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The sound of helicopters thundered above us, their engines screaming into the night like angry wasps. We fled the carcasses of the two Vampyrus that had been sent to hunt us. Murphy, Potter, and Luke had needed to feed; the last of Lot 13 had run out two nights ago. Isidor and I kept lookout at the mouth of the alley while the others had killed the hunters. With my eyes now being able to see through the dark, I looked away as they fed. The sound of gnawing and tearing was enough. I looked at Isidor, and he had a hand placed over his nose and mouth as he tried to block out the smell of ripe innards and intestines. 

Torchlight arced into the night sky illuminating the sheets of cold October rain that swept in all around Kendal, the small town in the north of England that we had fled to. Above the noise of the helicopter’s rotary blades, I could hear the sounds of police officers yelling frantically out into the night and the crackling of static from their walkie-talkies.

“Over here!” one of the voices shouted.

“This way!” hollered another. 

The sound of feet trampling over broken beer bottles, upturned trashcans and litter could be heard. The five of us hid in the shadows of a shop doorway and waited for the sounds of their booted feet to pass and disappear in the direction of the mutilated bodies that my friends had left behind. 

Once they had gone, Murphy whispered from within the gloom, “Go now. But keep low and in the shadows.”

“I’m sick of all this sneaking about,” Potter hissed back, and through the darkness I could see a piece of flesh caught between his fang and front tooth. 

Why did I have to see so much more now? I wondered as my stomach leapt in disgust. 

“Let’s just get out of town,” Luke said back in his usual calm tone. Taking my hand in his, he added, “Things will seem clearer once we’ve rested.”

Stepping from the shadows, we followed Murphy out into the rain, which bounced up off the road and ran down the curb, sloshing into the nearest storm drain. Across the street, there was a children’s park and beyond, a small cluster of trees that lurched back and forth in the wind. Reaching the park, Murphy motioned for us to get down. Crouching, we made ourselves as small as possible against the slide and roundabout. The swings swayed to and fro as if they were being played on by the ghosts of dead children. 

“There are cars heading this way,” Isidor said, sniffing at the air like an animal. His pierced eyebrow glinting in the light of the moon that shone through the passing clouds. 

“There are no cars coming,” Potter snapped.

“Police cars – two of them,” he said, ignoring Potter and looking over his shoulder at me. “I can smell the diesel.” 

“There’d be lights and sirens...” Potter cut in.

“Not if they were coming on silent approach,” Luke told him.

“Now why would they want to go and do a thing like that?” Murphy whispered to himself.

“So, they don’t spook us off,” Isidor whispered.

“I’m so glad that we have you here to explain this stuff to us,” Potter said, giving Isidor an unfriendly stare. 

“Leave the kid alone,” Murphy told Potter, watching as a marked police car parked on the road about twenty feet away from where we were hiding. Just as Isidor had said, the emergency lights were out. 

Peering into the darkness, I watched a police officer climb from the car, and as she pulled the collar of her coat up against the driving rain, I realised again how much I missed being a police officer. I know it sounds crazy, right? Why would I miss going out on patrol on a cold wet night? Because, each time you went out on patrol, you and your partner would never know what lay hidden around the next corner. And I liked the idea of that. 

I could see by the silver chevrons on the officer’s shoulders that she was a sergeant. The helicopters that had been circling above like a swarm of angry bees swept away, and I heard Isidor whistle a sigh of relief through his teeth. Now that they had gone, I could hear the police sergeant talking into her radio.

“I’m going to contain the area, but I don’t have enough officers to put in a cordon.”

“Alpha-Zulu-three-seven from control, we do have more officers assigned. They have an ETA of two-zero, that’s two-zero minutes,” a female voice crackled back via her radio.

The police sergeant sighed and pushed her cap to the back of her head, and I understood her frustration. I could remember in training, the nights fighting with the drunks outside the clubs and pubs in Havensfield as I waited for backup.  

Hooking her radio back onto her fluorescent coat, she leant against the police car, folding her arms over her chest, as if conditioned to the idea that she would be waiting a while for reinforcements. Then, quicker than I think she’d expected, headlights of approaching vehicles glistened off the rain streaming down the centre of the road. 

“Keep down,” Murphy warned us from beneath the darkness of the slide. 

I watched the police sergeant step away from her vehicle and shield her eyes against the glare of the oncoming lights. From my hiding place, I couldn’t see the vehicles, but I could hear them slow to a halt. Several car doors were swung open, then slammed shut. The sound of footfalls on wet tarmac came closer, until four more police officers came into view. But their uniforms were different – they looked more like military, and if it hadn’t had been for the luminous ‘POLICE’ logos on the back of their uniforms, I would have thought them to be soldiers. They stopped abruptly in front of the sergeant.

“Who are you?” she asked them. Obviously, they weren’t known to her.  

They were dressed all in black. They wore padded coveralls, which were tucked into sturdy looking boots. Their hands were covered in thick black gloves, which gripped MP5 machine guns.

“We’re the S.T.U. officers that you requested,” one of the officers said to her.

“S.T.U.?” the sergeant asked bemused.

“Special tactics unit...” he started.

“I know what S.T.U. stands for,” the Sergeant snapped, “But I never requested you!”

“You and your officers can stand down now. We’re taking control of the site from here,” he instructed her.

“Under whose authority?” she demanded to know.

“That’s on a need-to-know basis,” the officer said, while the others stood and stared at her.

“I’m gonna have to check this out with my control room,” the sergeant said, reaching for her radio. 

She hadn’t even activated the talk button when the lead police officer gripped her wrist, pulling her hand away from her radio.

“That’s a negative,” he said, his voice low but firm. “This whole area needs to be shut down. We have two mutilated bodies back there, but more importantly, we believe that Hudson is in the area.”

Hearing him say my name, I flinched back into the darkness and Luke squeezed my hand. 

“What do they want with me?” I whispered at no one in particular.

“Shh!” Murphy hissed, raising a finger to his mouth and glaring at me. 

“Hudson?” the sergeant asked, yanking her arm free of the officer’s grip. “Even if she is here, you won’t catch her. Every police force in the goddamn country has been looking for her for weeks now and no one has even come close. They say she travels with -”

“She’s close by and she’s with Murphy and his crew,” the officer said. “Now why don’t you be a good girl and book off duty and have an early night?” 

Hearing this, I glanced at Potter in the darkness and said, “He isn’t a relative of yours by any chance?” 

“Cute,” Potter whispered back without even looking at me. 

“I don’t know who the hell you think you are,” the sergeant said as she looked at the officers that stood before her, “but I want your names, ranks, and numbers -” but before she had the chance to finish, the lead police officer lunged forward and bit away a lump of flesh from her throat. 

It happened so quickly that the sergeant just stood there looking at the police officer who had just removed a large part of her neck. Then, as if she had only just noticed the stringy blood swinging from his chin, she raised one pale-looking hand to her throat, then collapsed against the hood of the police car. 

I gasped in horror at what I had just witnessed, and Potter shot forward, placing his hand over my mouth. 

“Keep it nice and cool, sweet-cheeks,” he whispered in my ear and his breath felt hot against my face. “We don’t want them to hear us now.”

“She’s okay,” Luke hushed, taking Potter’s hand away from over my mouth. 

Looking back at the police car, I watched as the officers sprang onto the hood and began to feed. With arms and legs flapping in the air as if throwing a fit, the sergeant fought desperately under those that fed on her. Jets of black blood squirted up into the night and splashed the windscreen of the car. 

Once the sergeant had stopped twitching and jerking, the officers slid backwards off the hood. Wiping their mouths with the backs of their gloves, the leader of the group said, “Hudson and the others couldn’t have gone far. Find them.”

Spreading out along the road, they made their way towards the park.
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Huddled next to my friends, I held my breath. I willed myself to stay still, not to move an inch as I heard them marching towards us in the dark. I’d known for some time that Vampyrus had managed to infiltrate themselves into positions of power in society – Rom, Philips, and Taylor had been proof of that, but nothing could have prepared me for what I’d just witnessed. The shock of seeing a group of so-called police officers kill that sergeant in such a savage way numbed me. 

My heart slammed against my chest plate, and I could hear the frantic boom-boom of its beating in my ears. I thought of Kayla and guessed that if she’d been next to me, the sound would have been deafening to her. 

As the vampire-cops came closer, I heard Isidor release the safety catch on his crossbow. My right arm was pressed against Luke, and he felt as hard as stone next to me – unmovable like a statue. I couldn’t hear a sound from Potter or Murphy, not even the sound of them breathing. Both of them sat crouched on all fours as if ready to pounce at any moment. 

The officer’s footfalls stopped, and so did my heart as the sound of rustling came from a few feet from where we hid. Torchlight suddenly lit up the ground, only inches from us. The tension was unbearable. Isidor raised his crossbow, and both Potter and Murphy arched their backs like sprinters on the start line. Luke squeezed my hand.  

The light from their torches swept by us then stopped.

“It’s just a fox,” one of them said.

“Where?” asked one of the others, not sounding so sure.

“Look! Over there!” 

There was silence for a moment. Then the doubter said, “Okay, I see it. Let’s keep moving.”

We continued to crouch in the dark and the damp, until the sound of their footfalls disappeared into the distance.

Cautiously, Murphy got to his feet and peered out from beneath the slide. Feeling secure that the immediate area was free from danger, he looked back at us and whispered, “Let’s go!”

Trusting in Murphy, we got to our feet and followed him out of the park. With our backs bent over, we followed Murphy out onto the street where the police sergeant lay lifelessly on the hood of the police car. Scraping my wet fringe from my eyes, I looked down at the face of the dead police sergeant. Her eyes were wide open and staring blankly up into the night sky. At first, I thought she was crying, but then, I realised it was raindrops splashing into her eyes and spilling down her cheeks. 

“Potter, you know what to do,” Murphy whispered, pulling open the driver’s door of the police car and peering inside. 

Wiping the rain from his face, he bent over the police sergeant sprawled across the bonnet in a black pool of blood. 

Realising what he was intending to do, I pushed him aside. “You can’t do it,” I told him, looking up into his green eyes.  

“Look, we don’t have time to start getting out the police tape, sealing off the area, and crawling around on our hands and knees looking for clues,” he said. “This isn’t one of your crime scenes...”

Scowling at him, I said, “I didn’t mean that.” Then reaching out, I took hold of the police sergeant’s wrist and checked for her pulse.

“She’s dead,” Potter said. Then grinning he added, “But not for long.”

Placing a hand on my shoulder, Luke said, “Kiera, it’s not nice, but if she isn’t destroyed then she’ll only become...you know...”

“A vampire,” Isidor finished for him, raising his crossbow and aiming at the dead officer’s heart.  

Snatching the weapon from Isidor’s hands, Potter glared at him and said, “You make me nervous every time you get this thing out, wonder-boy.”

Turning his baseball cap backwards on his head and stepping toe to toe with Potter, Isidor hissed, “Give that back and my name’s Isidor – not ‘kid’, not ‘Van Helsing’, ‘wonder-boy’ or anything else.”

Without taking his eyes from Isidor’s, Potter aimed the crossbow over his shoulder and fired a wooden stake into the dead officer’s chest. Handing Isidor the crossbow, Potter smiled and said, “It’s all yours, Rambo.” 

Before Isidor had the chance to respond, the dead officer sat bolt upright and screeched. The noise she made sounded as if she were in unbearable agony. Looking down at the stake protruding from her chest, she fumbled for it with her blood-spattered fingers. Rolling her head back, her eyes rolling wildly in their sockets, she screamed then exploded, coating the car in a shower of grey dust. This was followed by a squeaking sound as the wipers started to pass back and forth across the windscreen, clearing away her dusty remains. 

“Are you lot just gonna stand there chatting all night?” Murphy said from behind the steering wheel of the car as it rumbled into life, “Or are we going to get out of here before they come back?”

Without needing any further prompting, I raced around the front of the car. Nudging Potter out of my way, I clambered into the front seat next to Murphy.  

“Easy, tiger!” Potter hissed. “I travel up front. I’m the sarge’s navigator.”

“Not today,” I smiled back at him and slammed the door shut. He looked back at me through the window and his nostrils flared out on either side. I could tell that he was pissed at me. Good.  

“I don’t need this shit,” Potter snapped, climbing into the back of the vehicle. Glancing back over my shoulder, I could see that Luke and Potter sat on either side of Isidor, who looked squashed between their muscular frames. 

Facing front, I looked again at where the officer had disintegrated and watched as the last of her remains blew from the hood of the car. 

Murphy lurched the vehicle forward. It stalled then rumbled into life again.

“C’mon, Sarge,” Potter moaned from the back, “sun’s up soon.”

“Okay! Okay!” Murphy shouted. “This thing has got a gear stick - I’m used to an automatic!” 

“I could drive!” I said.

“No thanks,” Murphy said as he crunched the stick into gear, “I’ve seen the state of your Mini.” 

Pressing down hard on the accelerator, ramming the gear stick into first, the police car shot forward, almost into the path of an oncoming vehicle that was racing towards us. Throwing the car to the left, Murphy veered out of its way. Glancing in the wing mirror, I could see that the vehicle we had narrowly missed was another police car. With my heart in my throat, I watched as it spun around in the road and came tearing after us, its sirens and emergency lights blazing.
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Murphy snaked the car from left to right and gunned it forward at an ever-increasing speed. The car rocked and rolled and bounced up and down, throwing me up out of my seat. Potter’s arm was suddenly holding me down, while his other hand pulled the seatbelt across my chest. 

Clicking it into place, he whispered in my ear, “Hold on, tiger!”

Murphy took a quick sideways glance at me and gave a grim smile. “I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this one,” he said, as if acknowledging the look of fear on my face. 

Suddenly, we were thrust forward as the police car that gave chase rammed into the back of us. The rear end of our car skidded back and forth across the road, as Murphy desperately fought to keep it under control. 

Again, they smashed into us and the car shot forward, this time nearly sending us headlong into a ditch. 

“They can’t do this!” Isidor shouted from the back. “They’re police!”

“If you hadn’t noticed, Einstein,” Potter snapped at Isidor, “they ate one of their colleagues back there!”

Cops that eat other cops could do anything, couldn’t they? I thought to myself and however much it pained me, I knew that Potter was right – these cops weren’t normal, they just wanted to kill us. 

Murphy pressed harder on the pedal, and we raced forward, the tires screaming against the rain-soaked tarmac as he desperately tried to keep the car on the road. Staring through the windscreen, I could see a roundabout ahead and Murphy raced us towards it. At the very last minute, he eased on the brake, and with a screech of burning rubber, Murphy pulled on the wheel, and we sailed around it and headed towards a duel carriageway. 

Now that we were on a straight and wider road, Murphy pushed the accelerator all the way to the floor, and we flew forwards at a terrifying pace. Glancing at him in the gloom of the car, I could see that his bright blue eyes were fixed on the road ahead; his face was a mask of grim determination. The police officers who pursued us showed no signs of backing off. 

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, Sarge,” Luke said from the back of the car, “but we’ve got more vehicles approaching from behind.”

Snapping around in my seat, I could see that Luke, Potter, and Isidor were all twisting their necks to see out of the back window. 

“That’s not our only problem!” Murphy shouted back at him. 

Swiveling in my seat, I stared straight ahead at the helicopter, which was now hovering just ahead of us, its powerful searchlight sweeping back and forth across the road.

“Oh, you’re kidding me!” I cried in disbelief.

“That’s it! We ain’t ever gonna get away now!” Isidor groaned.

“Why not” Murphy snapped over his shoulder at him.

“Haven’t you ever watched ‘Cops’ on the T.V.?” Isidor shouted over the roar of the sirens screaming behind us. 

“Cops?” Murphy said sounding bemused, as he threw the car to the right and tried to block the police car that was now trying to pull up alongside of us. 

“What you blabbing on about kid?” Potter cut in. “We don’t need to watch no cop shows – we are cops!” 

“You could have fooled me,” Isidor shouted, then added as if to make his point, “Those helicopters have infrared thermal imaging cameras... and lots of other Gucci-shit! You can’t ever get away from ‘em!” 

“He’s right, you know! We can’t outrun those helicopters!” I said.

With that grim smile, Murphy glanced at me again and said, “We’ll see!”

From behind me, I heard Potter spray laughter as if he were sharing a private joke that only he knew the punch line to. 

“You’re actually enjoying this?” I gasped, looking back at him.

Staring at me from the darkness, Potter winked and said, “I thought you craved excitement, sweet-cheeks?”

“Knock it off, will-ya,” Luke barked and elbowed Potter in the ribs.  

Ignoring Potter, I faced front as Murphy threw the car to the right and smashed into the side of one of the police cars that had managed to draw level with us. Both cars rebounded off each other and veered apart. The police car then came back at us and crashed into the driver’s side, throwing Murphy violently towards me. I looked at him as he frantically tried to keep our vehicle traveling in a straight line. 

Staring into the police car that had pulled alongside us, I could see two officers seated in the front. They were dressed identically and were the ones we had hidden from in the park. Both were dressed in black. Their faces were sickly white and drawn-looking. 

The one sitting in the passenger seat turned his head slowly and looked at me. Then winding down the car window, he thrust his arm out and began to fire wildly with the gun he was holding in his gloved fist.

In an instant, Murphy’s window exploded inwards, and he ducked to avoid the shot. 

Taking hold of his crossbow, Isidor roared, “They can’t do this! They’re cops!” 

“But not like the ones you’ve seen on T.V., right?” Potter quipped as he began to slide out of his long dark coat. 

“They’re not normal cops, Isidor,” Luke shouted back at him, as he too loosened his jacket. “These are like the ones who killed that police officer back there.”

The cold night air that swept in through the smashed window blew my hair about my face and I shouted, “I think you’re right.”

“What do ya mean?” Isidor shrieked.

Before I’d had the chance to answer him, Murphy swung our vehicle back towards the police car. Once he’d drawn level with it, Murphy shot his arm through the window at lightning speed and drove the tiny silver crucifix that he carried with him into the face of the cop that had been firing at us. 

Immediately, the police officer began to screech as if in agonizing pain. I looked at his face and it was as white as snow and covered in thick blue veins. The officer clutched at the air as if drowning as a row of razor-sharp fangs broke through his red gums. But then his face began to perish. It looked as if it had been sculpted from sand which was now being sucked inwards through its mouth, leaving a huge, gaping hole in the centre of its face. But what freaked me out more than his crumbling face, was how his blood-red eyes stared at me. The vampire-cop threw its gloved hands to its face and began to wail.

My whole body went cold, and I prayed that I’d never have to hear that awful cry again. I watched with fear and revulsion as the vampire-cop started to thrash its arms about and jerk with violent and sudden convulsions in the front of the speeding police car. 

“Help me!” the cop screeched, as it turned and blindly began to flay its arms at the cop driving their car. 

Peering past Murphy, I watched as the driver fought madly to maintain control of their speeding vehicle. Losing it, the police car darted away from ours. Looking back over my shoulder, I saw it collide into the crash barrier, where it flipped into the air and spun away like a toy car being thrown from a ‘Scaletrix’ track. It landed on its roof and spun into the path of an approaching police car. This vehicle smashed into the overturned car, sending it careering forward in a shower of sparks and causing them both to ignite into a seething ball of fire. The force of the explosion sent our car flying forward and the helicopter into a violent spin overhead.

“I bet they haven’t shown anything like that on T.V.,” Potter yelled at Isidor, and I could tell by the sound of his voice that he was pumped-up, as if enjoying every moment of what was unfolding around us. 

Then, Luke roared, “Sarge! Beside you!” 

Instinctively, we all glanced to our right to see the third police car racing along beside us. The window had been lowered and the cop in the passenger seat was leaning out and firing shots wildly at our car. Bullets thudded into the side of our vehicle and whizzed about our heads. 

Ramming our car into theirs, Murphy desperately fought to knock it off course and into the crash barriers.

“Where’s your crossbow, kid?’’ Potter hollered at Isidor.

“It’s here,” Isidor said, holding it up. 

“Don’t just sit there looking at it - fire!” Potter roared as the cops let off another round of shots. Without further hesitation, Isidor began to spray the pursuing police vehicle with stakes. 

“Do you have another one?” Luke yelled at him.

“Another what?” Isidor shouted, not taking his eyes from his target. 

“Oh, for crying-out-loud,” Potter shouted. “Another crossbow!” 

“No, of course not!” Isidor hollered over the sound of screeching tires, sirens, and humming rotary blades from above. Then, glancing quickly at Potter, Isidor flashed a fake smile and said, “Who do you think I am, Buffy-the-bleeding-vampire-slayer!” 

Cutting over them, Murphy shouted, “Look, I’m not going to be able to hold them off forever – somebody help me out here!” 

Removing his coat, Potter raised his right arm above his head. Where he once had fingers, he now had a set of claws. Groaning, he rolled his head back as if in pain. Then snapping his head forward, he rolled back his lips, and I could see that his mouth was now full of gleaming fangs. Reaching up and flexing his claws, Potter began to rip a hole in the roof of our car. His nails sliced though the metal as easily as a can opener cutting open a tin of food. Once he had made a hole big enough, he climbed through it and disappeared onto the roof of our car. 

I heard him stomping around above, and then watched as he slid down the windshield and onto the bonnet. I could see that he had now lost his shirt, and his wings hung from his back. They still looked worn and tattered in places from the damage caused by the vampires who attacked us at Hallowed Manor some weeks ago.  Seeing Potter balancing on the hood of the car, the vampire-cops released a volley of fire at him. As the bullets screamed over his head, Isidor released a burst of bolts at the police car to draw away their fire. I then heard a deafening thud as Potter thrust his right claw into the hood of our car, and in one swift movement tore it free. Propped against the windscreen, Potter held the hood in the air, using it as a makeshift shield.

“Move out of the goddamn way!” Murphy roared, as he strained to see past him, throwing the car left and right to avoid the police car that continued to ram us from the side. The helicopter hovered restlessly back and forth ahead of us; its searchlight trained on our every move. 

From behind me, I heard movement. Spinning round, I just caught a glimpse of Luke’s feet disappearing through the hole in the roof. Peering up and through the windscreen, I watched Luke bound through the sky and land on the roof of the police car that raced along beside us. Tearing his shirt, Luke’s wings sprung out of his back like a jack-in-the-box and flapped on either side of him. Like Potter, Luke’s wings were not fully healed nor were the scars that ran down his chest and back. Leaning over the front of the car, Luke smashed one claw-like fist through the windscreen, and in a flash of movement had reached in and yanked out one of the vampire-cops. 

Thrusting his head forward, Luke buried his teeth into the face and neck of the cop, who began to convulse. The vampire-cop began to thrash about uncontrollably, as he tried to claw at Luke who was savagely eating away at him. Within moments, the cop began to fall away, like sand slipping through Luke’s claws. Then, as if still hungry, Luke licked his lips and turned to face the driver. He smothered him behind the wheel, as he began to eat. The car roared away, hurtling into the crash barrier, where it crumpled like a piece of soggy tissue. 

“Luke,” I yelled, throwing my hands to my face. But through my fingers, I watched him soar from the wreckage moments before it became engulfed in flames. 

“He’s okay!” Isidor yelled. “He got out!” 

Slamming his foot on the accelerator, Murphy sped the car forward.

“We’re all clear behind,” Isidor said, poking his head between the two front seats.

With his face a mask of concentration, Murphy tried to see around Potter and the light from the helicopter that dazzled him from above.

“What about that helicopter?” Isidor yelled. “We can’t outrun that!”

As if reading Isidor’s mind, the air observer in the helicopter released a volley of bullets at us. They skimmed off the surface of the road and thudded into the hood of the car, which Potter was still holding up like a large shield. Crouched behind it on the engine of the car, he glanced back at us. His eyes glowed green like a set of cat’s eyes. Showing no emotion at all, Potter stood on the hood as we continued to dash up the carriageway. His wings rippled all around him against the rush of air. He continued to hold the bonnet out in front of him, protecting us and him from the gunfire coming from the helicopter above. Then, Potter staggered momentarily, as another tirade of bullets thudded into his makeshift shield. I gasped, fearing he was going to lose his footing and fall beneath the wheels of the car. Potter righted himself; then without warning, he flung the car bonnet into the air towards the helicopter. It spun around and around as it sliced through the night like a giant discus traveling faster than any human could have thrown it. 

The twisted and damaged sheet of metal ripped into the cockpit and tore it open. The helicopter immediately began to tailspin out of control, its rotating blades whining as it plummeted towards the road ahead of us. The tail end of the helicopter clattered into the hard surface of the carriageway, sending up a shower of sparks into the night sky. The helicopter bounced back into the air and started to cartwheel towards us. 

It tumbled through the night like a stunned dragonfly, as Potter hurriedly clambered back across the roof of the car and dropped back through the hole he had made. As he landed on the backseat, the helicopter roared overhead in a ball of flames, its rotary blades tearing at the top of the car. The sky lit up with an orange explosion of light as it ripped apart in the centre of the road behind us.

Then poking his head through the hole in the roof of the car, Luke said, “Room for one more?” and climbed inside. 

Murphy veered the car off the dual carriageway and weaved a path along a series of dark and narrow country roads. Occasionally, I looked back and could see a tower of grey smoke corkscrewing its way into the night sky from the helicopter that lay burning back on the carriageway. As I glanced back over my shoulder, I saw Potter looking out of the car window and into the night, his face stern – as if troubled in some way. He caught me staring at him, but he just met my curious gaze with his green eyes, then looked away.
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As we raced away from the town, smoke started to billow from beneath the hood of the police car and spiral up into the night. The car rattled, began to slow, then stalled.

“The engine’s fried,” Murphy said, steering the battered, bullet-ridden car off the road and into a nearby field. 

“We’ll go on foot from here,” Murphy told us, pulling the collar of his coat about his throat to protect himself from the driving rain. 

I stood next to Isidor and watched Luke and Potter conceal their wings beneath their coats and hide their naked chests. Their shirts lay in tatters back on the carriageway. With rain streaming down our faces, Isidor slung his crossbow over his back, and pulling his baseball cap low over his brow, he said, “I don’t know why we can’t just fly...what’s with all the walking?”

Wiping rain from his face, Murphy looked at him and said, “Listen kid, you fly off from here and you’ll be telling every goddamn Vampyrus that’s tracking us where we are. You might as well send up a couple of flares and scream at the top of your voice ‘Here we are!’ Besides, my boys still haven’t recovered from what happened at Hallowed Manor. Their wings -”

“My wings are just fine,’ Isidor cut over him. “I don’t see why Luke and the wise-guy over there should hold me back from finding Kayla – my mother’s life depends on it.”

“And what are you going to do even if you find Kayla, huh?” Murphy asked, his eyes narrowing. “Do you really think I’m going to let you use her as some kind of bargaining tool so you can get your mother back? What’s the plan? How are you intending to trade Kayla for your mother?’

“I don’t know,” Isidor said.

“You don’t know much,” Murphy muttered.

“But my mother...” Isidor started.

“Is probably already dead,” Potter cut in. 

I saw Isidor clench his fists as if to punch Potter, but instead, he said through gritted teeth, “I don’t need this shit. I’m outta here.”

“Listen, boy-wonder,” Potter continued, and I noticed rivulets of rain pouring down his face and chest where his coat hung open. “Nothing would make me happier than to see you fly away from here and never come back, but like the sarge says, you start beating those pretty wings of yours and -”

“And what?” Isidor said, not backing down. 

“What my friends are trying to say, Isidor,” Luke said, coming forward in an attempt to calm the situation, “is that those Vampyrus sent to hunt us have been chosen for a reason. They use echolocation to track us.”

“Echo-what?” Isidor smirked. 

“Echolocation is similar to sonar,” Luke explained, his voice, unlike Potter’s, was calm and full of patience. “Every time you beat your wings they create a vibration – an echo – and it’s these vibrations that the hunters will use to locate us.”

“That’s such bull-crap,” Isidor said, stroking the short beard that protruded from his chin. “If that were the case – they’d be hunting every sparrow and crow...”

“It’s not the same,” Luke explained. “Our wings are far bigger than that of any other flying animal, and they give off massive vibrations far bigger than any other bird.”

“Give it up, Luke,” Potter said from the corner of his mouth as he tried to light a cigarette in the rain. “You’re wasting your breath.”

Placing my hand on Isidor’s arm, I looked at him and said, “Listen to what Luke says. You can trust him, Isidor. I know you want to save Kayla...we all do.”

“But it’s more than that,” Isidor said staring at me from beneath the brim of his cap. “They have my mother.”

“They have my mum, too,” I told him and gently squeezed his arm, “but if we are to save any of the people we love, we have to make sure that we don’t get captured ourselves or we won’t be any use to anyone.”

“When you’ve finished, Doctor Phil,” Potter said looking at me, “perhaps we can get going?” Then, throwing a soggy-looking cigarette to the ground, he walked away. 

“Are you coming?” I asked Isidor and with a faint smile, I tugged at his arm. 

Without saying a word, Isidor turned and started off in the direction that Potter had taken. Glancing at me from the darkness, Murphy winked at me and then walked away. Taking me by the arm, Luke whispered, “Thanks.”

“What for?” I asked him.

“For being you,” he smiled, and we made our way after the others. 

All of us walked in silence for a time, not a word was spoken between us. It had stopped raining, but the fields were boggy and uneven, and it made our progress slow. Our feet made squelching sounds as we made our way from the abandoned car across the fields. During the weeks since leaving Hallowed Manor, Murphy had led us across country, avoiding all major towns and roads. Most of our journey had been made during the night on foot, sleeping the days away in cheap motels. Once or twice, Potter had managed to haggle the price down on second-hand cars and we had made part of our journey in those. They were the better days, as often I could snuggle-up on the back seat and sleep against Luke. Murphy had led us to the northwest of the country, and we now found ourselves in Cumbria, where we had spent the last two days crossing the rugged terrain of the Lake District. The scenery at times was breathtaking as we reached a high summit and looked out across the lakes and the streams that threaded their way through the hills like silver strips of silk. Murphy had made much of the journey in silence. Since discovering the bodies of his two daughters and those other children in the attic at the manor, Murphy had seemed different – distant. He hardly spoke to any of us and when he did, it was usually a command or a brief summary of where we were headed next. Even though we followed him, he never once said where he was leading us, and none of us asked. When we did have the luxury of a car, he did most of the driving. For hours he would go without sleep, and often I would wake while the others slept crammed in the car around me. Sometimes I would steal a quick glance at him. He looked drawn and tired in the gloom of the car, his face severe-looking as if it had been carved from alabaster. But despite his wan complexion, his eyes shone the fiercest of blues, like nuggets of ice, as if his soul had frozen over with rage. I couldn’t even begin to understand his suffering. How would any father come to terms with the murder of his children? On those lonely nights, when the others were huddled asleep on the back seat, I often felt like talking to him, but I couldn’t think of one thing to say. So, I would close my eyes and pretend that I, too was asleep and leave him to his thoughts and pain. 

Often in those quiet moments, I would think of my mum and wonder where she was. Since meeting Kayla and Isidor, I understood that I wasn’t the only one who had one of my parents taken. Like I’d often thought about confiding in Murphy, I thought many times about talking to Isidor about our missing parents, but like with Murphy, I just couldn’t find the right words to say. Maybe I couldn’t find the right words because I didn’t truly understand what was happening myself. I would often watch Isidor, and despite his cocksure demeanor, the tattoos that covered his neck like black flames, the eyebrow piercing and trendy little beard, I knew much of it was bravado. But if I were to be honest with myself, I hated that part of me, too. It was more than just hatred – I was scared of what I might yet become. Out of all of us, Isidor, Kayla, and I had much in common, and as far as I knew, there were only the three of us. I wished that I’d had a chance to speak with Kayla about it – maybe I could’ve helped – maybe we could’ve helped each other come to terms with the fact that we were both half-breeds. I had so much I wanted to talk to her about, I had so much to tell her, but the hardest thing I would have to explain to her was that her mum wasn’t coming back – that her mum was dead – murdered by my ‘friend,’ Sparky. 

By the time the first shards of daylight filtered through the rain-swollen clouds, I was almost numb with cold. My hair and clothes were still wet from the heavy rainfall, and they clung to me like a heavy layer of skin. It seemed that we had trekked for miles through the night. Murphy had always impressed on us the importance of finding shelter by daylight, as since being banished from The Hollows, their skin had become hypersensitive to daylight.

Just as the night began to turn grey, I could sense Murphy, Potter and Luke’s fear that we wouldn’t find a place to hide and get some much-needed sleep and shelter from the sun. But as Potter began to light one cigarette after another, and Luke started to claw at the scars that marred his face, we came across an empty battered barn on the outskirts of a farm. The barn itself looked disused and housed a broken-down tractor, and to my delight, masses of dry hay to rest on. From the doorway of the barn, I could see the farmhouse someway off in the distance. The warm glow of lights seeped from the windows and smoke tumbled up out of the chimney. I imagined sitting by the warmth of that fire, curled in a large comfortable chair and falling into a deep, refreshing sleep. Not only was I tired and cold, but also incredibly hungry. I couldn’t remember the last time that I had eaten anything, and I wondered how many days Luke, Potter, and Murphy would last without blood before they started craving for it. 

Murphy beckoned us into the barn and closed the door behind us. We sneaked to the back where Luke and I lay on the large piles of hay next to each other. Isidor sat against the barn wall. He pulled the baseball cap down over his eyes and cradled the crossbow in his lap. Murphy sat by the barn door as if on guard and Potter sat beside him. 

“How are you doing?” Luke whispered in my ear. 

“Tired,” I said, resting my head against his chest. 

“Try and get some sleep,” he hushed and gently stroked my damp hair. 

Listening to the soft beat of his heart, I looked across the barn at Isidor who was already asleep. His knees were drawn up, and his hands laced together with his head resting against them like a pillow. Then I heard the gentle sound of Luke’s breathing, and I knew that he had fallen asleep. Trying not to disturb him, I rolled onto my back and stared up at the large wooden planks that formed the underside of the barn roof. I wondered where Kayla was, and I hoped that she was safe. Where had Phillips taken her? What had he done with her? Then I turned my thoughts to Sparky, and it still hurt me to think of how he had betrayed me – betrayed all of us. How hadn’t I seen it coming? I was meant to be able to see things, right? But I was glad of one thing, over the last week or two, my eye had stopped bleeding. I still got the visions – if that’s what they were, but no blood and I was grateful for that. When the visions did come, they seemed more controlled. They still came suddenly and when I least expected it – but somehow, I seemed to be able to have power over them. When they came, it was like I was looking through the lens of a camera, which I could pan, tilt, and turn three hundred and sixty degrees. I was able to focus the images too – almost as if I could zoom that lens in and out. 

The nightmares came too, but they were less frequent now –all of them portrayed twisted glimpses of an apocalyptic future where Vampyrus had overtaken the cities of the world. I still didn’t know if these nightmares or visions were snapshots of horrors yet to come or just my fears and anxieties manifesting themselves inside of me. And it was with these thoughts charging around the corridors of my mind that I fell asleep.
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The crying at first was faint. A gentle sobbing that dripped into my unconsciousness like a tap that hadn’t been turned off probably. I moved through the darkness, one careful step in front of the other. The walls of the corridor were covered in pale green wallpaper that hung in long, tattered strips. It was spattered with dark patches of mildew. My trainers made a whispering sound as I passed along the corridor. Although I was in complete darkness, I didn’t need the aid of a torch or lantern to see my way – I could see perfectly in the dark now. 

Moving forward, I followed that sound – the one that sounded as if someone was being hurt. With my heart racing like a trip hammer in my chest, my breath came out of my mouth in short shallow bursts.

“Hello?” I called out, my voice echoing back at me from down the corridor. “Is anyone there?” 

“Help me!” a voice came back, but it sounded as if it came from behind me. Spinning round, I saw just the briefest glimpse of something large move in the darkness behind me. 

“Who’s there?” I called out.

Whoever it had been didn’t make a sound. Wringing my hands together, I retraced my steps and headed back down the corridor towards whatever had been lurking in the dark.

Then the sobbing started again, but this time it was more than sobbing, it was yelps of pain that I could hear. 

“Help me!” the voice came again, but this time it sounded cracked and broken – raw as if the person calling out were in agony. 

“Where are you?” I cried out, my voice sounding shrill from the fear that was creeping into it. “I can’t help you unless I know where you are!”

“This way,” the voice called back, and again it had switched direction and was now coming from behind me again. 

Turning, I caught sight of that large shape again – but for just a moment longer this time. It was huge and bristled with hair. Then it was gone again, almost slinking into the darkness. 

With my legs feeling like lumps of lead, I headed towards it, my heart now feeling as if it might just explode inside my chest. 

“Hurry!” the pained voice called out, echoing all around me.

Quickening my step, I headed back down the corridor, now feeling disorientated. 

“Please!” the voice came again, but in the confines of the corridor, it was distorted, and I couldn’t tell if the voice were male or female. 

Heading towards it through the dark, the strips of wallpaper almost seemed to clutch at me, like clawing hands. Starting to run, I raced down the corridor, my hands stretched out in front of me. Ahead of me in the blackness, I could see a door. It looked old and warped in its frame. 

“Help me!” the voice came again. 

Reaching the door, I pushed against it with my shoulder, and it swung open on a set of rusty hinges. Flying into the room, and nearly losing my balance, the voice called out again.

“Help me!” 

Scanning the darkness, I could see a bed in the far corner of the room, and there was someone lying in it. 

“Quickly!” the voice came again.

Heading towards the bed, I could clearly make out the shape of...
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...I woke to the sound of Murphy’s voice and the smell of pipe smoke. He was whispering. I then heard Potter speaking back to him. Then Murphy continued, “The situation is far worse than I first thought.”

I kept my eyes closed, and lying perfectly still next to Luke, who still slept, I listened to their conversation.

“How do you mean?” Potter asked in a hushed voice.

“Those police officers that were chasing us...some of them are obviously Vampyrus,” Murphy said, his voice tinged with fear.

“We’ve always known that our race has infiltrated positions of authority within human society,” Potter said emotionlessly. “After all, we’ve been masquerading as cops for years.’”

“I know that,” Murphy almost seemed to snap at him. “But we were trying to live honest lives above ground – we weren’t eating one another.” 

“But what about Rom and Phillips?” Potter said. “They did their fair share of killing.”

“That’s just my point. I thought that it was just them who had wormed their way into the police force, intent on using the power that the job gave,” Murphy sighed. “But it appears that many more Vampyrus have imbedded themselves into positions where they will be able to pave the way for...”

“But who is he?” Potter asked.

“That’s the million dollar question, Potter,” Murphy said. “If we knew the answer to that, then we wouldn’t be banished from The Hollows, chased across the length of the country, and hiding out in this godforsaken barn.” 

“But we don’t even get close,” Potter whispered. “The agents he sends after us are agents of agents. It’s like the one that we need to find is invisible.”

“But whoever he maybe,” Murphy said, “I fear that his plans are far more advanced than we originally thought.”

“Because of those cops?” Potter asked.

“Not just because of that. He always seems to be several steps ahead of us,” I heard Murphy say. “He manages to maneuver his agents into position...Phillips, Rom, Mrs. Payne, this friend of Kiera’s – Sparky, to name just a few. It’s almost as if he has...” Murphy tailed off.

“Has what?” 

“The answer is too troubling to think of,” Murphy whispered.

They sat in silence for a moment, I kept myself as still as possible, so they didn’t suspect that I was listening to their conversation. After a few moments, I heard Potter ask, “Sarge, where are you leading us to?” 

“There is a saying that my father used to tell me when I was a boy,” Murphy said. “If you want to know where a man is going you stay behind him. But if you know where he is going you need to get ahead of him.” 

“And?” Potter said.

“This invisible man, whoever he may be, is not the only one who can maneuver people into place,” Murphy whispered.

“What’s that s’pose to mean?” Potter asked, sounding intrigued.  

“I have a friend...someone who, let’s say owes me a favour,” Murphy said.

“And what’s this favour?”

“Let’s just say that I know where Kayla is,” Murphy said.

Hearing this, my ears pricked-up and my whole body stiffened. 

“Where is she?” Potter asked.

“You don’t need to know...not yet,” Murphy told him.

“Why won’t you tell me?” Potter hissed, sounding confused. “You can trust me.”

There was a pause, then Murphy said, “I’m sorry Potter, I no longer know who I can trust.”

“After everything we’ve been through,” Potter almost seemed to gasp. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing!” 

“Keep your voice down!” Murphy barked. “I’m not saying I don’t trust you...it’s...”

“It sounds exactly like you don’t trust me,’ Potter said, and I could hear him stand up. “I’ve always had your back, Jim – I’ve always done everything that you’ve asked me without question and now you say that you can’t tell me where Kayla’s at.”

“I’m sure that’s what Kiera thought about her so-called-friends...Phillips...Sparky and -”

But before he had a chance to finish the list of those who had betrayed me, Potter said, “I’m nothing like those people...I am your friend.”

Then, I heard the barn door swing open and then close as Potter stormed away. Lying perfectly still, I thought of those I had put my trust in...my friend and colleagues, Phillips and Sparky. But Murphy was going to add another name to that list before he had been cut short by Potter. I wondered who else it was that had betrayed me.

Suddenly, Isidor shot bolt upright and screamed. I opened my eyes to see him sitting, clutching his crossbow to his chest and panting wildly. Sweat was streaming from his brow and his eyes were wide like saucers. Murphy darted across the barn and was on him in an instant. He threw one arm around his shoulder and covered his mouth with his free hand. 

“Shhh...we can’t afford to let anyone hear you,” Murphy hushed.

Isidor looked nervously about, as if he were totally unsure of his whereabouts. Slipping out from beneath Luke’s arms, I got up, crossed the barn, and crouched down in front of Isidor.

“What’s going on?” Luke said, looking up from the hay, bleary-eyed. 

“Shhh, Luke,” Murphy told him.

“Isidor, it’s me, Kiera,” I told him, taking one of his hands in mine. 

His eyes met mine and I could see the fear in them.

“Calm down. It’s okay...we’re safe,” I tried to reassure him.

His breathing began to slow, and his body began to loosen. Seeing this, Murphy removed his hand which was still covering Isidor’s mouth.

“I was having a nightmare...it was horrible...” he gasped, pulling his hand free of mine.

“It’s okay...you’re safe...it was only a bad dream,” I reassured him.

“No, you don’t understand...it wasn’t me in danger...it was Kayla...”

“Kayla?” I whispered. “What do you mean?”

“She’s being kept in a darkened room at the end of a long corridor. She’s in a bed and calling out for us to help her,” he said, looking wide-eyed between Murphy and me.

Looking back at him, I said, “I think I just had that same nightmare.”

“So, you know it’s a trap then?” he asked, still sounding breathless. 

“What do you mean, kid?” Murphy said.

“Someone has already told them that we are coming,” Isidor gasped. 

Hearing this, Murphy looked at us and said, “Get your stuff together, we’re moving out.”
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While we had slept the day away, more rain had fallen, and we sunk into the mud outside the barn. The night sky was now clear of clouds and was shot with a speckling of stars. The moon sat high, looking bright and perfectly round against the night. Potter was lent against a nearby tree, a cigarette winking on and off in the dark as he sucked on the end of it. He looked alone, and a part of me felt sad for him. A part of me wanted to go to him. I hated those feelings. Looking away, I glanced at Luke who had been watching me. I smiled at him, and he winked back. 

“This way,” Murphy said, setting off across the fields, a trail of blue smoke wafting from his pipe. 

I stole one more quick glance back over my shoulder at Potter, who had stepped away from the tree and was now following us. His hands thrust into his coat pocket and his face looking grim.

Just like a sulky schoolboy, I thought. Smiling to myself, I began to follow Murphy.

“Hang on!” Luke called out. “I want to check out that farmhouse first.”

“Why?” Murphy asked. “It is not essential to our -”

“I’m starving!” Luke half-smiled.

“Me too,” Isidor said.

Looking them up and down, Murphy said, “Okay, but we’d better be quick. I want to keep moving,” he didn’t sound angry, but impatient. Turning, we followed him in single-file across the field towards the farmhouse. 

We crept around the side of the building and ducked along the outside of the back wall. We came to a door and Isidor pointed to a set of footprints in the mud, which headed away across the fields.

“These tracks are fresh. Whoever lives here has gone for the time being,” he said.

“Not another one,” Potter groaned.

“Another what?” Isidor asked, looking at him through the gloom at the rear of the farmhouse. 

Then glancing at me, Potter said, “We’ve already got one Nancy Drew on the team – we don’t need another.” 

Ignoring him, I said to the others, “Wait here while I go check out the front of the house.” Before anyone of them could say anything, I was gone.

Peering around the side wall of the house, I could see a small front garden and a path that ran from the front door to a muddy driveway. Slipping from my hiding place, I edged along the front of the house. Peering in through the front window, I could see the house was in darkness. Turning away, I passed a trash can and two rubbish sacks. There was a small car parked outside a small wooden shack. After peering into the car, I turned away and made my way back to the others who were hiding at the rear of the farmhouse. Reaching my friends, Murphy cocked an eyebrow and said, “So? Is the coast clear?”

“For the time being,” I told him.

“What’s that s’pose to mean?” Potter said.

“Shhh,” Luke hushed him. “Let Kiera speak.”

“Three people live here,” I started. “One man and one woman – married – Mr. and Mrs. Kenner. They have a daughter. She’s a toddler – no more than three-years-old. They own two cars. The one out front and another – some kind of four-by-four – a Range Rover, I think. They left in that vehicle about an hour ago. The husband has taken his wife and daughter somewhere – to stay with relatives in all probability. The mother and child will stay – but he will be back and not before too long.”

Clapping his hands slowly together and smirking at me, Potter said, “Very good Miss Marple...is that it?”

Staring back at him hard, I said, “Before they left, the family sat down to a meal which consisted of roast chicken and corn on the cob. Mrs. Kenner uses L’Oreal shampoo and likes to listen to Beyonce. Mr. Kenner reads The Times and has recently started to dye the flecks of grey in his hair...”

“Okay, Kiera, I think you’ve made your point,” Murphy said. “Are you definitely sure about what you’re telling -”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Potter said as he shoulder-barged the back door open and stepped inside. Glancing around to make sure we weren’t being watched, we followed him.

“If nothing else, Kiera’s right about that roast chicken,” Isidor said, sniffing the air.

“Potter, have a look around. See if there is anyone home,” Murphy told him. 

“I’ve already told you...” I started, looking at Murphy.

“Don’t take it personally,” Murphy said, “I just want to make sure.”

“Like he said, Kiera,” Potter smirked, “don’t take it personally, the guy’s just having some trust issues.” But before Murphy could say anything back, Potter had disappeared on his search of the farmhouse.

We were in a kitchen with a cooker, fridge, and a wooden table and chairs. I could see a half-eaten plate of food and a knife and fork. To my delight, I saw a cooked chicken and smiled to myself. It had been half-eaten and had slices of meat cut from it. It smelt wonderful. My stomach began to rumble, and my mouth watered at the sight of it. 

Without any hesitation, Luke shot his arm out and tore off one of its fleshy legs. He raised it to his mouth and began to devour it like a ravenous wolf.

“Do you think you should be eating that” I asked him. 

Luke made no reply, his mouth was full of chicken, and he had a look of ecstasy splashed across his face. Seeing this, I reached out and ripped the other leg free and rammed it into my mouth. It was still warm, and its taste was wonderful. Then Murphy was pulling at it and stuffing chunks of meat into his mouth. The three of us stood there, the meat’s juices running from our chins, as we chomped our way through the chicken. Isidor looked at us, then realising that within moments the chicken would be gone, he started to eat, too.

Potter reappeared in the kitchen doorway and said, “Like she said, the house is empty - you selfish pigs! What about me!” Then elbowing us out of the way, he snatched up what was left of the meatless carcass and began to groan.

“I can’t believe it – you’ve eaten it all!” he said.

Ignoring him, I licked my fingers clean and went to the fridge. Inside I found a bottle of ice cold milk. The chicken had made me thirsty, so I gulped down as much as I could.

Luke appeared beside me and said, “It didn’t take you long to get the hang of this stealing lark, did it?” 

“I’m not proud of it,” I said, but my hunger kept my normal feelings of guilt at bay. I handed him the bottle and he raised it to his lips. I watched his Adams apple bob up and down as he gulped from the bottle. When his thirst was quenched, he put the bottle down and I wiped a white, milky moustache from his top lip with my finger. He then passed the bottle to Isidor. 
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