’

      My spear tears through Durogz’s chest and heart within and I lift him high above me. I watch him draw his last breath but it brings me no satisfaction. I only wish I could kill him a hundred times over.

      We leave Brassov empty and abandoned once again for the Turks to find. The only sign that we and the garrison were ever there is the blood soaked streets.
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      ADAM—Recovering at The British Museum

      In every direction the Great Court is chaos. The museum’s doctor, Scott Wallace, is leading a team of paramedics to the many wounded. Tristram has a broken arm, Judith a concussion, and half of the security team and Sergeant Valentine’s unit are down for the count. Several are already lost causes and were dead before Doc Wallace could reach them.

      Gabriel, Emma, and I are even more banged up than we were from Vlad’s attack on the museum. Thankfully, my body armour took most of the brunt from my fall off the motorcycle, but Gabriel is covered in a hundred cuts, bruises, and a dislocated shoulder that he forced back into place himself. He somehow got himself arrested too, but thankfully, the British Museum still has some pull and we were able to explain, leaving out a few of the more unbelievable details, what had happened.

      Emma got off lightest with just a few grazes and scrapes from glass. The damage to Matt’s car was far worse and it was a miracle that it didn’t go up in flames. All three of us returned to the museum to lick our wounds and figure out what on Earth we do next.

      ‘He… he got Abbey,’ Emma says in disbelief beside me. ‘She was one of them. She was turned. How? When?’

      She’s shaken, but I have no words of comfort for her. I saw it in Matt’s eyes too. That was no longer my brother. That was a demon looking back at me. That was a vampire.

      ‘Must’ve been before we got back,’ Dave says. ‘They were waiting for us. It was a trap.’

      ‘How’s Professor Moore?’ I ask Dave as he bandages a deep cut across my cheek. The last I saw of the professor was when Abbey tore her fangs into her throat.

      ‘I think she’ll make it,’ Dave says. He is covered in the blood of those he has tried to help, drawing upon all his skills and experience as a combat medic to save any he could.

      ‘I managed to reach Melissa in time and slow the blood loss down,’ he explains. ‘That’s why I look more like a butcher. She was very weak by the time the paramedics took her away but I think she’ll pull through.’

      ‘I can barely believe I’m saying this,’ Emma says, ‘but you know she was bitten by a vampire? The hospital should keep an eye on her for… changes.’

      ‘She’ll be taken to The Hospital for Tropical Diseases at the UCLH, just in case,’ Dave replies. ‘They’ve been warned.’

      ‘Vampires,’ Gabriel says with disbelief as he slumps down beside us. ‘I should’ve brought my stakes or some garlic.’

      ‘It can’t be,’ Dave says in disbelief. ‘Vampires, real? The whole world has gone mad.’

      ‘Just another day for us,’ I say, looking away from the others.

      Anger begins to rise as the realisation dawns on me. Vlad took Matt and Abbey. He changed them. He turned them into monsters and there’s nothing I can do.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Emma asks with her head in her hands. ‘Makov… Dracula, I mean, he has Matt and Abbey. He has the chalice too, whatever that thing really is.’

      ‘I don’t know…’ I say as I feel the anger rise further and begin to overwhelm me.

      ‘Adam, we have to get them back,’ Emma says.

      ‘I don’t know what to do!’ I snap back. I stagger away from the others, picking up a chair and smashing it across a desk in rage.

      ‘Hey, that won’t help!’ Emma calls to me.

      ‘Leave him be,’ Dave warns.

      I don’t care what they think; right now, I need to vent my anger and frustration.

      ‘Did I come at a bad time?’ another unwelcome voice calls from the entrance of the museum. I can barely believe it when I turn and see Hawke standing there, kitted out in his armour but with the red-eyed helmet in his hands.

      ‘What the hell does he want?’ Dave mutters as he and the others grab their weapons and aim them towards the Winterbourne mercenary.

      I do no such thing. I saw red the instant Hawke made his presence known. Without thought, I charge him with a broken chair leg in hand. He barely reacts, dodging my blows and allowing the piece of wood to snap across his blocking arm before pushing me away with ease. Emma is then beside me, but as she attacks, he steps aside and uses her momentum to send her crashing into a pillar. I rise up, use a wall for support, and throw myself towards him. Again, Hawke is ready, blocking each of my punches before sweeping my legs out from under me. I only stop when I see Dave raise a shotgun towards Hawke’s head.

      Hawke does not raise his hands, nor even acknowledge the threat as a dozen of his heavily armed men enter the museum with raised weapons. Sergeant Valentine tries to rouse her men, but Hawke discourages her with a shake of his head.

      ‘My quarrel is with the museum, not you,’ he replies.

      I rise up and march towards him until we are face-to-face.

      ‘What the hell do you want?’ I demand.

      ‘It’s been a long time since I was last here,’ he says, ignoring my threats and taking in his surroundings. ‘Nothing has changed. Well, that’s a lie, since this place is looking in a pretty sorry state. What happened? Have a run in with the wrong people?’

      ‘Leave now or we will…’ Dave begins to say.

      ‘You’ll do what? Get yourself beaten down again?’ he taunts. ‘It seems our fanged friend has already done that for me.’

      ‘You know about him?’ Emma says in surprise.

      ‘Of course we do,’ Hawke replies before his gaze becomes hardened and angry. ‘I warned you. I warned you that you had no idea what you were getting yourself mixed up in. You didn’t listen and now you may have condemned us all. You should never have gone to that castle.’

      ‘You knew what we would find there?’ Dave asks. ‘You knew about the chalice?’

      ‘Yes, from our own records,’ Hawke says. ‘We knew of the threat and that Vlad would seek it. That was why I tried to stop the professor.’

      ‘By killing her?’ Emma bites back.

      ‘One life instead of all this,’ Hawke says. ‘How many would still be alive here and at the US base if you had not gotten yourselves involved? How many have you condemned?’

      ‘What is the chalice?’ I ask as I try to control my contempt for the man before me.

      ‘Our sources name it differently,’ Hawke explains. ‘One calls it the Demon’s Cup, another the Well of Blood Hell, and my favourite, as the Damnation of the Innocent. What all the sources agree on is its function. The chalice made Prince Vladislav Dracula the monster he is.’

      I then remember Professor Moore saying that she thought blood seeped from the silver cup.

      ‘You think he will use it to create more?’ Dave asks.

      ‘What does he need the cup for when he already turned Matt and Abbey?’ Gabriel asks. ‘How the hell did he get to Abbey anyway?’

      ‘He knew we would bring the chalice here,’ Dave says. ‘He was simply waiting until we arrived and handed it over.’

      ‘We have to go after them,’ I say. ‘He has our people. Vampire or not, we have to save them... or at least try.’

      ‘Where?’ Dave asks. ‘Where would they go?’

      ‘We will know soon enough,’ Sergeant Valentine says as she approaches with the swelling upon her face almost closing an eye. ‘I managed to tag a tracker onto your friend Abbey as they were leaving. For my efforts, she hit me pretty hard…’

      ‘That’s not Abbey,’ Emma protests, defending her friend.

      ‘Regardless, they must have not been aware of it as the tracker is still active,’ Valentine says. ‘I will be able to follow them wherever they go.’

      ‘That still doesn’t give us a way to combat them,’ Dave says. ‘Matt and Abbey beat us down like we were nothing.’

      ‘And Makov, Vlad, Dracula, whatever he is, we hit him with everything we had and it did nothing,’ Sergeant Valentine adds.

      ‘I may know of someone who can help you,’ Hawke says, surprising us. ‘She may know something that can give you the edge against those bloodsuckers.’

      ‘Who?’ Emma asks with uncertainty.

      ‘An old acquaintance of yours,’ he replies with a smug grin. ‘She has been studying Vlad’s blood since last you saw her in Germany.’

      ‘Doctor Zajak,’ Dave says.

      Doctor Natalia Zajak, a Winterbourne operative and scientist. She betrayed us in Germany and attempted to ally with a mad undead Nazi scientist before we ended his existence. Last we saw of her, she was escaping with a cache of research regarding Vladimir Makov’s blood; the blood of Dracula we now realise.

      ‘You know where she is?’ I ask.

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Hawke replies. ‘The location is yours for a price.’

      ‘And what’s the price?’ I ask.

      ‘We can discuss that later,’ he says.

      ‘No,’ Dave argues. ‘You tell us now or we do this on our own.’

      ‘Dave, it’s okay,’ I try to reassure him. ‘If we’re going to get our people back then we need all the help we can get. Emma and I will find Doctor Zajak. The rest of you, make what preparations you can and keep tracking Abbey. Arm yourselves with whatever equipment and weapons you can and be ready to move out as soon as we have our intel.’

      ‘Hunting vampires,’ Gabriel says with disbelief.

      ‘Bringing our family home,’ I correct him. ‘What of you, Hawke? You going to help us out for once?’

      ‘I will give you Doctor Zajak’s location,’ he replies, ‘but that is all. I only came here to warn you. You created this mess. You fix it.’

      ‘We always do,’ I swear.
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      ADAM—Alone

      I stand alone in the dark, a thick mist blinding and hugging me tightly.

      ‘So, we meet again, Adam Hunter,’ his unmistakeable voice calls to me.

      ‘What is this?’ I call out. ‘Where am I?’

      ‘On your flight to Berlin,’ he replies, his tone mocking. ‘Seeking answers and an advantage, I am sure.’

      ‘This isn’t real,’ I say. ‘This is a dream.’

      ‘It is a dream, but that does not mean it is not real. I thought, after our brief meeting at your museum, it was worth us talking before this all escalates further.’

      ‘I don’t want to talk. I want my brother and my friend back!’

      He does not speak for a while and I am again alone in the mist and darkness.

      ‘It has been some time since last we spoke in the ruined Vatican.’ He breaks the silence. ‘My, that was a fine battle between us. No matter how many times I beat you, you still kept coming. Now, you are hunting me again. A shame we are always opposed.’

      ‘How are you doing this?’ I ask. ‘Let me leave this place. Let me wake.’

      ‘Perhaps you would rather be dreaming of home… or a girl, perhaps?’ he guesses, and I falter in my reply. ‘Ah, there I have it. I can see it now. Unrequited or lost love. It is always the harshest torture of all, is it not? Do not worry, I will return you soon enough to your pleasant dreams of her.’

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ I demand.

      ‘There is still much about me you do not know. I come to you now as a warning. Cease and no harm will come to your dear Matthew or the lovely Abbey.’

      ‘I cannot trust a word you say. Least of all in a dream!’

      ‘Then the hunt continues.’ He cheers. ‘Strangely, I welcome it. I am sorry it had to come to this, but I simply could not allow you to keep it in your possession.’

      ‘The chalice?’ I question then taunt, ‘What is it? A power unlike any other?’

      ‘A curse unlike any other,’ he replies solemnly.
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      RADU THE WORTHY—The flea infested hole that is Wallachia

      ‘Move! Move!’ I command, urging my fearless Janissary on through the trees of the forest. Our mighty force marches with purpose, seeking to free this land of its fool ruler. Vlad, my brother, damns himself with his actions. His people will suffer and he will die by the point of my spear or the blade of my sword. He will die and I will become Prince of Wallachia.

      ‘This day will see a great victory for us,’ the sultan cheers from atop his mighty steed beside me. ‘A great many heathens will join the afterlife and you, my friend, will become ruler. It is well earned. You are wise and brave, my friend. The Wallachian throne is your birth right.’

      ‘You honour me, my Sultan,’ I reply with a bow.

      ‘This is the greatest army the world has ever known!’ Sultan Mehmed cheers. ‘No one can oppose us!’

      It was the greatest army, but now I am not too sure.

      Our invasion began twenty days ago. We took their villages and towns without opposition, but found the lands stripped and barren. There was no food and no water, but worse was what the nights brought. Each night, a village or town was attacked. Each morning, we found the garrison gone with the only trace being the blood spilt. We must be missing near a quarter of our force; twenty thousand men. My brother is more deceitful than I gave him credit for. We have endured sleepless nights with empty stomachs. You can see it on the faces of our men that they are fatigued, but we still hold the advantage in numbers, the skill of our warriors, and our cause. The world will unite under the sultan’s banner, with me at his side.

      The decision was made to march and end Vlad’s tyranny. It seems he has withdrawn the entire nation to his castle among the mountains, so our army amassed and we marched for five days. Now all that lies between us is this forest and the ascent up the mountain path to lay siege to the castle. It will fall this day.

      ‘Sultan Mehmed!’ a voice cries out. ‘There are people walking towards our army.’

      ‘How many?’ I demand.

      ‘Forty, maybe fifty!’ the Janissary replies.

      ‘That is no raiding party,’ I advise the sultan.

      ‘Deserters maybe?’ the sultan speculates. ‘Fleeing the tyranny of Vlad the Faithless?’

      ‘Plague!’ a man yells. ‘They carry sickness!’

      ‘Kill them! Kill them all!’ screams the sultan in panic. ‘Kill any of our men who touch them! Do not let pestilence infect our ranks!’

      Our men carry out the order, killing the plagued and murdering any who have come into contact with them.

      ‘Another of your brother’s tricks,’ the sultan spits in disgust.

      ‘He shall die this day,’ I reply. ‘We bring all our might upon him. He cannot hide away in his Castle Dracula. He is trapped like a rat.’

      ‘And we shall vanquish this vermin!’

      Ahead of us, where the trees of the forest end, we see our men slow and stop. We shout at them to advance but not a single one moves. All are frozen and gazing north. The sultan and I lead our horses through until we are beyond the trees. Then we see it, another forest made entirely of the dead.

      ‘This cannot be,’ the sultan murmurs. ‘This is madness. This is evil. This is hell we face. They have desecrated those souls! This is a forest of the dead!’

      Our army lost twenty thousand men in the nightly raids and ambushes of patrols and foraging parties. Now we see what became of them. At the foot of the mountains are thousands upon thousands of stakes, each topped with the impaled body of a Turkish soldier. All face towards us, bodies rotting and ravaged by crows. It is a sight more horrific than any I have ever known.

      The men around us murmur and back away. I see and hear a dozen weep, whilst others retch and empty their stomachs.

      ‘You are Janissary!’ I scream at them. ‘You are undefeated! You are fearless! You are not afraid of the dead!’

      They look to me and I see the fear in their eyes and hearts.

      ‘We must attack,’ the sultan tells me. ‘We must purge the land of this evil.’

      ‘Advance!’ I order our men. ‘You are the mighty Janissary! You are the Ottoman Empire! Advance now or shame yourselves and suffer death at my hands!’

      They move forward, slow and cautious, but forward nonetheless.

      ‘On! On! We will have victory this day!’ I roar.

      The first men to emerge from the trees do not advance far. They fall from sight, swallowed by concealed pits lined with wooden stakes. Screams fill the air as more pits are revealed and a dozen men fall into each.

      ‘On! On!’ I yell.

      Our army has slowed and loses more men to my brother’s traps, but we are still advancing. Once beyond the pits, we enter the Forest of the Dead, feeling the eyes of our deceased warriors follow our every step. Torn apart and rotting, they fill the air with blood and death.

      ‘A demon has taken your brother!’ the sultan proclaims. ‘No man could ever commit such devilry.’

      ‘He is just a man,’ I swear. ‘He will die like any other.’

      The air fills with the sound of whistling and I quickly bring a shield over the sultan. Arrows thunder down around us and kill many, but still we advance. My own personal command, my four thousand Janissary warriors, march on, but the rest of the army is faltering. Fear is claiming far more than the pits and arrows.

      ‘On!’ I order. ‘Keep marching!’

      ‘Radu, the army falters!’ Sultan Mehmed calls to me. ‘We cannot do this if our men flee in cowardice.’

      ‘No! We will see this done!’ I reply.

      Ahead of us, the first of our army reach the mountain path. I was here as a boy and remember climbing the one thousand five hundred steps up to the ruined Poenari Castle. Only there were no spearmen upon those steps. Vlad has assembled himself an army greater than I expected and I see my brother standing among them. He wears our father’s crimson armour marked with the flames of the dragon. He is surrounded by warriors and brides; over eight thousand of them. He must have trained every man and woman in the country to fight. Beyond them are more, archers who continue to rain arrows down towards us.

      Our vanguard charges my brother, but they face waiting spears and blades. Hundreds are cut down on the narrow path, thousands, with piles of bodies growing upon the steps. Our men have to climb over the bodies of the dead, but once they are clear they are cut down by spear, sword, and arrow.

      Arrows continue to fall upon us and more of our army joins the Forest of the Dead. The sultan has dismounted and a group of four warriors hold their shields over him at all times.

      ‘You should fall back to the rear,’ I advise my sultan.

      ‘If we do not retreat we will have no army left,’ he snaps back. ‘Half our men are lost to cowardice and the rest are falling among this cursed place. Radu, we must withdraw!’

      ‘No!’ I yell back. ‘We must see Vlad put to death!’

      ‘Pull back our army whilst we still have one!’ the sultan commands. ‘That is my order and you will see it done!’

      I look to the mountain pass and see our army floundering. We are dying here. My brother’s tricks and devilry are winning.

      ‘This is not over,’ I vow as I give the signal to withdraw. ‘I swear it. My Janissary and I will see Wallachia fall.’
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      VLAD THE VICTORIOUS—Upon the blood soaked steps to Castle Dracular, Wallachia

      ‘Hold the lines!’ I bellow above the chaos of battle. ‘Hold the lines and see the Turks to the afterlife!’

      I lunge with spear and stab it through a man’s throat, ending another life, but more Turkish warriors take the place of the fallen. The men and women at my side fight valiantly, killing ten for every one we lose, but still they are coming. Across the steps, we form a wall of spears, each loss replaced by one of our brides or warriors. Whenever we are given the chance, the front rank falls back to allow fresh spears to advance, forcing back the Turks and holding them upon the steps. If we are too overwhelmed, we yield two steps, no more, before forcing back the invaders. Great mounds of our fallen foes build below us and the invaders are forced to climb over their dead to reach us. They give our archers easy targets, yet still they come.

      ‘We hold them here!’ I command as I step into the front rank and force back two Turkish swordsmen. I evade the blade of one before he is cut down by the bride at my side. The second Turk backs away, fear in his eyes at the slaughter all around him before he too is cut down and thrown to the bloody steps.

      The look the Turk gave me before he died told me everything. My plan is working. Fear is taking them. I step back into the ranks and push myself to our flank in order to see the Turkish horde for myself. I am right; the Ottoman army is faltering. More than half are fleeing and more are joining them. The impaled thousands, the pits and hail of arrows, even the sick we sent into the woods, they have all played their part in spreading and growing the fear in the hearts of the Turks. Now we force them to climb over the bodies of their own brothers in arms to reach us. It is too much for many and the sultan’s army is crumbling.

      I try to spot the man himself, and my brother Radu, but the masses below us are too great. I assume that the sultan is among the largest mass of men, his Janissary bodyguard and my brother remaining close at all times. I highly doubt they will reach these steps, not if we can keep holding out.

      A noise ripples through our ranks and I fear that the Turks have broken through and threaten a rout whilst I was distracted. I am overjoyed to hear the noise turn to cheers all around me. I push through the ranks and see that the Turks are no longer advancing, but are in full retreat.

      ‘We have done it!’ Jusztina cries beside me. ‘I did not think it could be, but we have done it!’

      She embraces me before leading our forces in a chant of, ‘DRACULA! DRACULA! DRACULA!’

      ‘Watch the cowards flee!’ Luician cheers. He is covered in blood, his own and that of his foes, but the grin across his face is unrelenting.

      ‘Luician, my friend, see yourself into the castle,’ I instruct him. ‘I do not want to lose you to some fool illness from your wounds. See that all our people, living, wounded, and honoured dead, are properly attended to.’

      ‘Where do you go, my Prince?’ he asks.

      ‘To watch the Turks flee,’ I say, drawing a grin from him again. ‘Jusztina, continue to guard the steps in case of another attack.’

      ‘They shall not pass,’ she replies with certainty.

      ‘Send a party to collect all the arrows that can be recovered,’ I instruct. ‘We must be ready if the Turks launch another assault.’

      ‘And the Turkish wounded and dead?’ Jusztina asks.

      ‘Leave them where they fell. No prisoners. Let the Turks die and rot.’

      I push back through our ranks with the men and women cheering as I pass. The chants continue long after I have emerged from our last ranks. I climb up the steps, nearly all one thousand five hundred, until I reach a vantage point where I can see beyond the woods at the foot of the mountains. I am overcome, unable to find the words or resist the smile at my lips. The Turks are in full retreat beyond the woods and farther towards the outer towns and villages. We have done it.

      ‘I do not believe it,’ the words escape my mouth.

      ‘Yet what has your victory cost us?’ High Priest Popescu asks as he approaches. The sorrow upon his face is startling and damning as he eyes me with contempt.

      ‘Our losses were not so great,’ I tell him. ‘This is war and it is to be expected.’

      ‘I do not mean our slain countrymen. I mean the cost to your soul.’

      ‘My soul plays no part in this,’ I say without remorse. ‘I did what was needed to save our people. A man cannot fight without heart. I drove fear into the hearts of the Turks and now they flee.’

      ‘You created terror by slaughtering them in their sleep,’ Popescu says, his voice damning me. ‘You cast our lands to ruin to deprive the Turks of advantage. You desecrated the bodies of the dead by impaling thousands of the deceased upon your spikes. You even sent our own sick and suffering to their deaths in your madness. You have not saved us. You have condemned us. Your acts are sacrilege and blasphemy.’

      ‘I did what was needed.’

      ‘You have committed crimes against humanity,’ Popescu shames me. ‘You do nothing but Satan’s work.’

      ‘No. That cannot be.’

      ‘Look to all the death below you,’ Popescu says. ‘Look at all the lives taken. The slaughter of the Boyars was but a glimpse of your cruelty and malice.’

      ‘I had no choice,’ I try to convince him. ‘We did not have enough men, no allies and no Holy aid to save us. I had to act.’

      ‘God damns you for what you have done. I have watched over and taught you since you were but a child, but you are not the Vladislav I once knew. You are not fit for rule. Hell awaits you, my Prince. You are not the son of the dragon. You are the son of the devil.’

      He leaves me alone upon the stairs, looking down to all the death and destruction my plans and actions have wrought upon my country. The high priest’s damnation echoes in my head.

      ‘My God,’ I utter as tears swell in my eyes. ‘What have I become?’
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      ADAM—In search of a mad scientist. Munich, Germany

      ‘You sure this is a good idea?’ Emma asks as we hurry down the winding dark alleys.

      ‘Nope,’ I reply as we duck past men and women as they try to encourage us into their bars and shops. The hour is late but this shadowy place is still busy.

      ‘Did you know that Albert Einstein lived in Munich once?’ Emma asks.

      ‘You sound like Abbey. Was Einstein German?’

      ‘You really shouldn’t be working for a museum. And please don’t mention Abbey. I am worried enough about her as it is.’

      ‘We’ll get her back,’ I say.

      ‘She’s been my only real friend for so long, Adam. I don’t know what I’d do if she…’

      ‘I promise you, Em. We’ll get Abbey and Matt back,’ I vow with certainty.

      ‘Thank you,’ she says, though I doubt my words have given any real assurance.

      ‘Besides,’ I say as I try to lighten the mood, ‘aren’t we friends?’

      ‘Not really since you keep trying to ask me out on a date.’

      ‘And likely won’t stop until you say yes,’ I reply with a pained grin.

      ‘Hence why I’ll never say yes, lover boy,’ she says, pushing me away. ‘You should just stick to internationally hunted criminals. That reminds me, how is Marie, or Jesse, or whatever her name is?’

      ‘That’s hilarious,’ I reply flatly.

      ‘Not heard from her either?’ Emma guesses.

      ‘Correct again,’ I reply. ‘Not that I’m particularly waiting or looking forward to seeing that one again. 562,’ I say as we close in on our destination. ‘Here we are.’

      ‘What if Hawke is wrong or has set this all up as a trap for us?’ Emma asks with doubt.

      ‘That’s why I brought you with me,’ I say with a forced grin.

      ‘And I thought it was for my company,’ she replies, drawing a handgun and keeping it concealed under her jacket.

      I knock on the door but there is no reply. There is a light on in the building, and noises, but no one comes to answer the door. Emma tries the handle but it is locked. I knock one last time before telling Emma to keep watch.

      ‘Give me a minute,’ I tell her as I take out my picklocks and go to work on the doors.

      ‘I suppose if Doctor Zajak isn’t here then Hawke and Dracula will be the least of our worries,’ I say as I work on the lock.

      ‘How so?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Well, we will likely be arrested for breaking and entering and thrown into a German prison.’

      ‘And we both know how much the German authorities love us after our fun in Berlin,’ Emma says. ‘I think they still have our faces on wanted boards.’

      ‘Yeah. Best not keep that one in mind,’ I say as the lock clicks open. ‘Remember one thing. Don’t mention to Zajak that Vlad may or may not be… you know… Dracula… or a vampire for that matter.’

      ‘Fine by me,’ Emma replies. ‘I barely believe it myself.’

      The apartment door swings open with a loud creak and we slowly enter the building. At first there are no signs of anyone, but farther on we see the mess that has been made of the apartment. Empty and mouldy food containers, week old newspapers, and bags of rubbish cover the floors. We head towards the sounds of music, a barely audible record player that keeps jumping. We enter the next room and it makes the previous dinginess seem almost welcoming.

      The room is more like a laboratory, with equipment and chemical testing kits strewn over every available surface. Filthy test tubes, stained beakers, a couple of lit burners, and some distillation items, along with a wide range of equipment I cannot even name. On the walls are notes written in German alongside black and white photography.

      ‘This must be the research she stole…’ I begin to say before I feel something crash against the back of my head and send me sprawling to the floor.

      ‘Back away, Doctor Zajak!’ I hear Emma yell in warning. ‘We only want to talk.’

      ‘Why have you come here?’ she demands. ‘Why have you invaded my home?’

      I check the back of my head and feel a lump and a small trickle of blood; nothing serious. By the shards of glass on the floor, I guess Zajak struck me with a beaker or large test tube. I look to the doctor, and for a moment, I barely recognise her. Her eyes are sunken and ringed with tiredness. Her clothes, a lab coat and overalls, are filthy and torn, and her hair hangs roughly in front of her face.

      ‘Good to see you again too, Doctor Zajak,’ I say as I slowly rise to stand. Emma is keeping the doctor at bay with her firearm, but Zajak looks to both of us with wild wide eyes.

      ‘Why are you here?’ she demands. ‘I have done nothing wrong. I just want to be alone with my research.’

      ‘It’s about your research,’ I say. ‘We need your help. When we last saw you, you were fleeing the Nazi facility with all the notes on their research into Vladimir Makov’s blood.’

      ‘The demon’s blood,’ Zajak says, twitching at the mention of it.

      ‘Yes, that’s what the Nazi’s called it,’ Emma says. ‘By the looks of this place you have continued that research.’

      ‘I have samples of the demon’s blood,’ Zajak says. ‘But they are mine. Mine! You cannot take them from me!’

      ‘We don’t want to,’ I try to reassure her. ‘All we want to know is if the blood has any weaknesses. Does it react to anything specific?’

      ‘Like what?’ Doctor Zajak asks. ‘Fire or water? This is no witch we are dealing with.’

      ‘If only,’ Emma mutters under her breath.

      ‘What about direct sunlight?’ I ask, trying to recall what I know of the vampire legends.

      ‘Or garlic? Wooden stakes?’ Emma tries.

      ‘Silver,’ I suggest.

      ‘Silver…’ Zajak says, stopping us for a second. ‘Those other things are nonsense… but silver…’

      She forgets about Emma’s gun and rushes towards her desk, rooting through the piles of paper and notebooks. Zajak acts as if possessed, determined to find something until suddenly stopping with an, ‘Ah-ha! Silver. Yes, silver,’ she says before falling silent in thought.

      ‘What about it?’ I ask.

      ‘The test subject, the demon, its blood reacted to pure, undiluted silver unlike anything else.’

      ‘How? How did it react?’

      ‘The blood burned,’ Zajak says. ‘For but a moment it burned and turned to ash.’

      ‘And what happened after this moment?’

      ‘The blood was resurgent and recovered, as if healing itself from the damage.’

      ‘But silver did damage the blood,’ I say before turning to Emma. ‘When Vlad picked up the silver chalice, I saw smoke rise from his hands. It burned him. The silver burned him.’

      ‘Any idea on a cure?’ Emma dares to ask.

      ‘None.’ Zajak chuckles. ‘This is no infection or disease. This is a change to the subject’s entire being, maybe even his soul.’

      ‘Great, that’s just what we wanted to hear,’ I say with a mix of anger and despair.

      ‘Why does this matter to you?’ Zajak asks, puzzled.

      ‘Silver burns,’ I say to Emma, ignoring the doctor’s question.

      ‘It’s better than nothing,’ she replies.

      ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ Zajak demands.

      ‘Nothing,’ I reply. ‘You have already helped us enough, Doctor.’

      ‘No. You know something and you’re not telling me,’ Zajak says as she turns her back on us and pulls something from her desk. ‘I am not the fool you may take me for. You will tell me what you know, or will I be forced to tear it from you?’

      She turns and reveals that she has injected a needle into her arm. Instantly she begins to writhe and tremor, eyes growing bloodshot with red veins across her face. Zajak’s muscles expand and bones crack sickeningly.

      ‘I have been working with the demon’s blood for a long time,’ the doctor says in a demonic voice not her own. ‘I have learnt how to harness its strength. Now, you will answer me!’

      ‘Em, we need to leave now,’ I warn her.

      ‘I think you’re right,’ she replies before Zajak screams and charges towards us.

      Emma fires three rounds before Zajak attacks and throws one of the tables at us. The table strikes Emma hard and sends her tumbling before the doctor turns on me. I duck under her swinging fist and leap past to grab a glass beaker from her desk. Sliding across the floor and using the nearby table, I jump up and try to smash the glass beaker across her head, as she did to me. Zajak stops me with ease, catching the glass beaker and smashing it in a single hand. Despite the glass tearing into her skin, she simply smiles before grabbing me and throwing me into the far wall. The air is driven from my lungs on impact, but I am given no chance to recover as the doctor is immediately upon me and stamping on my back. I pull free and kick one of her legs away, but Zajak grabs me and lifts me into the air.

      ‘You should not have come here, Hunter,’ she says before displaying a mouth lined with fangs.

      ‘Put him down,’ Emma orders. ‘Put him down now or I burn your research.’

      Zajak turns and drops me instantly at the sight of Emma holding a lit match above her papers.

      ‘You can’t… you won’t…’ Zajak pleads.

      ‘Let us go and we will leave your work untouched,’ Emma promises. ‘If not, I will burn everything you and the mad Nazi scientists ever worked on. There will be no trace of anything you did.’

      Zajak screams in fury before stepping aside. ‘Go. Leave me,’ she mutters.

      I don’t wait a second and quickly find my feet and edge towards the doorway. Emma keeps the match lit until she can cross the laboratory and join me.

      ‘GO!’ Zajak roars as the redness in her eyes begins to die and her form slowly returns to normal. Within moments, she is the twitchy, scared woman once again. ‘Go,’ she says weakly.

      Emma and I leave without another word said.

      ‘You know we can’t just leave her to her mad experiments,’ I say. ‘She’s dangerous.’

      ‘A battle for another day,’ Emma says. ‘Vlad is the priority.’

      ‘Right.’ I pull on my headset. ‘Judith, you there?’

      ‘Nursing a horrendous headache and still trying to figure out half of Abbey’s setup, but I’m here,’ she replies.

      ‘Thanks for filling in. Be careful with that concussion of yours. If the room starts spinning, I want you to summon Doc Wallace immediately.’

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ she replies in a mock military tone.

      ‘Can you patch us through to Sergeant Valentine?’

      ‘Hang on.’

      In the background, I can hear several humorous mutterings and swearing before Sergeant Valentine’s voice comes through.

      ‘Adam? Adam? Are you sure you put me through right?’ I hear her ask.

      ‘Dani, I’m here,’ I reply. ‘Is your tracker still working?’

      ‘So far. We’ve got a pretty good idea about their destination too.’

      ‘Where are they headed, Dani?’

      ‘Where we picked you up. Dracula is heading home, back to Romania.’

      ‘He’s headed for the castle,’ Emma says.

      ‘Then so are we,’ I reply. ‘Silver is our best chance. Have Tristram arm everyone available with whatever he can that will utilise that weakness. I repeat, silver is their weakness.’

      ‘Sounds like some legends are true,’ Sergeant Valentine replies.

      ‘You learn that pretty quickly working with us. We will rendezvous with you in Romania. Make sure Tristram includes some arrows in the silver arsenal. I’ve got a target in mind.’

      ‘I think we all do,’ Danielle replies with confidence.
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      DAVE—Re-Arming Tristram’s workshop, The British Museum

      ‘This the right batch?’ I ask as I heave a crate from the shelves.

      This is the fourth crate I’ve searched through already in Tristram’s mess that he calls a workshop. There are bits and pieces of broken and half-built equipment everywhere and nothing is properly filed or stored away. I can see an assortment of weapons, half a motorcycle, three damaged headsets, and a dozen computers, and that is all just in one corner of his workshop.

      Tristram doesn’t answer, his attention completely elsewhere. He’s watching the footage of Vlad’s attack again and again on his dirty and cracked laptop.

      ‘Tristram? Tristram?’ I ask again and again before dropping the crate on the desk right in front of him. He instantly snaps from the daze.

      ‘What… what is it?’ he asks, looking back to the laptop again before I slam it shut.

      ‘Watching that footage will not help Abbey,’ I tell him. ‘What will help her is more ammunition for me, the team, and the soldiers upstairs.’

      ‘We don’t even know for certain if these silver rounds will have any effect,’ Tristram says as he picks up a silver-tipped bullet. ‘How do we know Adam and Em’s intel is any good?’

      ‘We don’t, but if there is any chance these bullets can help us get Abbey and Matt back then I will take it.’

      ‘I wish I could do more,’ he says, looking down at his arm in the sling.

      ‘Help me to get these bullets ready and you will have done enough.’

      I helped Doc Wallace set the arm as best we could, but really, he should be in a hospital. We have kept Tristram on powerful painkillers, not enough to knock him out, but enough to numb the pain. I need his help to get us armed and ready for when we face Makov… or whatever he is. I refuse to call him Dracula.

      I promised Doc Wallace that as soon as we were done, I would see Tristram to rest and recover. First, we need silver, lots of it, for bullets and, of course, arrows for Adam.

      I prise the crate open with a crowbar to reveal an assortment of boxes filled with shining jewellery. It looks like a cache of valuables, but as with the rest of the workshop, nothing seems in order.

      ‘You going to help me or what?’ I ask Tristram as I slide the crate over to him. ‘Help me to help Abbey.’

      ‘You’re right,’ he finally relents, reaching into the crate with his good arm and pulling out several of the boxes of jewellery. ‘Start with these. They are cheap but contain enough silver to do the job. Prise away anything else with the pliers, and what is left, melt down. I will get the furnace ready. The bullet and arrowhead moulds are over on those shelves.’

      ‘What about the rest of that jewellery?’ I ask. ‘No good?’

      ‘Fakes, knock-offs, and forgeries. All this was found amongst confiscated artefacts taken by thieves. These particular loads were stuffed inside the statues that are now in our museum’s Egyptian display above us.’

      He pulls a set of racking away to reveal the small furnace and sets to work igniting it. Even with just the one arm and a high dose of painkillers, he is quick to the task now that his mind has been focussed.

      ‘Keep all the shards and shavings left over from the moulds,’ he calls over to me. ‘I’ve got some ideas for them.’

      ‘Good lad.’

      ‘Just promise me you’ll get her back.’

      ‘I promise,’ I say before cursing myself.

      You should know better than that, I tell myself. You don’t make promises you’re not a hundred percent sure you can keep.
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      VLAD THE GUILTY—Throne Room, Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      High Priest Popescu’s words run through my head time and again. He condemned me, damning me for eternity for what I did to save us. His words hit me hard like a knife to the chest. I must seek him out to make him understand.

      ‘Does this not bring you joy, my Prince?’ Luician asks.

      ‘Tell me again,’ I ask, too lost in thought to have heard him.

      ‘Our scouts report that Sultan Mehmed’s army is in full retreat,’ my friend explains. Luician has been seen to by the healers and his wounds are wrapped in bandages. Despite this, he has not left his post for a moment.

      ‘Have any of the Turks broken off from the sultan’s main force?’ I ask.

      ‘A few stragglers, but that is all,’ Luician says with laughter. ‘All spoke of the sultan’s orders to leave and never return to this cursed place.’

      I do not like his choice of words, not after what the high priest said.

      ‘You do not seem happy, my Prince,’ Luician remarks. ‘What is troubling you?’

      ‘It is nothing,’ I insist. ‘Keep the Ottoman force under watch until they have left our lands. Report any change in their route directly to…’

      A young boy, a messenger from High Priest Popescu, hurries to my side and delivers me a whispered message.

      ‘The high priest wishes to see you in the monastery, my Prince,’ he says. ‘Her highness awaits you there.’

      Meera must have gone to see Popescu after I told her of the priest’s damnation. My beloved wife will defend me to my grave and must have sought words.

      ‘I will go to the monastery,’ I tell Luician as I cross the throne room with two brides as an escort. ‘Find me if there is any change to Mehmed’s movements.’

      ‘We celebrate tonight, my Prince?’ my friend asks with a wide grin.

      ‘We celebrate once the Turks no longer dwell in our lands.’

      ‘Not even a single cask of wine?’ he pleads in mock innocence.

      ‘Maybe just the one,’ I reply to please him.

      Once beyond the throne room, I cross the cloisters and walk out towards the monastery. It is not far, and my bride escort remains with me at all times. Jusztina would be with me too if she was not still overseeing the aftermath of the battle. Sofia and Ioana are two of Jusztina’s most valued and skilled warriors. They have served me since I returned to Wallachia and I trust both with my life. One leads whilst the other follows, protecting me from any threats ahead or behind. It is not needed, not within my own castle, but it is their duty to protect the Prince of Wallachia.

      As we pass we see families huddled together and wounded warriors and brides being attended to. All look to me with pride in their eyes and smiles upon their lips. Several thank me with one woman kissing me upon a cheek in gratitude. I can only take solace that I have saved so many and that all of us still live free.

      Inside the monastery, I find my wife knelt before the altar with the chalice of Holy water above her. I do not interrupt her prayers, but simply watch, stunned at her beauty once more. Meera was overjoyed when I returned unharmed and with news of our victory. She helped me remove my armour and wash away the blood of our enemies. She is a woman and wife like no other.

      ‘I know you are there,’ she says, with eyes still closed. ‘I always know when you are there.’

      ‘Are there no surprises left in this world?’ I chuckle as I cross the hall and kiss my wife.

      ‘Where is Popescu?’ she asks me. ‘He summoned me, telling me you were already here.’

      ‘I was told the same,’ I reply. ‘What is the old fool up to now? Are his words not damning enough that he feels the need to trick and betray?’

      ‘You should not speak of betrayal, brother,’ a voice calls from the shadows. ‘You know betrayal better than anyone in this castle.’

      ‘Radu?’ I ask, stepping before Meera to protect her.

      ‘So you have not forgotten me, but merely the vows you made in service to the sultan,’ my younger brother says as he steps into the light. He has aged since last I saw him and now stands covered in finery and gold and jewels.

      ‘I pledged I would save my people from tyranny and slavery,’ I state. ‘You once vowed the same.’

      ‘From what I have seen, you are the tyrant, brother,’ Radu says as High Priest Popescu appears at his side along with several of Radu’s Janissary warriors.

      ‘What have you done?’ I ask of the high priest. ‘You give us over to the Turks? You give all of Wallachia to the Turks?’

      ‘You are the son of the devil and not fit for rule,’ Popescu says again with eyes wild with fear. ‘There is no need for bloodshed.’

      ‘We know better than that, don’t we, Vlad?’ Radu says. ‘You will never surrender to us without a fight. Even with your pretty wife at your side.’

      ‘I’d rather die than become your slave,’ she vows with rage.

      My bride escort raise their spears in warning, standing ready to defend me, but they are horribly outnumbered. I look for an escape, for a way to get Meera to safety or to raise alarm, but we are trapped within the monastery.

      ‘Popescu, they will destroy everything I fought to save,’ I call to the high priest. ‘They will slaughter every innocent in this castle.’

      ‘None are innocent, not after your actions condemned us,’ he cries back. ‘Only Radu, the true heir to the throne, can guide us back to the light.’

      ‘The priest condemns you to death,’ Radu cheers. ‘I will see it done. Brother, you must have known a reckoning was coming. Now you shall pay for all your sins.’

      ‘Stay behind me,’ I urge my wife as her hand grips mine tight.

      ‘I love you,’ she whispers.

      ‘And I you.’

      At Radu’s urging, more of the Janissary warriors enter the monastery. Sofia and Ioana step ahead of me with ready spears, despite the many Turks surrounding us.

      ‘Lay down your weapons and surrender,’ Popescu urges. ‘There is no need for violence and death in this Holy place. Live on as captives. Do not throw away your lives needlessly.’

      ‘It is too late, old friend,’ I tell the high priest. ‘You have let the monsters inside our home. They were never going to spare us.’

      ‘You always were the smart one,’ Radu sneers as he lifts a spear and launches it towards me.

      I duck away from the missile, and the next one, pulling Meera away as the Turks launch a dozen spears towards us. Sofia evades two oncoming spears, as does Ioana, before a third stabs deep into her stomach and emerges through her back. She cries out and falls to her knees. Meera is behind me, unharmed but terrified.

      ‘You should never have let women fight for you, brother,’ Radu taunts.

      ‘These are more than just women,’ I say as I pick up one of the fallen spears. ‘These are brides, warriors, and bodyguards of the Prince of Wallachia.’

      As I say this, I see the fire ignite in Ioana’s eyes. With two hands upon the spear, she pulls it free of her body and staggers to her feet.

      ‘We bow to no one but our prince,’ she vows, spitting blood and bleeding heavily from her wounds, but still standing.

      ‘So be it,’ Radu says, signalling for his men to attack.

      The Janissary are swift and skilled, launching more missiles towards us before attacking with spears and swords. There are near two dozen of them, but we do not cower. We take the fight to them, charging our foes and stabbing and impaling any and all in our wake with unleashed fury.

      ‘You dare not face me yourself!’ I taunt Radu as I tear my spear through the chest of one of his men.

      He does not reply, merely watching as his Janissary attack and threaten to overwhelm us. With their numbers, we know it is only a matter of time. Sofia is the first to fall. Three Janissary lie at her feet, but when two attack her flanks, she cannot stop them both. One blade tears through her arm before a spearhead punches through her chest. Ioana soon follows into the afterlife. Despite her wounds, she fights valiantly, but she loses more blood with each passing moment. It takes five of the Turks’ spears to finally put an end to her heroics.

      That leaves just me, breathing heavily with deep cuts to my arm and side, but with eight men dead or dying at my feet.

      ‘Come, brother,’ I taunt him as I breathe heavily. ‘Show us what a good little Turk you have become.’

      He bellows with rage, charging forward and swinging a sword in one hand and a spear in the other. I barely block his attacks and suffer more wounds from the onslaught. A tear across my thigh and another cut to my chest join my wounds, but I am still fighting. He hammers a fist against my head, sending me into a star-filled daze, but I push through it. I must defeat him if I am to have any chance of saving Meera and my people.

      I force Radu back, ducking beneath his defences and threatening to stab my spear right through him. The weapon twirls in my hands and I stab it towards my only living blood relation, ripping his arm to ruin before pounding it against his tough chest plate armour. He retreats for a moment and I believe I am gaining the upper hand.

      I never see the sword rising at my side.

      The blade tears through my thigh to strike bone. I kill Radu’s swordsman and barely see the spear soaring towards my head. I duck away but the bloody spearhead tears a great hole through my cheek. A numb sensation overwhelms me as I feel something punch into my back. When I look down, I see a shining spearhead through my stomach, dripping with blood. My legs buckle and I fall to my knees. I try to rise, but my body is hit again, a sword tearing through my chest.

      Meera screams and I see my wife wildly charge with a fallen spear. Radu catches her, tearing the spear from her grasp and throwing her to the monastery floor. He holds the tip of the spear up to her chest before looking back to me.

      ‘I will take all that you love from this world,’ he swears, before stabbing his spear forward and through Meera’s chest.

      I scream, yell, and cry. I pray to a dozen deities and swear a dozen oaths of vengeance. I try to rise to kill my traitorous viper of a brother, but all life and energy is lost. I can only watch as Radu lifts the spear and raises my impaled wife into the air above me.

      ‘You caused her death, brother,’ Radu vows. ‘You brought us here.’

      Meera is thrown to the floor and I do all I can to pull myself to her. We reach for each other, holding hands in our final moments of life.

      ‘Meera…’ I try to call to her.

      Her eyes meet mine but she does not have strength enough for words. A smile flickers across her lips for a moment. Her grip on my hand is tight before her gaze grows distant and lowers.

      She is gone.
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      ADAM—Marching through the woods towards Dracula’s Castle, Romania

      ‘I don’t care what it takes, Adam,’ Charles says over my headset. ‘Find Abbey and Matt and bring them home.’

      ‘I am not leaving this place without them,’ I swear to him as we walk through the woodland. ‘No matter what Vladimir Makov is and whatever powers he possesses, he will let Abbey and Matt go.’

      ‘You must retrieve the chalice too,’ Charles says. ‘If Hawke was correct, not that I place any faith in his words, but if he is right then we cannot allow Vladimir Makov to keep it in his possession. We cannot allow the creation of more beings like him. I will do all I can but the damned security council is not letting me leave or request any support for you. I wish I could do more but…’

      ‘We will see this done, Uncle,’ Emma says.

      ‘We will contact you as soon as we have news,’ Dave adds.

      ‘Good luck, all of you,’ Charles says. ‘Bring our people home.’

      When we first told Charles of what happened at the museum, what happened to Abbey and Matt, we heard him swear for the first time. He was furious, even more so when the security council would not let him intervene. He made contact again as we were closing in on Poenari Castle, eager for any update. Sadly, we have no good news for him; not yet.

      We continue through the woods, heading for the pass that would lead us once again up to the castle in the mountains. Emma and Dave are with me, as are Gabriel, Sergeant Valentine, Eric, and what is left of their Crimson Knights unit. All of us have been armed as best as we can with Tristram’s guidance and Doctor Zajak’s clue of a weakness. Tristram had also made me swear that I would bring Abbey back. It was only at that moment, when he was making me vow that I would find and save her, that I realised his deep feelings for Abbey. Of course, I made the promise, if only to reassure him.

      ‘Why are we walking through the woods?’ Gabriel complains after tripping over branches.

      ‘Because the main roadways are being watched by the Romanian military police,’ Dave replies.

      ‘You guys did seek permission from the Romanian government, didn’t you?’ Judith asks. She is still filling in for Abbey back at the British Museum, patched into my headset and the rest of our comms.

      ‘They didn’t grant access,’ Emma says. ‘Something about rockslides in the area. That and our failure to disclose any finds from our last expedition here.’

      ‘We’re here illegally?’ Gabriel chuckles.

      ‘Perfect,’ Sergeant Valentine says, bemused. ‘The U.S. and British have launched an illegal incursion into Romania, chasing down a vampire.’

      ‘I don’t care,’ I tell them, loud enough for all to hear. ‘We’re here now and we will find my brother and Abbey. We’re not leaving this place without them.’

      ‘What about what Zajak said?’ Emma questions. ‘What if we can’t turn our friends back? What if there is no cure?’

      ‘You can’t think like that,’ Gabriel says, showing surprising support. ‘As long as they are alive, there is a chance.’

      ‘We’ll get them back,’ Dave agrees.

      ‘Here we go,’ Eric says from ahead of us as we near the end of the woods and emerge from the trees.

      ‘This place has changed,’ Dave remarks in shock.

      We all see what he means. Ahead of us, in the clearing before the mountain-pass and along the steps up to the castle, are hundreds upon hundreds of spikes. Atop each is a skeleton, with every skull turned towards us.

      ‘Am I the only one freaking out a bit?’ Gabriel asks.

      ‘No,’ Eric says with a tremble in his voice.

      ‘It’s just like what Vlad Dracula did to drive back the invading Ottoman horde,’ Judith explains via my headset. ‘He had the bodies of his enemies, thousands of them, tens of thousands, all impaled upon spears and spikes. It was named the Forest of the Dead.’

      ‘Now we see why he is called Vlad the Impaler,’ Emma says.

      ‘The dead can’t hurt us,’ I say aloud for all to hear.

      ‘No, but they sure scare the crap out of me,’ Gabriel says as he loads his firearm.

      We all do the same as we pace through the Forest of the Dead. Tristram gave everyone with a gun at least thirty rounds of silver-tipped bullets. For me, he gave silver arrowheads, to join my explosive, smoke, and incendiary armaments. He also gave me silver-tipped bolas and dispersed among us a handful of silver gas grenades. Tristram did well considering his broken arm, Dave keeping him focussed on the loss of Abbey. He would be here with us too if we had let him.

      I draw a silver-tipped arrow on my bow and keep moving. I feel as if I am being watched and am horrified to see that the skulls upon the spikes are moving, watching as we pass.

      Once past the Forest of the Dead, we begin our climb up the mountain staircase. Above us, we can see that the castle itself has changed too. Now there is no sign of the ruins we explored before. Instead, there now stands an impressive fortress, with no hint of decay, no missing brickwork, and no evidence of the damage done by the rockslides. The tower spires stand tall and the battlements and walls have been completely rebuilt. The castle looms above us, imposing and haunting. Overhead, dark clouds rumble with thunder and the flicker of lightning. A bell tolls in the distance, as if warning of our arrival.

      ‘Now that looks more like Dracula’s castle,’ I say.

      ‘Vlad’s been busy,’ Emma says.

      ‘He’s definitely here.’ I look to the sky over the castle. A mass hangs overhead that ripples like waves. It is no cloud or even birds, but thousands upon thousands of bats.

      ‘Judith?’ I ask via my headset. ‘They still in there?’

      ‘The tracker is showing that Abbey is within the castle,’ she replies.

      ‘Well, we didn’t come all this way for nothing, did we?’ Sergeant Valentine says with rifle held ready.

      ‘My kind of girl,’ Gabriel flirts. He flashes a grin towards Dani but she simply brandishes her rifle in warning.

      ‘Let’s see this done,’ Dave says, focusing us all as we begin the ascent.

      We move without words, saving all strength for the climb and the battle to come. The same simple thoughts run through my head repeatedly. Get Matt and Abbey out of here, and the chalice, whatever it is, away from Vlad. We cannot fail in this. I cannot let my brother down. My mother, Kat, and my brother’s unborn child are all depending on me. I cannot fail them.

      ‘Wait,’ Eric calls out from the front with a raised hand in warning. We are half way up the mountain pass with each of us already gasping for breath.

      ‘What is it?’ Sergeant Valentine asks.

      ‘I was sure I heard…’ he begins to say before a loud howl echoes from all around. At first it is just one, but it is quickly joined by others, at least four or five animals all howling.

      I know and dread the sound. Wolves.

      The first attacks fast, leaping and tearing at one of Valentine’s soldiers before he can even defend himself. The second charges at Gabriel but is stopped by a blast from his revolver and Dave’s shotgun. More of them attack us, wolves bigger than any that should exist, attacking from above and below us on the mountain pass.

      ‘Stay together,’ Valentine commands as another of her unit is pulled down and torn apart by a trio of the beasts.

      I loose two arrows at the nearest animal as it charges Emma, but then I see it, the alpha of the pack. It is larger than all the others, closer to a bear than a wolf, with one ruined eye and burn damage across much of its body. I have faced it before when I first came into conflict with Vladimir Makov. It crippled Emma and nearly tore me apart a dozen times before I gave it the scars it now carries. It must remember me as it ignores all others and stares straight at me as it slowly edges closer.

      I draw an incendiary arrow, but the alpha suddenly attacks and knocks me to the ground, my bow falling from my grasp. I scramble up and draw my pen-knife, ramming it into the beast’s side as its jaws lower towards me. The creature howls loudly before Eric barges it away and narrowly misses its head with a swing of his axe. Eric keeps up the attack but is suddenly struck from behind by another of the pack. The alpha still only focuses on me.

      I draw a bolas, a cord with weighted ends to entangle prey, and let it fly, wrapping around the jaws of the alpha. The beast lowers its head before ripping the bolas apart with its powerful jaws. The wolf leaps towards me with fangs snapping, and I throw myself over and clear of the animal, rolling away before it can maul me with its sharp claws. I back away towards the edge of the pass as the alpha closes in, realising too late that I am cornered and another step would send me tumbling down the mountain to my death. I swear I see the wolf smile at my fate.

      The alpha roars, and just before it leaps towards me, I see Emma charge in, booting the beast hard in the side and sending it away from me and towards the mountain edge. The beast scrambles for purchase with its claws but cannot stop itself. With one last snap of its jaws, the wolf falls from the ledge and out of sight with one final howl.

      ‘That’s for biting me back in Rome,’ Emma says, victorious.

      It is clear that seeing the alpha fall has affected the rest of the pack. They fall back and away before a burst of gunfire from Dave sends them fleeing.

      Sergeant Valentine’s team suffers two losses; one man dead and another crippled from the wolf attack. Dave bandages the wounded man and Eric carries him for the rest of the climb, not wanting to leave him for the wolves if they return. Once at the top of the pass, we find a vantage point for the soldier and leave him with enough ammunition to defend himself. The rest of us have to continue on.
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      VLAD THE FALLEN—Monastery, Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      ‘Open the gates,’ I hear my brother instruct as he looks down upon my broken body. ‘Have my Janissary kill every man in this castle. Send word to the sultan that Wallachia has fallen.’

      ‘And the brides?’ he is asked by a follower.

      ‘No mercy to any of the brides,’ he orders. ‘Make an example of them. Let us show Wallachia who its new ruler is.’

      ‘And what of your brother’s body?’ High Priest Popescu asks.

      ‘As you decreed, he is the son of the devil,’ Radu says. ‘He is damned, and for his sins, he shall burn for all eternity.’

      ‘I should not leave him…’ the priest tries to say.

      ‘Leave his corpse to rot!’ Radu orders. ‘It is no more or less than he deserves.’

      Their voices grow distant as the darkness claims me. I rouse for precious moments, but any movement brings pain and suffering. I am left alone with the dead.

      ‘Meera…’ I call to my wife, but her gaze is fixed and her hand grows cold.

      My wife, the only woman I have ever loved, is gone. Tears fill my eyes and I wail for my loss. She was so pure and full of love and life, and now all of that has been taken from me and extinguished. I look to my wounds and the blood all around me and know I will join her soon. I can feel my heartbeat already slowing.

      Beyond the monastery, I hear the screams of my people. Men, women, and children, none are spared the spears of Radu’s Janissary. The Turks are slaughtering the people I have given everything to protect.

      My gaze falls upon the altar and its chalice of Holy water. All those times I came to this place, seeking help and guidance, have led me to this; the death and the destruction of my people.

      ‘Why?’ I demand with what voice I have left. ‘Why have you brought us to this? Why have we been forsaken? Why did my wife, my beloved Meera, why did she deserve to die?’

      No answer comes. I take the helmet of a Janissary and throw it at the chalice, sending the cup and its Holy water crashing to the floor. I scream and yell, damning Radu and swearing that I shall strike at him from the afterlife with a thousand curses and more. I would see him die ten thousand times for what he has done.

      I look away, gazing only upon my fallen wife. If these are to be my final moments, I would spend them looking upon her beauty.

      ‘I can give you what you desire,’ a voice calls to me.

      ‘Where are you?’ I ask, turning back and seeing nobody but the dead around me. What I do see though, is the chalice, somehow standing upright upon the floor directly ahead of me.

      ‘Who are you?’ I ask, fearing that my mind is lost before my body has taken its final breath.

      ‘I have heard your pleas,’ the voice says. There is no malice in its tone, only steady calmness and certainty of purpose.

      ‘I have followed your path since the day you were born, Vladislav Dracula. Your destiny was always to reach this point. It was fated, but fate is not finished with you yet.’

      ‘You cannot help me,’ I say. ‘My wife is dead, taken into the afterlife where I shall join her.’

      ‘But your people still have need of you,’ the voice says. ‘Surely you can hear their screams. They’re out there, right now, hunted by your brother and his men. None are spared and many are subjected to worse than death.’

      ‘I led them to this,’ I state with devastation. ‘I brought them to damnation.’

      ‘There is still time to save them.’

      ‘Who are you?’ I ask. ‘God… or devil?’

      The voice does not answer at first.

      ‘I have seen more time pass than any other. I have watched you. You are responsible for the deaths of more than sixty thousand people. All that blood yet the people revere you. You display breath-taking courage yet terrible cruelty. I would see such traits live on.’

      I hear the screams of a little girl within the castle. She is crying for help, any help, before her cries are silenced by the invaders as they laugh cruelly. This must be happening to thousands of my people as the Turks hunt them down like animals.

      ‘What would you have of me?’ I ask with all hope lost.

      ‘I ask for nothing but can give you everything.’

      ‘Help me save my people,’ I beg.

      ‘What of the cost?’ the voice asks. ‘The cost to your soul?’

      ‘My soul is already damned. What must I do?’

      ‘Drink from the chalice.’

      With all the strength I still possess, I drag my broken body towards the chalice. I realise it is not the same one that stood upon the altar. Instead of the knight charging the dragon, the silver cup is now engraved with the dragon devouring its enemies. Inside the chalice is no Holy water, but thick, warm blood, freshly drawn.

      ‘Drink and you will find the strength to save your people,’ the voice tells me.

      I look upon the body of my wife, hear the screams of my people, and realise I have no choice. I lift the chalice to my lips and drink deep, swallowing every mouthful and every last drop until the cup is drained and I throw the chalice to the ground. A warmth builds within my chest immediately, burning and growing until it reaches out across my entire body. The heat becomes pain, searing, scorching, and I feel as if my very bones and flesh are on fire. I scream as blue flames erupt from my skin and engulf me. The scream builds as I feel new strength enter me and a power I have never felt before. The scream becomes a roar, an inhuman, ungodly roar that shakes the monastery.

      The pain lessens and the flames begin to die until I am left standing before the altar, stronger than I have ever felt. My senses are sharper, clearer. My wounds have healed completely without leaving even a scratch. I can hear every single voice in the castle. I can hear every single heartbeat. It is like a drumming all around, calling to me, urging me to strike and tear and taste the warmth of blood again.

      I look down to Meera, her body still barely warm and the blood in her veins still living.

      ‘Drink from her,’ the voice tells me. ‘Drink and you shall have the strength to avenge her.’

      ‘What have you done to me?’ I ask as I look to my blood-soaked hands.

      ‘You are Dracula, son of the dragon,’ Meera’s voice calls to me. ‘Show them what a dragon can do.’

      I lower myself to my wife, lifting her in my arms. Her long hair covers me and I inhale deep of her scent. Memories of laughter, of joy and happiness, drown me, and I hear her voice again. The silver clasp, the same one she gave me all those years ago, is fastened amongst her hair and I take it in my hand for a moment, but the silver burns my skin.

      ‘You are Dracula, son of the dragon,’ her voice calls again from the afterlife. ‘Do whatever you must to save us.’

      Looking to her one last time, taking in her beauty once more, I lower myself to the wound to her chest. My mouth opens and I drink deep of her blood. I feel strength and power surge through me and am compelled to drink more. I pull Meera’s body to me, holding her tighter as I drink deeper. I see the embers of blue fire flicker across my skin and then, as I feel I can drink no more, every candle around me ignites in dazzling blue flames.
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      ADAM—Entering Dracula’s Castle, Romania

      We cross the bridge, and ahead of us, see that the main gates to the castle are slowly opening. Nothing stands there in greeting. We can see that beyond the doors the castle has been completely refurnished as if it is still the 1400s when Prince Vladislav, Vlad the Impaler, last ruled this place. The stained glass windows have been rebuilt, the art and tapestries have returned to the walls, and the dark corridors and halls are lit by the flames of torches.

      ‘I hate this place,’ Emma remarks.

      ‘Nowhere to go but forward,’ Dave says.

      ‘Finish the journey,’ I say, reciting the Hunter family motto.

      ‘We’ve got to go in there?’ Eric questions.

      ‘What’s to fear?’ Gabriel asks. ‘It’s just a haunted castle occupied by one of history’s most infamous mass murderers who may or may not be a vampire.’

      ‘Silver ammunition guys,’ Sergeant Valentine says to us and what is left of her command. ‘Let’s pray to God it works.’

      ‘Stay together and keep watch for our people,’ Dave says.

      I have nothing else to say, and silently, with a silver-head arrow drawn on my bow, I pace inside the castle. The moment I cross the doorway I feel a deathly chill wash over me. The others are with me and I can see that they felt the same. We continue down the hallways, sweeping through each room we pass and finding all empty.

      ‘Judith, any clue as to where Abbey is?’ I ask. I repeat the question again but I am only met by static. The lens display then begins to crackle and I am forced to remove my glasses.

      ‘Something here is screwing with the headset and comms,’ I say.

      ‘Do we split up and search?’ one of Valentine’s unit asks.

      ‘No way,’ Emma replies. ‘You’ve obviously never seen horror movies.’

      ‘YOU SHOULD NOT HAVE COME HERE,’ Vlad’s voice echoes through the dark hallways.

      ‘We’re here for our friends!’ I yell back.

      ‘THEY ARE MINE NOW. AS YOU SHALL SOON BE.’

      The castle doors slam shut behind us, trapping us inside. Eric and several others try their hardest to pull them open but they are utterly sealed shut.

      ‘Come on, you bastard!’ Gabriel shouts. ‘Show yourself!’

      ‘NOT YET,’ Dracula replies. ‘FIRST, I THOUGHT YOU WOULD WISH TO REUNITE WITH OLD FRIENDS.’

      At those words, the doors to every room around us opens. From the darkness emerge figures, men and women of all ages. Most are dressed in ordinary clothing, innocents picked by Vlad, but others are in U.S. military gear. Every single one of them stares at us with dark eyes and fangs unleashed.

      ‘They’re from our unit!’ Sergeant Valentine warns. ‘That monster turned them at the base!’

      They surround us from all sides and our group is forced back to back in a tight circle.

      ‘Time to see if Zajak was lying to us,’ Emma says with her strange excited grin.

      ‘They’re not our friends anymore,’ Sergeant Valentine tells her unit. ‘Don’t hold back. They won’t! They’ll tear us apart.’

      ‘I always wanted to be a vampire hunter,’ Gabriel adds.

      ‘NOW, MY CHILDREN,’ Vlad calls out. ‘WELCOME YOUR BROTHERS AND SISTERS.’

      As one, the vampires roar aloud and charge.

      ‘OPEN FIRE!’ Dave and Sergeant Valentine call out.

      A dozen firearms unleash their silver tipped payloads as Emma, Dave, and I each release a pair of silver gas grenades. The effect is instant as many of the vampires writhe in pain, burning. We do not give them a moment to recover and I switch to my arrows, firing one at the nearest turned U.S. soldier as he charges. The arrow strikes his chest and it instantly burns the man. He struggles to pull it free, unable to even touch the silver without his hand burning to ash. I loose another arrow to put him down and watch in horror as the vampire’s body burns away to ashes.

      Around me, the fighting is just as brutal. A dozen of the vampires are turned to ash, but three of Valentine’s soldiers, the last of them apart from her and Eric, have been swarmed and dragged away. I see Emma fighting off another with her handguns, struggling to reload before more can attack. I fire an explosive arrow nearby to buy her time, and earn a nod of appreciation before she is attacked again.

      Two of the fiends try to tear at me and I barely evade them. I kick one away with a silver grenade attached to its chest and punch the other, but my blow barely leaves a mark. I am forced to use another silver arrow head to drive the vampire away, just as the grenade explodes and burns another handful of the demons to ashes.

      ‘Running low on ammunition!’ Dave calls out as he fires his shotgun twice. Gabriel is with him but I can already see bite marks on his arm. Three figures emerge to face them, all women.

      ‘We are the brides,’ they say in unison before attacking Dave and Gabriel with spears. The two men are forced back and use their firearms to block the oncoming deadly spearheads.

      ‘Abbey!’ I hear Emma call out as our friend emerges in front of her.

      Again, there is no recognition in our historian’s dark eyes and she leaps at Emma, forcing her back into the chaos. Emma tries to fight free, calling for Abbey to see sense, but our friend does not respond as she overpowers Emma and hits her hard. I try to reach them, but my path is blocked by another, my own brother.

      ‘Matt…’ I manage to say before he grabs me and throws me hard against a wall.

      I have barely recovered when he is again on me, grabbing me by the throat and lifting me into the air.

      ‘This… isn’t… you,’ I struggle to say. ‘Remember Kat… Remember your baby… Remember who… you are. Cursum… perficio. Finish… the… journey. Remember… your… family!’

      He still makes no sign of recognition and instead opens his jaws wide and brings his fangs towards my throat. I punch and kick at my brother to no effect, so instead draw my one last silver arrow.

      ‘Sorry…’ I tell him, before pressing the arrow to his face.

      He screams instantly as the silver burns at his skin. Matt drops me but I don’t relent, keeping the arrow pressed against his face.

      ‘ADAM… ADAM!’ Emma calls out.

      I look up and see that Abbey has hold of her with inhuman strength and forces Emma back into another room. Before I can react, the door slams behind them and Emma is trapped. Across the hall I see Sergeant Valentine and Eric swarmed by the vampires, taking several bites as they are dragged away. Dave and Gabriel are faring no better as two of the brides have pinned Dave to the floor as another stabs her spear into Gabriel’s thigh.

      ‘YOU HAVE FAILED,’ Vlad’s voice calls out.

      I don’t know what to do or who to help first. All my friends and allies need me. Panic seizes me, but before I can react, my brother strikes me hard across the face. He rises to face me and strikes again, throwing me back and through a doorway. The door slams shut, cutting me off from the others. I rise up, and with all my might, try to prise the door open and kick it down, but it will not budge an inch.

      ‘IT IS TOO LATE, ADAM,’ Vlad calls to me. ‘YOU REALLY SHOULD NOT HAVE COME HERE.’

      I turn and see that I am standing in the monastery where we first found the chalice. A low mist covers the floor and flickering aflame torches light the hall. I spot it instantly, sitting upon an altar with stained glass windows all around. Vlad is nowhere to be seen and I pace towards the centre of the monastery, drawing an incendiary arrowhead on my bow. I spot rows of spears hanging upon a wall and remember all the skeletons impaled in the Forest of the Dead.

      ‘I had to come here,’ I call back. ‘You took my brother and my friend.’

      ‘You stole something first,’ Vlad replies, his voice closer and no longer echoing around me. ‘You took something that did not belong to you.’

      I think I see him in the corner of my eye, a shadow behind the pillars, but he is gone when I look.

      ‘You knew the moment we set foot in this country,’ I say. ‘That was why you allowed yourself to be captured by the Americans.’

      ‘Quite right you are,’ Vlad replies. ‘They could never have taken me through strength of arms alone.’

      I think I see him again, this time on the opposite side of me, but again, there is nothing to be seen when I turn to look. From all directions, I think I see his silhouette, his shadow behind pillars and windows.

      ‘What about the men and women you killed?’ I ask. ‘The men and women of the team sent to bring you in.’

      ‘I had to at least make it seem as if I was resisting.’

      By his tone, I can tell he is smiling.

      ‘How did you know we were in Romania?’ I ask. ‘How did you know we would find the chalice?’

      ‘I once ruled over these lands as Prince. Back then, it was known as Wallachia. Even after all this time, I hold a certain bond with my home, as does anyone who has bled for their country.’

      ‘And the chalice?’

      ‘Of course you would find it.’ He laughs cruelly. ‘You, your brother, all your kind at the British Museum. You are thieves and scoundrels. You would take anything of value. Besides, I know this relic too well. I know it’s… calling.’

      ‘How did you escape the base?’ I ask. ‘You were chained in a cell. Why did that soldier help free you?’

      ‘Certain minds are easy to access and bend to my desires.’ Vlad chuckles. ‘I look into their memories and I can make them see me as their friend, their dearest of family or most intimate of lovers. I can be seen as anything they need me to be, and as such, they become mine. They would even be willing to die for me if it was asked.’

      ‘A simple magician’s mind trick. Got it.’

      ‘Not so simple, but it has its uses,’ Vlad says. ‘This particular gift was needed if I was to escape the Americans and regain the chalice you had brought to me.’

      ‘Why would you not keep the chalice on you if it is so precious? I know what it is and what it does. The Demon’s Cup. The Damnation of the Innocent.’

      ‘I always liked that particular name,’ Vlad says. ‘As I can tell from your armaments, you know the one weakness of my kind.’

      ‘Silver.’

      ‘I cannot carry the chalice for long myself,’ Vlad explains, ‘nor can I allow any other to wield it.’

      ‘I can’t let you keep it. And I will find my friends and my brother and take them home.’

      ‘You can try,’ Vlad replies as he finally emerges from the shadows ahead of me.

      Dracula paces forward to stand between me and the chalice upon the altar. He wears armour, crimson armour emblazoned with a dragon’s flames. He displays no desire to attack and simply stands there waiting.

      ‘Let us begin,’ he says.

      I have no silver weapons left to me, but I will not go down without a fight. I loose the incendiary arrow and follow it up with another and then another. All three detonate on Vlad and engulf him in flames, but through each he steps unharmed. I switch to my last explosive arrow, but he catches it mid-flight and throws it away behind him to explode. I try my next two standard arrows which he allows to strike him, but they do no damage either. As I close in, I bring my bow swinging round and down towards my foe. He catches it with ease and shatters the bow with his bare hand.

      ‘You cannot hurt me,’ Vlad taunts.

      ‘I can try,’ I reply as I charge him and strike with all the strength I possess.

      I punch and kick repeatedly, trying a range of attacks, but nothing leaves a mark or even draws a reaction. I use every lesson Dave taught me, aiming for weak points and using my speed to my advantage, but nothing works until suddenly Vlad grabs me.

      ‘My turn,’ he sneers, before striking me hard across the face.

      It’s like a sledgehammer has struck and my ears ring with church bells. Vlad hits me in the chest three times, cracking my body-armour before then throwing me back into the pillar behind. The air is driven from my lungs, but I do not stop. I draw another arrow and aim for his eye as a distraction. Distract and act. As Vlad moves to block the arrow, I slide across the ground and strike at him from behind. I kick out the back of his legs and then grapple my arm around his neck.

      ‘Impressive, but foolish,’ Vlad mocks as he grabs me and pulls me over him with inhuman strength.

      I strike the floor hard, sprawling on my back, but Dracula does not give me a chance to recover. He leers over me and strikes hard at my chest again and again until the body armour cracks more and comes apart. He tears away parts of the armour and reaches down to my chest.

      ‘I could hear your heart beating a mile away,’ Vlad says. ‘Strong and young. This close, it is difficult to resist.’

      He pulls one of my arrows from his chest and rams it into my left bicep, drawing a cry of agony.

      ‘Hurts, doesn’t it?’ Vlad chuckles as he pulls the arrow free and lets drops of my blood fall into his mouth.

      His fangs emerge, and as he looks down upon me, he roars monstrously.

      ‘You were a fool to come here and a fool to threaten me,’ Vlad says. ‘I said before when we faced each other in the Vatican that you are not worthy. You have failed your brother and failed your friends.’

      I swing a fist at him but he catches my wrist with ease. Without warning, Vlad unleashes his fangs and bites into my arm. The screaming pain burns and I feel him draining the blood from me.

      ‘Do not fear,’ Vlad says as he pulls away and forces me against a pillar. He wipes the blood from his lips and looks me straight in the eyes. ‘The bite is not what turns you.’

      I summon my strength and hit him three times as hard as I can, before ducking beneath his swinging fist. Vlad smashes through the stone pillar and turns on me as part of the wall comes crashing down my way. I barely miss the falling stone, landing hard on the floor but still in the fight.

      ‘I beat you at the Vatican…’ I say as I spit blood on the floor and force myself up, ‘…and I will beat you now.’

      He closes in, swiftly circling me and enveloping me in his arms, pinning me to the spot. With my free arm, I draw out my pen-knife and stab it deep into his chest, forcing myself free.

      ‘That would have hurt if my heart still beat.’ Vlad laughs as he pulls the pen-knife free and throws it aside.

      I cannot beat him with arrows and fists, so I reach for a spear from the wall and thrust it towards the immortal.

      ‘A fine choice of weapon,’ Vlad says as he too takes a spear from the wall. ‘A spear is an elegant weapon. You cannot just swing and slash like you can a sword. Instead, you need a certain skill and precision. I perfected both over five hundred years ago.’

      ‘That just makes you old,’ I reply as I lunge forward with the spear and stab it towards his head and then chest.

      Vlad evades the first and then blocks the second.

      ‘Childish,’ he mocks me.

      I lunge forward again, stabbing at his chest and then sweeping the spear in at his side. Vlad blocks both and then brings his spear round to strike at my chest. I barely block the blow in time and am forced to my knees by his strength.

      ‘Impressive,’ he says with surprise before backing off. ‘Perhaps you would have been worthy to join my army of Wallachian spearmen.’

      Vlad beckons me on, taunting me, and I oblige, attacking again, stabbing and swinging my spear towards him but only meet Vlad’s own weapon. He laughs at each of my failed assaults before going on the offensive himself. He is fast and strong and far too much for me to handle. He cuts across my chest and then tears the spearhead across my thigh. I yell in anger and charge him but he hits me hard and knocks me to the ground. My spear slips from my grasp and clatters on the monastery floor.

      ‘You have learnt nothing,’ he mocks me before tearing his spearhead across my thigh again and drawing another cry of pain from me. He then kneels down and bites into my already bleeding thigh, feeding again. I scream in agony and try to kick him away but he holds firm until he is finished.

      ‘Strong and young.’ He laughs. ‘A fine vintage.’

      I crawl away across the mist-covered floor towards my fallen spear. My body screams from a dozen wounds and one of my eyes is almost closed from bruising and swelling. I know I cannot keep this going for much longer. I move slowly, conserving my strength for one last assault. My time will come once the spear is within reach and Vlad is close.

      ‘What did you do to my brother?’ I ask to keep him talking and buy myself time. ‘What did you do to Abbey?’

      ‘I gave them a taste of my blood,’ Vlad replies. ‘There is no cause for concern as they do not suffer. In fact, I am certain that they have never known life quite like this. They are stronger than ever before and will live to see more days than they deserve.’

      ‘But not as long as you?’ I ask.

      ‘Your friends and brother are lucky,’ Vlad says as blue flames dance along his outstretched hands. ‘They are enhanced, yet cannot spread their gifts like I can. I am unique. I am the first.’

      ‘The alpha,’ I say. ‘You don’t sound happy about that.’

      ‘Only I possess the true curse. It is always with me. I hear it now and heard it when you were a mile away. Your heart, your blood; I crave it like nothing else. It is a thirst that I fight to resist. For centuries, I learned to control the bloodlust and had not tasted a drop for decades until you entered my lands.’

      ‘And the chalice made you this way?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes,’ he simply says as he casts a wary glance at the silver cup. ‘The chalice made me stronger than all, but weaker than all too. My blood given to my followers is but a taste of my strength. If it was my choice, I could unleash them, a plague upon the world.’

      ‘Why haven’t you?’ I ask. ‘After all this time, why not try to conquer the globe with your mindless freaks.’

      ‘You wouldn’t understand.’

      ‘Can it be undone?’ I ask as I crawl the last few inches needed towards the fallen spear.

      ‘Why is that of concern?’ he asks as he steps closer. ‘You will not be leaving this place.’

      Without warning, he places his hands upon me and blue flames engulf my body. I scream in agony, but realise this is my best chance. I fight through the pain and grab the spear from the floor, swinging it back to tear across Vlad’s neck. As he reels back in shock I take my chance. I rise up, climb atop the altar and leap down, stabbing the spear through Vlad’s chest and out through his back.

      Vlad staggers back, eyes wide in shock, and for a moment, I believe that I have won. A sickening smile spreads across his lips to prove I am wrong.

      ‘I like your spirit,’ he says as he tears the spear from his body, snaps it in two and drops the pieces at my feet. ‘I truly do. You should join me. Together we could do wondrous things and sample all this world has to offer.’

      ‘No,’ I simply say, drained, exhausted, and hurting.

      ‘Even with your brother and friends at your side?’ he questions as he gestures to the walls around us.

      From the mist, I see them rise; all of them. My brother, my team, my friends and allies. They stand at the edges of the monastery, watching, still and silent.

      ‘Your dear brother, Matt,’ Vlad taunts as he names them all. ‘The clever young woman, Abbey. The soldier, David Conway. The rogue, Gabriel Quinn. Sergeant Danielle Valentine. The brute, Eric Jackson. All these brave men and women. They are mine now. You can be with them. You can be reunited and live forever in their company if you so will it.’

      I look to my brother, then to Abbey, Dave, Gabriel, and all the others. There is no recognition in their eyes, just soulless obedience. What made them family, friends… what made them people is gone.

      ‘No,’ I say with a shake of my head. My voice is broken, devastated.

      ‘Perhaps someone else can convince you,’ Vlad says, gesturing to the door.

      I did not see her enter the hall, but there she stands, eyes black and skin already pale. Her lips are red with blood, the blood of a vampire.

      ‘Emma…’ I utter in disbelief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

      

    

    
      VLAD THE MONSTER—Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      I stumble through the halls and chambers of the castle. All around me is slaughter. No innocent is saved from the blades and spears of the Turks. I kill every one of the foul murderers I meet with just my bare hands. Within me, I have the strength of a hundred men, and use it to crush, tear, and decapitate every single foe I cross. I am too fast for them, moving as swiftly as a spirit barely visible to the eye. With each kill, I roar with anger, eager for more, demanding more. They will all meet my vengeance.

      I find Luician among the dead. My loyal friend fought until the last, protecting families behind him as he suffered over twenty wounds. All around him are dead Turks, but behind are the families he could not protect. All are dead. I roar again with anger and rage, my cries echoing throughout the castle.

      It is not long before I find High Priest Popescu, cowering behind a dozen of the Turks.

      ‘This cannot be!’ he cries upon sighting me. ‘You are dead! A ghoul or wraith you must be!’

      ‘I am no ghost!’ I roar as I charge them.

      I hit them like a bolt of lightning, sudden and devastating. Shields splinter beneath my blows and spears shatter. I take their weapons and use them against them, stabbing one man ten times with his sword before ramming it down the throat of another. I impale two and then three men upon each spear and lift them high into the air so that their blood rains down upon the cowering priest.

      ‘Heavens save me!’ Popescu prays in terror.

      ‘Hell awaits you after your betrayal!’ I grab Popescu by his robes, and with one hand, lift him over my head. ‘You were right, Priest,’ I whisper. ‘I am the son of the devil!’

      I peer into his eyes one last time as I tear him open and bathe in his falling blood.

      ‘VLADISLAV!’ I hear Radu call to me.

      ‘Brother,’ I reply as I drop the priest’s corpse to the ground.

      ‘What have you done?’ he asks as he advances towards me with raised sword and spear. Both are coated in blood, my blood, and that of my people.

      ‘I have completed my descent into darkness,’ I say as I see my reflection in the stained puddles at my feet. I am covered in the blood of my enemies, but beneath it all, I can see dark veins running across my skin. My eyes have changed too, now as black as night.

      ‘I will strike you down again, brother,’ Radu vows, ‘and this time you will not rise. This time I will make certain that you remain in the afterlife.’

      I lunge towards my brother, faster than I have ever moved before. I tear the spear from his grasp and lift the empty hand to my chest.

      ‘Do you feel a heartbeat, Radu?’ I ask. ‘No, because there isn’t one.’

      ‘MONSTER!’ he cries before running me through with his sword.

      ‘You cannot kill what is already dead,’ I tell him, as I pull the blade from my chest and reveal that there is no wound, nor even a scar.

      ‘How?’ he asks with trembling lips.

      ‘You took the only person I loved in this world,’ I say before throwing Radu back and crashing into the wall behind him.

      ‘You took her from me!’ I roar. ‘YOU TOOK HER FROM ME!’

      I lunge at Radu and beat him again and again with my bare fists. I roar in anger and throw him across the room.

      ‘I am a monster because you made me one,’ I say as I advance on him. ‘I am a reflection of you and your sultan.’

      He recovers and charges me with sword swinging towards my head. I am far too fast for him, and despite all his might and his many attempts, he hits nothing but air.

      ‘Fight me!’ he cries in fear and fury.

      I oblige, lunging forward and grabbing him by the throat. I can feel his heartbeat, hear it and sense it. The blood calls to me, demanding I set it free and savour its taste to grant me strength.

      ‘What… are… you?’ he struggles to say.

      ‘Dracula,’ I reply as both of us are engulfed in blue flame.

      I let out a long, monstrous roar as I feel them emerge, a pair of sharp and deadly fangs.

      ‘Goodbye, brother,’ I tell him. I relish the wild fear in his eyes as my fangs tear open his throat and I drink deep of his blood.

      I continue to bite and drink, tearing into my brother’s flesh for more until his very head tears free from his neck. I raise my brother’s severed head high into the air, engulfing it in blue flames once again. I roar as I am overwhelmed by anger, grief, and this new immense strength.
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      ADAM—Offered everything I have ever dreamed of, Wallachia

      I slump to the mist-covered floor with the altar at my back. Everyone has been taken and I am the only one left. In my hands is the broken spearhead, the last weapon I have left to me, useless against an immortal.

      ‘Why do you keep fighting?’ Emma asks as she crosses the monastery hall to me.

      ‘For them,’ I reply. ‘For you.’

      ‘Why?’ Vlad asks. ‘Why go through such suffering and pain?’

      ‘Because they are family,’ I say, remembering Matt’s words. ‘You can strip everything else away, but family will always remain.’

      ‘And you would risk yourself, sacrifice yourself for them?’ Emma asks as she kneels down beside me. She places a hand upon my bloodied chest, guiding it higher to my neck and then to my cheek. Her soft touch glides across my skin but there is no warmth to her fingers. ‘You don’t have to fight anymore,’ she says in a low, soothing voice. ‘All this strife, all this pain, it can end if you simply say yes.’

      Emma’s fingers caress my neck as her face drifts closer to mine. Her dark eyes stare into mine as a smile grows across her lips. She edges even closer, until our lips are almost touching.

      ‘You want me,’ she says. ‘You always have, I know. I can be yours if you simply say yes.’

      I cannot answer, lost in her gaze and tempted by all she is offering.

      ‘Why fight it?’ she asks. ‘Give yourself to us, to me. We can be together if you simply say yes.’

      ‘No,’ I struggle to say.

      ‘Have you not wanted me all this time?’

      ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘but not like this. Not like this. The real Emma is no slave to anyone. She is free, spirited, rebellious, and doesn’t take orders from anyone. I can’t imagine a single day passing without seeing her... you. That and so much more is why I l…’

      ‘You love her,’ Vlad says. There is emotion in his voice like I have never heard before. There is sadness and remorse.

      ‘You lost someone,’ I say.

      ‘My beloved wife,’ Vlad says with sorrow. ‘Why do you think I wanted the Eagle of the Ninth Legion when we first met? That relic could bring back the spirits of the dead. I wanted to see her again. I wanted to tell her so much. I wanted to tell her that I still love her. I wanted to tell her… that I am sorry.’

      Emma walks to her master and places her hands upon him in comfort. Her face shows no sign of emotion or life. She simply stands there, ready to receive orders.

      ‘My beloved wife,’ he says as he gazes into Emma’s eyes. ‘She was taken from me by real monsters. She looked to me much in the same way you look to this one. Love, a fierce, undeniable love that would conquer the world if called upon. I miss my beloved more with each passing day.’

      ‘There is a heart to you after all,’ I say as I slowly rise up to stand and take a few paces towards them.

      ‘Not anymore,’ Vlad says as he reaches a hand towards me.

      From every direction, the bats come, pouring into the monastery and swarming towards me. I cover my face and they force me down to the floor. Ahead of me, I barely see Emma and Vlad still standing. I turn away from them, pushing myself up and fighting on as the bats continue their bombardment. I feel teeth and claws pull at me but do not stop. I yell through gritted teeth, roaring as I force myself up to my knees.

      ‘Such spirit, Adam,’ Vlad calls to me. ‘That is why I have always favoured you. You would do anything for this young woman, wouldn’t you?’

      ‘Anything,’ I reply as I slowly rise to my feet, still engulfed by the bats. I look upon the chalice upon the altar and see the crimson drops of blood inside.

      ‘I would do anything for her,’ I say as I grab the cup and lift it to my lips. ‘Including this.’

      ‘NO!’ Vlad screams, making the entire castle around us tremor and the bats scatter. ‘DON’T CURSE YOURSELF LIKE I DID!’

      ‘That’s why you wanted the chalice,’ I say. ‘That’s why you set trap after trap to claim it back. You don’t want it to create more monsters like you. You want to protect it.’

      ‘As you do with your relics,’ he says in defiance. ‘My curse almost escaped this place once before. I cannot allow it again.’

      ‘Neither can I,’ I say as I lift the broken spearhead and slam it down onto the chalice.

      I ram the spear into the chalice again and again, puncturing the silver cup and letting drops of the tainted blood flow free. Vlad falls to his knees with his head in his hands, screaming as I continue to destroy the chalice. When I stab the spear down one last time, I feel the cup crack and tremor in my hand and see the blood within turn black. The silver surface too begins to darken until finally it is as black as night and the blood ceases to flow. Vlad continues to scream and the ground beneath my feet begins to tremble. With one final cry, the entire castle quakes, smashing every glass window to pieces as walls crumble and a tower crashes down through the roof above us.

      I dive and grab Emma, pulling her clear of the falling stone of the castle. No matter what she has become, I still cannot bear to see her harmed. We barely miss the largest of the stone debris, but are still buried beneath the ruins. Once the tremors have stopped, I force my way free and pull Emma to me. Her gaze is still lost of all emotion or recognition, but she is unharmed.

      ‘It is gone,’ Vlad says as he emerges from the ruins and looks toward the ruined chalice.

      ‘The curse?’ I dare to ask.

      ‘No.’ He smiles with black eyes and dangerous fangs. ‘The chalice is gone.’

      ‘I freed you from what held you here,’ I state as I stagger towards the vampire. ‘I destroyed what created you, now free my people. Let them go.’

      Vlad pushes past me and places a hand upon the ruined chalice. It does not burn. He smiles and actually laughs.

      ‘Release my people,’ I repeat as I look to Emma. ‘Give them back to me, please. Release them and we will leave this place and never return.’

      ‘Why would I do that?’

      ‘Because there is still good in you, Prince.’

      He smiles at that. ‘Don’t ever try to find me again,’ he warns.

      I can only watch and witness as he lifts his hands above and a red flame ignites across his palms. Vlad’s eyes turn to white for a moment and as he drops his hands, a great wave of red flame emanates from him, engulfing the room and surging out through all the castle. As it hits me, I feel tremendous warmth but no pain. The fortress shakes once more as it returns to the ruin it formerly was; lost is all the finery and the rebuilt masonry.

      Once the wall of red flames has passed, I see that Emma has collapsed to the floor. Despite the pain wracking near every inch of my body, I hurry to her side and lift her head to mine.

      ‘C’mon, c’mon…’ I say, but my words aren’t needed as her eyes open instantly, one green and one blue.

      ‘Hey you,’ she says.

      ‘Hey,’ I reply. ‘You scared me there. You are you again, right?’

      ‘Yeah, I am. Where is he? Where’s Dracula?’

      I look back to the altar, but Vlad and the chalice are gone.

      ‘Adam!’ Matt’s voice calls out to me. ‘Adam, where are you?’

      ‘Here, brother,’ I call back as I see him and Dave, bruised and bloodied, pull themselves through the rubble.

      Matt hurries to me and hugs me tight.

      ‘I am so sorry,’ he says with tears in his eyes. ‘I couldn’t stop myself. I couldn’t do anything…’

      ‘It’s not your fault,’ I try to reassure him.

      ‘I could’ve killed you all…’

      ‘But you didn’t. Here we are, all of us.’

      ‘Don’t forget about me!’ Gabriel calls out as he stumbles through the ruins, coughing and wheezing.

      ‘Still alive?’ Dave chuckles.

      ‘Just about,’ he says. ‘Had some crazy dreams about a crowd of women biting me.’
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      VLAD THE OUTCAST—Monastery, Castle Dracula, Wallachia

      I make short work of the rest of Radu’s Janissary, slaughtering all that I find until the last flee the castle in panic. They do not get far, even those on horseback. All join the Forest of the Dead. I keep only one man alive, a messenger who I send back to the sultan with Radu’s severed head.

      A great many of my people lost their lives in the slaughter, but more were saved than lost. Jusztina and the brides saw to that. They led families into the old catacombs and crypts within the castle and along passes higher into the mountains. They saved Wallachia, just as much as anyone else. They will see our nation live on.

      I wait upon the battlements, alone and secluded, keeping watch for signs of the sultan and his horde. Thankfully, there is none, but I cannot return and walk amongst my people again. I only allow Jusztina to approach.

      ‘What happened to you?’ Jusztina asks me. ‘We heard talk that you were slain and now others say that you became an unholy creature stalking the Turks through the castle.’

      ‘I cannot stay here,’ I say. ‘I cannot explain what happened, but I cannot remain among the innocent. My actions to save our people condemned me and now I am truly damned. Some of our people cheered for me when I drove out the Turks, but more are scared by what they have seen. I am scared by what I have done.’

      ‘Come back with me, my Prince,’ Jusztina says. ‘There must be something we can do.’

      ‘I cannot risk it. Even now I can sense their hearts beating and the blood coursing through their veins. It is taking all I have to control myself.’

      ‘Would you attack me?’ she asks, daring to take a step closer.

      I feel the call, the longing, and I gaze at her throat. It would be over in moments and I would taste her blood upon my lips and feel as strong and mighty as a hundred men. The temptation builds the longer I look to her.

      ‘Yes, I would,’ I confess, forcing myself to turn away. ‘I crave it, all of it. I cannot control this. I must leave.’

      ‘You would abandon us?’

      ‘To protect you.’

      ‘That is all you have ever done,’ she says with a glimpse of a smile.

      ‘I ask of you, please bury Meera and Luician honourably.’

      ‘Of course,’ she says. ‘I will do all I can.’

      ‘And one last request,’ I say. ‘The chalice upon the altar in the monastery. Bury it. Make sure that no one will ever find it again.’
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      ADAM—Heading for home, somewhere over Europe

      The flight home is a quiet one. Dave, Gabriel, Abbey, and Matt are all asleep, and Emma, beside me, also slumbers. I should be resting too, but for now, just leaning back in my chair in silence, is enough for me. I am covered in bandages and dosed with strong painkillers, but at this moment, this very moment, I am happy.

      Our team, all of our team, even Gabriel, made it out of Dracula’s castle alive. All of us are battered and bruised. Abbey and Matt are thoroughly at a loss over what has happened these past few days, but we are all safe. Vlad’s red flames, whatever they were, burned the vampirism from everyone. Sergeant Valentine, Eric, and most of her unit were returned too and are helping the rest of the people Vlad turned to return home.

      Both Abbey and Matt were horrified by their actions under Vlad’s control. Neither could believe it and kept apologising to the rest of us. I made sure that Abbey called Tristram straight away and Matt called Kat and Charles, reassuring that they were okay and would be home soon. I’m just glad to have my brother and friend back. We haven’t talked much with all of us so exhausted and in dire need of rest. All of us had our blood checked in case of any sign of contagion, but we all came back negative.

      The glasses headset brings up an incoming call from The Hospital for Tropical Diseases, UCLH. I keep my voice down when I answer.

      ‘Professor Moore,’ I say. ‘It is good to hear from you.’

      ‘Mr Hunter,’ Melissa replies. ‘I was wondering if I could speak with David Conway. I believe I owe him my life.’

      ‘You certainly do,’ I say with a grin. ‘I’m afraid though that Dave is fast asleep and the last guy to wake him got a black eye for his efforts. I really don’t want to risk it.’

      ‘Understandable after all you have been through,’ Melissa says. ‘Do tell him I called, will you?’

      ‘Of course,’ I reply. ‘I’ll get him to contact you as soon as we land.’

      ‘You’re flying back from Romania now?’ she asks.

      ‘As we speak.’

      ‘I have a question for you, if you don’t mind my asking.’

      ‘Fire away.’

      ‘The silver cup,’ Melissa says. ‘The chalice. What happened to it?’

      ‘It’s gone,’ I reply with a heavy sigh. I know that is not the answer she wanted after years of her work leading to the finding.

      ‘Gone?’

      ‘Trust me, it is for the best,’ I try to explain.

      ‘To defeat a greater evil,’ Melissa guesses. ‘I understand. Thank you, Adam.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘For letting me join you on this great adventure. It has certainly been… eye opening.’

      She hangs up then, and to my surprise, I see Emma lean forward and look to me. It is clear she is worried about something, almost nervous like I have never seen before. She edges close so that we can talk quietly.

      ‘I thought you were asleep,’ I say.

      ‘Believe me, I want to sleep,’ she says, ‘but something keeps coming to mind.’

      ‘Go on,’ I urge, sensing she wants to say more.

      ‘I remember it,’ Emma says. ‘I remember everything while I was under his control. What I did and what I said… what I said to you…’

      ‘Em, seriously, don’t worry about it. That wasn’t you. Please don’t be embarrassed or worried.’

      ‘Trust me, it’s not that. It’s not what I said, but what you said and did.’

      ‘I didn’t do anything,’ I reply, confused.

      ‘Exactly, and you said, not like this,’ she replies, looking me straight in the eyes. ‘You then said a lot of other things. Did you mean them? I mean, really mean them?’

      ‘You know I did,’ I tell her, deciding it is better to lay all my cards on the table. ‘You know how I feel about you. I have liked you and thought about you since the day we first met. I think you’re fearless and unstoppable. You never stop pushing forward, no matter what we face. Above all that, you care. You care more than…’

      She silences me with a kiss. I can barely believe it. My heart thunders in my chest more than when I faced the horde of vampires. As our lips part, she looks to me with that incredible smile of hers.

      ‘Hang on, Em. Is this just the painkillers messing with my head?’

      ‘Perhaps that’s my excuse too,’ she says before kissing me again.

      ‘I hope this flight never lands,’ I say once our lips part, drawing a smile from her. An excited cry from farther down the plane interrupts us.

      ‘Oh my God! Oh my God!’ Matt cries out with excitement. ‘This plane needs to get back to London fast! Kat has gone into labour! I’m going to be a father!’
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      VLAD THE VAMPYRE—Maltepe, Istanbul

      I watch and wait in the darkness. I have waited for this moment for more years than I can remember. My great hunt ends this night and I shall savour every moment.

      He was not difficult to find. His army is camped around him, sleeping through the night after the long march, but he is very much still awake. In his great pavilion, he is surrounded by feasts, fountains of wine, and a harem of mistresses to tend to his every need. All is a shimmer of gold, silver, and jewels. A pair of his Janissary guards stand at the entrance and another pair behind his throne. Even they are dressed in finery with jewels bedded into their armour and helms.

      The guards turn to face me as I enter, but as they meet my gaze their hardened eyes soften. Their spears move aside, bidding me access to the man they have pledged their lives to protect. I do not need to say a word as I step past them and into the pavilion. They see me as friend, family, or lover, not the strange intruder intent on murder.

      He lies before me upon a piled throne of pillows. A maiden feeds him food whilst another pours his wine. No wonder he has grown so fat. Despite his size, the women flock around him, massaging him and tending to his every need.

      ‘All the known world cowers at my might,’ Sultan Mehmed boasts. ‘I will bring Mamluk Sultanate to heel, and with him, all of Egypt will be at my command. Bask in my glory, my girls, for there is no one more powerful than the ruler of the mighty Ottoman Empire.’

      His harem swoon at his words. I know the truth, that they are slaves. If they do not obey, they will be beaten and cast out. They have been chosen for their beauty and are given lives of comfort as long as they do all that the sultan demands. They are his… until they see me.

      Again, without words, they flock to my side, eyes lost in a haze. They whisper loving words of enticement and seduction and place hands upon my body. They are mine and all it takes is a look.

      ‘What… what is this?’ the sultan splutters. He watches in bewilderment as even his guards join my side. ‘Who are you?’

      My face is shrouded in shadow, but my words reveal me.

      ‘I was a boy when you took us,’ I state with cold intent. ‘My brother and I were your prisoners. You had us beaten as you tried to bend us to your will. You succeeded with my brother, turning him against his own people and family. You failed with me and that is your undoing.’

      ‘Vlad…’ the sultan stumbles.

      ‘Not anymore,’ I reply.

      At those words, a great shadow looms over us and then hundreds of bats surge into the pavilion. They fly all around us, surrounding us and forcing the sultan to cower in fear. As he hides, I set to work. I feed.

      When the bats disperse at my command, only I am still standing. The sultan cowers at my feet, horrified as he sees the corpses of his guards and his mistresses all around him.

      ‘You knew I would come for you,’ I say with bloodied fangs still drawn. ‘You knew your reckoning was coming.’

      ‘Take my gold, my jewels, anything…’ he begs. ‘Please… anything…’

      ‘I want nothing but your blood,’ I tell him. ‘I am the Son of the Dragon. I am Dracula.’

      The Turkish army is woken by the screams of their master, their sultan.
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      Adam—Richmond, London, England

      ‘Hey, Dad,’ I say with my little nephew asleep in my arms. ‘I know it’s been a while, but we thought we’d introduce you to your grandson, Zack.’

      ‘And your granddaughter, Zoe,’ Matt says, with my niece in his arms. ‘Surprise. We kept the twins secret from everyone.’

      ‘Although we should have probably guessed by the size of Kat,’ I joke.

      ‘If she heard you say that, she’d kill you,’ my brother says, ‘even if you might be right.’

      We kept to our promise, bringing the baby, or babies as it turned out, to the churchyard where our father’s gravestone stands.

      ‘Anyway, here they are, Dad. You’re a grandfather,’ Matt says proudly.

      ‘Zack and Zoe,’ I say. ‘Or as I call them, Little Dude and Squeaky, because of the hiccups.’

      ‘Mum is already saying that they both have my eyes,’ Matt says, ignoring my nicknames. ‘Well, Mum’s eyes really.’

      ‘Zoe definitely has our mother’s frown,’ I add.

      ‘Anyway,’ Matt says, again ignoring me, ‘we thought it was important to bring them here to see you.’

      ‘You’re still with us you know, Dad,’ I say. ‘Every step of the way. You’re still here and a part of this family.’

      ‘Kat did a great job during the labour,’ Matt says. ‘Hypnobirthing classes or whatever they’re called really helped her. She was incredible and didn’t even need any drugs or anything for the pain.’

      ‘Unlike us,’ I remark as we still recover from our wounds.

      ‘Zack and Zoe, they’ll be explorers,’ Matt says. ‘You can see it in the way their eyes take everything in.’

      ‘They’ll be explorers,’ I agree. ‘Just like how you brought us up to be.’

      I sigh heavily then and have to look away for a moment. I always find these moments difficult, talking to Dad as if he is standing here with us. Matt places his free hand on my shoulder, reassuring me.

      ‘I’m okay,’ I tell him. ‘I just wish you were here, Dad.’

      ‘I do too,’ Matt agrees with emotion heavy in his voice. ‘I’d have loved you to meet your first grandchildren.’

      ‘First?’ I joke, trying to lighten things up. ‘You and Kat planning for more already?’

      ‘This’ll be you one day, little brother,’ Matt teases. ‘One day I’m certain you’ll have kids of your own, which reminds me, what’s happening between you and Em?’

      ‘None of your business.’ I chuckle.

      ‘He’s got a girl, Dad,’ Matt boasts.

      ‘No, I don’t… maybe…’ I say. ‘I don’t know. We haven’t really talked much.’

      ‘I’m sure you haven’t,’ Matt jokes, making us both laugh.

      ‘Anyway, enough of that,’ I say, quickly changing the subject. ‘When Vlad… Dracula… whatever he was turned you into a vampire, could you fly? Did you have a reflection in mirrors? How about turning yourself into mist or a swarm of bats?’

      Right on cue, Zack begins to wake and cry.

      ‘Sounds like someone’s hungry,’ Matt says. ‘Here, I’ll take him.’

      ‘You sure?’ I ask as I hand Zack over into Matt’s free arm.

      ‘Yeah. You stay and chat with Dad a bit longer,’ he says. ‘I’ll be back as soon as they’re fed. Come on you two. Time to find Mummy.’

      ‘Hang on,’ I say as I rifle through my backpack and pull out Matt’s lucky baseball cap. ‘Here you are. I kept it safe for you.’

      ‘I wondered where that had gotten to,’ he says as I pull it onto his head.

      As Matt walks away with my niece and nephew, I cannot help but smile. I cannot believe my brother is a father with two kids. It’s been just a week but already he’s proving himself more than capable. We have overcome curses, undead Nazis, and even vampires, but it’s this, his parenting, that I am proud of him for.

      ‘Christopher Iwan Hunter,’ a voice reads out from behind me. ‘Beloved husband, father, and friend. Forever with us and never forgotten.’

      ‘What the hell do you want, Hawke?’ I ask without turning. ‘This is a private place and a private moment for me.’

      ‘I know,’ he says as he steps beside me. His armour, helmet, and weapons are nowhere to be seen and instead he stands in casual jeans and a shirt and jacket.

      ‘This intrusion is my price for the intel on Doctor Zajak,’ he says. ‘We need to speak one last time and I knew you would be here.’

      ‘How?’ I ask, but he ignores the question.

      ‘This is the last time we will speak like this,’ he finally says. ‘I cannot help you anymore after what I have to say.’

      ‘I never asked for the help of a murderer like you.’

      ‘I will say my piece and then we can go back to being enemies. It’s simpler that way.’

      ‘I don’t care what you have to say.’

      ‘Regardless, you need to know,’ Hawke says. ‘Everything will change for you after this. It has to happen. It must. You deserve to know the truth.’

      ‘Just spit it out and leave,’ I tell him.

      ‘Alpha Team’s operations room,’ the Winterbourne operative says. ‘Is it still locked up tight?’

      ‘Yes,’ I reply cautiously. ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘You need to see what is inside that room,’ he says. ‘You and your brother need to see it.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You’ll have to find that one out for yourself,’ Hawke replies. ‘There are lots of dark secrets in that museum of yours. Goodbye, Adam. I’ll be seeing you around.’
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      CHARLES—United Nations Security Council. United Nations Headquarters, New York

      Looking around the council chamber, I see Renee, Eva, and lastly, Elizabeth Bowen. She is looking straight at me with those dark eyes of hers, watching with arms crossed and a small smile upon her lips. The owner of Bowen Inc. knows something and her gaze is unfaltering. Perhaps Eva and Renee were right. Perhaps she did orchestrate the release of Osiris’s curse.

      I am forced to look away as the meeting is called to order. My immediate concern is the council’s findings and the decisions about to be made.

      ‘The United Nations Security Council has reached a conclusion,’ a spokesperson for the council announces. ‘In light of the events in Berlin, Egypt, London, Paris, Stockholm, and Rome, the security council has decided that it has no choice but to act. For years, organisations such as the British Museum have operated in an unsafe and unrestricted manner across the globe, with no concern over the consequences their actions would bring. This can no longer be allowed.’

      Here we go.

      ‘The activities and operations of all historical and archaeological organisations within the United Nations are to cease with immediate effect. Sanctions and greater control must be achieved if we are to avoid such catastrophic events as those that have befallen us these past weeks. A command and oversight structure will be put in place with immediate effect, with all decisions on excavations and operations to be made by the security council.’

      It is over. We have lost control.

      ‘General Blake Walcott will be appointed as lead overseer for all historical organisations within the United Nations. They will operate at his command and that of the security council. Working alongside Elizabeth Bowen and Bowen Inc., the general is to be given access to all artefacts currently housed by all historical organisations for safe and protected housing, storage, and disposal where required.’

      ‘You cannot do this,’ Renee argues furiously.

      ‘These are relics that we have sacrificed so much to recover,’ Eva adds. ‘We have lost friends and colleagues to find and protect our history.’

      The general looks to me with a smug unconcealed grin. He has won and so has Elizabeth.

      Lost in a daze, I stagger away from the council. My name is called out but I do not acknowledge it. I need air and space, pulling my tie loose and hurrying towards the exit. I cannot believe all that has happened.

      As I near the doorway, I hear Elizabeth Bowen ask the council for a brief moment. She hurries over to me and then speaks in a whisper so that no others hear us, snapping me from my daze into angered focus.

      ‘After so many years, you cannot even bear to be in the same room as me for two whole minutes,’ she says.

      ‘Not if I have to listen to more of this stupidity,’ I snap. I try to leave but she stops me, blocking my way.

      ‘Please, Charles. We were friends once,’ she says, her voice remaining calm and calculated as it was when she addressed the council. ‘In fact, we were more than friends for a time. Do you remember?’

      ‘Enough with the charade,’ I reply, temper getting the better of me. ‘How can we possibly remain friends after what you have done? It was you who unleashed Osiris’s curse, wasn’t it?’

      ‘It wasn’t difficult to figure out, was it?’ she replies with growing smile. ‘You, Eva, Renee… I asked all three of you for help. I pleaded but you all turned your backs and left my husband to die. I merely sought to repay the favour. Therefore, all three of you received a little package from Egypt, a gift you were not meant to survive.’

      ‘Winterbourne?’ I ask, knowing then that my suspicions were true. Aaron, Winterbourne’s operative known as Hawke, tried to warn me that night in the hospital and I should have listened.

      ‘I have been watching you, studying you,’ she says. ‘I was waiting for the opportune moment, and now that both the Hunter brothers have joined the fold… They caught our attention in Rome and then again in Egypt. Berlin was a test for them, but the true challenge is yet to come.’

      ‘You tried to have Professor Melissa Moore killed. She is my friend…’

      ‘And her death would have prevented a great many more,’ she says without remorse, ‘as I am sure you are aware now.’

      She smiles, eyeing me and waiting for a reaction.

      ‘Much has changed since I departed, but much remains the same,’ Elizabeth says. ‘You will fail the Hunter brothers, just like you failed their…’

      I move to grab her, my anger overwhelming me and taking control. She is too quick, evading my grasp, and with one swift move, draws a concealed blade and holds it to my throat. She hides it well, the blade unseen by the members of the UN Security Council behind us.

      ‘I remember our time together fondly,’ she says with a smile still at her lips. ‘Let us not ruin that.’

      ‘All such memories were forgotten the moment you unleashed forces across this world you could not comprehend,’ I say. ‘And now you have taken everything away from me and the British Museum.’

      ‘That is very unkind,’ she says with smile still at her lips. ‘I was looking forward to seeing you again after so long, Charles. After all this time, I must say, I am disappointed.’

      ‘You are not the only one.’

      ‘Say hi to the Hunter boys for me, will you?’ she says. ‘I will be seeing you all again very soon. Bowen Inc., Winterbourne, as you name us, we will take everything from you. You, the British Museum… you are all history now.’

      ‘Those boys have been through enough,’ I tell her firmly.

      ‘No, not yet they haven’t. None of you have. Goodbye, Charles.’

      She turns and walks back towards the gathered security council. All I can do is stand there in her wake, alone with my anger. She is behind it all and I cannot do anything to stop her. I can only watch as she and General Walcott shake hands and celebrate their victory.

      My heart thunders in my chest and I feel light-headed. A great knot begins to twist in my stomach. How could this have happened? How could I have let this happen? After all these years, all my work, Winterbourne and that fool General Walcott have won.

      ‘Abbey,’ I whisper, activating the communication system hidden at my ear.

      ‘I’m with you, Charles. What do you need?’ she replies but I do not answer. ‘Charles? Charles, what happened?’

      ‘I… I failed,’ I struggle to say. ‘We have lost everything.’

      ‘What do we do?’

      ‘The only thing we can,’ I say, coming to my senses. ‘Instigate the burial protocol.’
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      I always knew that the Relic Hunters would cross paths with Dracula somewhere down the road. My parents brought me up on stories of myths and legends, King Arthur, Robin Hood and of course Dracula. As a boy my father lived for a few years in the Yorkshire coastal town of Whitby, famous for being the site of Dracula’s ship-wreck landing in Bram Stoker’s classic novel. We visited several times when I was young, each time seeing the town’s links to the legend as well as climbing the 199 steps to Whitby Abbey atop the cliffs.

      This was an interesting one to write for me, having the main character in the historical tale also be the main villain of the modern tale. From his first appearance in Eagle of the Empire, the idea was always for Vlad to really be Dracula. There were plenty of hints along the way, and really, who better to face the Relic Hunters than one of the greatest villains and monsters in history and fiction.

      Vlad Dracula, Son of the Dragon, was a real man. He was the ruling Prince of Wallachia, now known as a province in Romania. Vlad was very much known for his terrible brutality but also his unending devotion and sacrifice for country. His campaign against the Turkish Ottoman Empire is legendary, as are his methods. Vlad Dracula’s techniques of psychological and biological warfare were revolutionary and these methods are still used today.

      His method of execution earned him the title of Vlad the Impaler, but it was more than simply inflicting a brutal death. The eradication of the nobles, the Boyars, purged Wallachia of its sinners. The impalement and placement of the dead Boyars along the country’s borders sent a message and a warning. The same could be said of the Forest of the Dead.

      Vlad and his brother Radu were prisoners of Sultan Mehmed. The brothers were changed by this experience, Radu remaining with the Ottomans and becoming a puppet of the sultan, whereas Vlad dedicated his life to fighting them. He refused the sultan’s tribute, and thus, war was declared. The Ottoman army easily dwarfed the meagre forces Prince Vlad commanded, but his campaign of terror forced the sultan to withdraw. The tactics of night raids, poisoning the wells, burning crops and shelters, plague victims, and of course, the Forest of the Dead, did more damage to the Ottoman army then a thousand soldiers could. The Turks were so demoralised and so fearful of the demon Vlad that the sultan chose to retreat than suffer a total loss of his army.

      Vlad fought for his country using any means at his disposal and for many in modern day Romania that is how he is remembered. For the rest of the world, it is quite a different story.  Due to the brutality and infamy of Vlad the Impaler, Vlad Dracula became the inspiration for the vampire legend. Today, vampires and Dracula are some of the most famous villains and monsters known across the globe. Who better to face Adam Hunter and the British Museum? Who will they face next?
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      Book Four – wow that sure went quick! I swear it was not so long ago that I originally came up with the Relic Hunters idea!

      First of all is again a big, big thank you to all those who support the Relic Hunters series. I love the feedback, the questions, the theories and the favourite characters. You fuel my own passion to write and it is for you that this series has continued to grow.

      A big thank you to my editor Karen Sanders. Karen has truly been a joy to work with and has really improved my writing – in big and small but important ways. Karen came highly recommended to me and this was quickly proved true. I look forward to us working together again in the near future (Book Five probably!).

      Also I have to thank the network of authors that I seem to have stumbled upon over the past few years. I have made good friends with many across the globe – with many providing advice or at least humorous madness when the world is proving that little bit harsher. I would not be where I am, having written four books, without them.

      I thank you all.
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