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  PROLOGUE


  “This city is dead. Stop jumping at shadows.”


  “It’s not dead,” came the return mumble. “I hear things at night; whispers, hissing.”


  Ruins of jagged stone surrounded the two soldiers as they made their rounds. Once grand streets overflowed with dark foliage and twisted vines that had reclaimed their territory. Narrow alleys buried in perpetual shadow led to dim warrens and long abandoned courtyards. Debris that littered the ground included long discarded garbage, crumbled walls, and piles of bones covered in ash.


  “There are no more monsters here in London,” the sergeant insisted sternly in Arabic. “They’re all gone. We’re here now to see that it stays safe. What you’re hearing is just the remains of the vampires’ human herds. They’ve taken refuge in what’s left of these old buildings.”


  The second trooper held up a lantern to ward off the shadows that appeared to creep closer. The trembling lantern barely illuminated five feet in front of them as they walked the darkened path. Both men clutched pistols.


  The sergeant kicked a skull that hosted sharp canine teeth. “I was at Grenoble. I saw with my own eyes vampires turning to dust before the might of our empress. And she did worse here. None of those monsters can set foot on these consecrated lands.”


  A low moan sounded from ahead and the lantern’s light caught a pale white shape. The young private gasped and his pistol swung toward the ghostly figure as it shuffled out of sight. “Was that one of them—the herds?”


  “Probably. Let’s make sure. The damn fool wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothes. It will die of the cold for sure on a night like this.”


  “Why bother? If it’s stupid enough to stand out here, maybe it isn’t worth saving.”


  “It’s been a slave its entire life. It doesn’t know any better. But it’s still human. Sort of.”


  The two soldiers weaved toward the spot where they had seen the figure. Thin footprints in the light snow led them further down an alley. Amidst the rubble stood a building. The door was nothing more than a plank of wood, but that had been shoved to the side. Shining their lanterns into the dark structure, they called out in English, “We are Equatorian soldiers. We’ve come to check on you.”


  Low whimpers answered, along with some shuffling sounds. The lantern light penetrated a corner where dirty blank faces stared back. Five pitiful human forms huddled together, their bony arms clutching one another. Rationed blankets lay crumpled at their feet.


  “Bah. They are even too stupid to know what a blanket is for,” muttered the nervous young trooper.


  The sergeant stopped his companion’s grumble with a hard hand on his shoulder. There was another noise coming from the dark. A high-pitched keening and then grunts like an animal foraging.


  Trying to keep his hand steady, the private swung his light. The yellow beam illuminated a lone woman standing with head bowed. She was nude, swaying on her feet. She was young, maybe twenty. Strands of unkempt blond hair lay in a tangled curtain about her face. This was the pale figure that had led them to this place.


  “Here now,” the young man spoke, his tone suddenly softer, feeling ashamed for his prior scorn. “You’re safe.”


  It was then he realized that the grunting wasn’t coming from her. The shifting light caught the sudden reflected glow of an animal’s eyes just behind her.


  “Something’s in here with them,” he shouted.


  A clawed hand stroked the naked woman’s hair, almost affectionately. The creature smiled a rictus grin, sharp canines flashing, and licked her bare throat. The woman moaned and bowed low.


  The sergeant’s lantern struck the same corner just as three new figures rose from the floor. Long arms dangled from thin pale bodies. They quivered and twitched, their muscles caught in some sort of palsied excitement. At their feet, four others crouched over a pile of prone bodies. Their heads jerked up and their grunting quieted as gazes locked onto new prey. Gaping mouths dripped black with fresh blood suckled from the torn throats of their victims.


  The monsters had lured them here. The soldiers lifted their pistols, and gunfire boomed in the small chamber. The vampires lunged from the circles of light. Screams erupted as weapons and lanterns tumbled to the floor. The naked woman stood motionless, caught in a fallen beam of light, her expression slack as she watched the sickening feast at the doorway. She didn’t even blink, but stood waiting.


  Then the lantern lights flickered out and the charnel house went dark.


  CHAPTER 1


  Adele walked through the weedy grounds of Greyfriars kirkyard. She found comfort in the long rows of funerary markers and in the crumbling church. Her fingers drifted across grave markers that were no longer legible. Mossy stone skulls stared at her as she passed. Heavy gates lay askew and black iron cages sat on the ground, mortsafes intended to keep out grave robbers.


  A bright moon shone through the leaves, giving her a shadow on the grass. The air was warm and Adele wore only a nightgown, which she briefly thought odd. Buttercups swayed in clumps below the tombs. Crocuses grew along the walls of the church.


  Footfalls through the grass brought Adele around. A figure in a long kimono of green silk came through the moonlight. Short, compact, powerful, the man strode toward Adele with a smile on his face.


  “Mamoru.” Adele was excited to see her old teacher. It seemed like it had been a long time. His presence usually brought something new and fascinating. He didn’t speak, although she longed to hear his deep voice. It was always reassuring.


  She held out her hands to take his as he approached. “I’m so glad to see you. I was reading the last book you gave me, and I have a question about the permanent positioning of rifts in the Earth.” Adele felt his strong fingers intertwine with hers and a familiar warmth spread through her. “I have questions about crystallography as well.”


  Her hands hurt. Mamoru was squeezing them. He stared at her with eyes like the iron gates on the graves around them. He sneered and twisted her hands. The pain drove her to her knees.


  “Don’t,” Adele cried in confusion. “What have I done?”


  He dragged her toward a stone sarcophagus. She struggled but found herself shoved flat until her back pressed against the cold marble. She didn’t move even after he released her hands, her limbs strangely numb. Bewilderment turned to terror.


  Suddenly Adele stood beside Mamoru, looking at him as well as down at her own body where he had placed her atop the sarcophagus. She looked so young lying there. She watched as he produced crystals from his robe and placed one on her supine form.


  Mamoru turned away and walked about the kirkyard. He carried an instrument that was something like a maritime sextant with crystals at principle points. He took readings with the scryer, set a crystal carefully on the ground, and then proceeded to chart a place for another.


  Adele followed him as he went about his complex task. She pointed back at her body lying on the crypt. “I beg you, don’t do this. I’m your student. And you taught my mother before me. I have honored you for all these years.”


  Mamoru stopped with a yellow crystal in his hand and regarded her. He then set that stone on the ground. Without another glance at her, he returned to the tomb where she lay. Adele could feel the power of the Earth awaken under her feet. The life force of several rifts roared in her ears like the sound of water rushing through hidden pipes.


  “Get up!” Adele shouted at her immobile self on the moss-speckled tomb. That version of herself looked so young and innocent. “Don’t be afraid. You have the power to stop this!”


  Mamoru made one final adjustment to the crystal that rested on the chest of her younger self. Adele stiffened as if she were stone too. Fire from the hungry Earth reached up and seized her. She was dragged down through the graves of Greyfriars. The skeletons stared as she fell far below their loamy houses. She felt the hellish heat and smelled a sickening mélange of scents from across the world. The normally melodious crystalline tones clanged and smashed around her. The burning silver rifts swept her along.


  The power tore at her flesh, eating its way inside. It swirled through her, using her as a lens to focus itself. Then it ripped out, surging back into the rifts, spreading like flaming blood in the veins of the Earth.


  Far to the south of Edinburgh, across the border into northern England where the vampires lived, the dying began. The creatures sensed the coming wave only seconds before it struck. From the ground came silver fire that poured over them. They screamed with a horrible agony that none had ever known. They writhed and fell. Their flesh turned to ash leaving white bones scattered across the countryside.


  Adele turned her horrified eyes from the spreading extinction she had begun, and suddenly she was back in the kirkyard. Dread filled her. She knew what was coming. A familiar figure dropped like a meteor through the branches and smashed to the ground. Gareth. He rose with a face like death for Mamoru. Adele tried to shout at Gareth to run. The fires of the Earth struck him and he too twisted in agony, just as all his brethren had. Mamoru slammed him to the ground. Gareth fought to rise and Mamoru battered him again. Gareth struggled up once more, his sharp fangs bared.


  Adele’s younger self finally stirred on the tomb, kicking crystals away. Swinging her feet over the edge, she sat up, shoving the stupor and the pain aside. She had her mother’s khukri in her hand. She walked unsteadily across the graveyard toward Mamoru, who pressed his boot on Gareth’s throat. Gareth grasped the man’s ankle, but couldn’t find the strength to shift it.


  The young woman plunged the glowing dagger into Mamoru’s back. He didn’t cry out. He simply turned and looked at her as if he was disappointed. Then he vanished in the moonlight.


  Adele ran over to her younger self, who stood over Gareth as he writhed in agony in the dirt. Geysers of silver fire erupted across the cemetery. Gareth’s flesh turned red, then black. His face cracked and tore away. His outstretched hand shriveled. His horrible cry faded and his bones dropped smoldering in the grass.


  Adele grabbed herself, trying to shake awareness into her stunned face. “Stop it! Don’t let Mamoru turn you into a tool of extinction. It’s your power, not his. It isn’t his choice.” She pointed at the charred skeleton of Gareth. “Save him!”


  “I can’t,” she replied in a cracking voice Adele remembered from years ago. “It’s too late.”


  An overwhelming helplessness gripped Adele. She fell to her hands and knees in the ashes of her lover and screamed.


  The dark timbers of Edinburgh Castle abruptly hovered above her. Adele gasped and felt sweat dripping along the sides of her neck. Her heart pounded, nearly shaking the bed. She reached across the mattress to find it cold and empty.


  Gareth had died. She hadn’t saved him in the kirkyard. He was gone. Adele couldn’t remember the days between that terrible night and this one. She could only remember the way he held her in his arms. If only she could go back to sleep and live in a dream where they were together.


  A blast of cold wind scattered thick photographs from the bed. A tall shadow entered an open window. Gareth stood silhouetted against the grey skies. His blue eyes reflected in the dim lamplight. He stared at Adele for a long moment before swinging the glass shut.


  “Adele.” His voice rumbled in the quiet.


  Her hand gripped the covers beside her, along with the pictures she had been studying before she dozed off. Gareth stepped down from the windowsill. He wore his usual black trousers and white shirt. His long black hair was tousled from the wind.


  “You’re alive.” Adele hadn’t wanted to say it out loud in case it might wake her up again.


  His brow furrowed and he smiled. “I was only out for an hour or two.” He moved to the bed with a silent tread and took her arms in his firm grip. He was tall and elegant, but well-muscled. His lips were soft when he kissed her.


  Adele clutched him tight.


  “Another nightmare?” Gareth asked.


  “Yes.” She pressed her face against his chilled chest. “As always, I couldn’t use my geomancy to save you, and I couldn’t stop the death that Mamoru started.”


  “But you did.”


  Adele pushed back against her pillows and pulled her knees up. The truth didn’t assuage her. Every time the nightmare struck, she was left in fuming helplessness. Over the months since the horrors of that night, the frequency of the dreams had lessened. However, when they came they still brought the same rage and she needed a moment to calm herself.


  Taking long breaths, she was surprised to see her face across the room in a wall mirror. She was olive skinned with voluminous brunette hair and the Persian features of her mother. However, this face was different from the one in the dream. Adele was only twenty years old, but her girlish features were overlaid with lines creasing the corners of her eyes and grey streaking her hair. She looked away from the face that had been born that night in the kirkyard and hastily changed the subject. “Were you writing, or out thinking?”


  “No. I was feeding.”


  “I thought your people came to the castle for you to feed.”


  “With your troops here in Edinburgh now, they’re uncomfortable passing by your soldiers.”


  “Have there been any incidents? I’ll have Major Shirazi deal with it.”


  “No, but they feel the Equatorians look down on them for providing me with blood. So I go to them now to spare them the embarrassment.”


  Adele felt a twinge of sadness at his discomfort. “I’m sorry. My troops don’t understand yet that your people give their blood willingly. It’s so foreign to them.”


  “I understand. They’ve never seen it before because it’s never happened before.” Gareth gathered the papers that had flown around the room. He looked at each of the pictures as he picked them up. Most of them were shots of Greyfriars kirkyard. “Perhaps you shouldn’t go back there.”


  “Why?” Adele asked with alarm as she crossed to the fireplace to be away from her reflection in the mirror.


  “If you stayed away maybe the nightmares would stop.”


  “I don’t want to stay away. Taking pictures has helped me over the last few months. It’s therapeutic.” She knelt to toss in several chunks of coal and jostled them with an iron rod. “I keep taking pictures of it expecting to see . . . something. Something from that night. Burns. Fire. Some proof that it happened in the real world. I know what I did that night, but the pictures all look normal.”


  Gareth came up behind her, holding a stack of photographs. “We know it happened. We were both there. All the vampires were scoured from Britain. I died—”


  “Stop.” Adele stared at the glowing embers. That night in the kirkyard, she had done more than just destroy all the vampires and make the island uninhabitable for them; she had silenced the power of the Earth here forever. Anywhere else in the world, the rifts would sing to her. But not in Britain or Scotland. It had taken several months before she stopped trying to find the rifts again, to touch the warmth that she was used to flowing at her fingertips. Adele knew that power was still available to her if she left the island, but she had grown oddly content at its absence. Now she was almost used to the silence and the cold that surrounded her in this place. A part of her felt like any other normal human being. Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of Gareth flipping through the photos.


  He said, “Pet is very photogenic.”


  Adele smiled and rose. He was looking at a picture of a grey cat stretched out on his back, looking coyly into the camera. There were many other pictures of the cat and of the many other cats who lived around the castle. Gareth continued to shuffle through the photos. Many showed Edinburgh’s inhabitants at their daily chores. A pretty young woman smiled into the camera in a few of the shots. And there were other pictures of the stone city of Edinburgh in various seasons and sunlight. Soldiers of her personal guard lounging or training. Townspeople drinking, laughing, flirting.


  Gareth nodded with approval. However, there was something curious, a little disappointed, about his expression. He obviously noticed an absence among the photos. Adele took the stack from his hands and went to her desk. She pulled open a drawer and removed a box.


  “What’s that?” Gareth asked.


  “Pictures of you.”


  He tried to look surprised, but he couldn’t keep the satisfaction off his face. “I have my own box?”


  Adele pulled out a pile of photos and set them on the desk near a flickering lamp. He joined her and saw an extraordinary variety of pictures of him. Some he posed for, but most she had taken when he was unaware. Sitting before the fire. Staring out the window. As a distant shape in the air above the castle. There was a picture of him on the battlements surrounded by a veritable herd of cats, with his hand resting idly on the back of one that arched happily under his touch.


  He flipped through a series of close-up pictures of his hands. His fingers were long. His fingernails were sharp and capable of being extended into claws. The photos showed his hands draped along the arms of chairs, holding books, settled on a tabletop, holding a pen, and grasping Adele’s hand.


  Gareth looked up at her. “You seem fascinated by my hands.”


  “I am.” She placed her own over his, relishing the roughness of his hands. “They’re wonderful.”


  “They are just hands.”


  “No. They belong to a vampire. You have a diminished sense of touch compared to humans, and yet, look. Holding a pen. Writing. You use tools, unlike any of your kind. Your hands are subtle. Facile. Elegant. Powerful.” She kissed his fingers. “And yet gentle.”


  His lips skimmed over hers, light as the air itself. “Let’s go back to bed.”


  Adele took the photos and dropped them back in the box. “I’m not sleepy.”


  Gareth swept her up off her feet. He clutched her tight against his chest as he leaned down and blew out the lamp. “Who said anything about sleep?”


  CHAPTER 2


  Adele woke the next morning with Gareth beside her. He stared at the ceiling with one arm looped over her shoulders. Pressing into his side, she enjoyed the warmth for a few minutes longer. The position of the sun on the floor told her that it was long past mid-morning.


  “I could stay in bed all day,” she told Gareth.


  “I should get up.”


  “Eager to be at work?”


  Gareth gave a huffing breath that could have been agreement. He sat up, taking the heavy quilt and allowing the frigid air to assault her body.


  “Oh God, it’s cold.” A furry form shifted and complained at the foot of the bed. Then a huge grey cat stretched and padded over to Adele. With a groan, she lifted the feline deadweight into her arms. Adele buried her face in his luxurious fur. “Oh my God, Pet. You’re like the best bed warmer ever. When Gareth isn’t about, that is.”


  She grabbed for her robe and raced for the coal grate to prod the embers. A faint orange glow throbbed, and she tossed several new pieces on the fire. Tending her own hearth would be forbidden at home in Alexandria, but there were few true servants in Edinburgh Castle and she kept them all out of this wing so she and Gareth could be alone. The nature of their relationship was kept secret, although no doubt rumors of all sort likely circulated around the city and beyond. Adele had little time to worry about that. This time together was the only common domesticity she and Gareth had ever shared, and she relished any touches of normalcy.


  Adele noted the wonderfully rumpled Gareth sitting on the side of the bed with his muscled legs stretched out. She found it alluring that he was so unaware of himself at all times. She wanted a picture. Her camera rested on a nearby table. It was a box several inches square with a lens on one side, a viewfinder on the back, and a single button on top. A simple but wondrous device that created instant memories and history. When Adele lifted the camera, Gareth gave her a mild warning glance. She shifted her focus to a yellow cat sitting outside the thick window. She pretended to click the shutter and gave Gareth a charming smile. When he looked away, she took a photo of him.


  As she dressed, Adele remarked, “I’m starving. I wonder what Morgana made for breakfast.”


  “Whatever it is you’ll declare it delicious.”


  “You sound jealous you can’t taste her magnificent cooking.”


  “A vampire’s curse.” He tucked in his shirt. “I’m thinking a scouting mission to the Continent might be in order soon.”


  “That’s dangerous, isn’t it?”


  Gareth fumbled briefly with the knob, then pulled the door open for her. “Yes, but we want to be ready for the offensive when the weather warms.”


  “We’ll plan something.” Adele knew he was right, but didn’t want him going off alone.


  Breakfast was laid in a front room along with a roaring fire. Coffee, tea, and orange marmalade shipped in from Egypt. The Scottish farms provided eggs and bacon and neeps, or turnips, which the locals never seemed to tire of. Adele piled food on her plate, having pushed away the terrors of the night. Gareth didn’t eat, so he spent his time fighting curious cat paws away from the plate of bacon.


  They both heard footsteps coming rapidly down the hall and looked up to see Morgana in the door. She was the pretty young woman seen in so many of Adele’s photographs. Her face was red from exertion. Her normally soft eyes were wide. The young servant was barely twenty years old and quite pretty in a vigorous farm girl sense. Her brunette hair was long and nearly as uncontrolled as Adele’s. The two women had become fast friends and Adele trusted her implicitly. Morgana carried a sheet of paper in her hand that Adele recognized was a yellow tear-sheet from the telegraph pad.


  Morgana swallowed. “Miss, this message came this morning from Governor-General Condorcet’s office in London. It’s in code.” She held up several sheets, with her handwritten scrawls of letters that made no sense.


  “You have the code pads.”


  “It’s in Arabic, miss.”


  “Really? Arabic and in code?” Adele took the sheets from the servant with an unwelcome sense of apprehension. Arabic was used for more private messages, and although Morgana had mastered translating the English codes, Arabic was as yet beyond her. “Morgana, send for Major Shirazi.”


  Morgana paused at the door with a shocked look. “But miss . . . I don’t . . .”


  “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she assured her friend with as warm a smile as she could muster. “But best to take care of the usual protocol. Hurry now.”


  Adele began working alone. Several minutes later Morgana returned with the commander of her Home Guard, a unit known as the Harmattan. In his heavy winter serge, Major Shirazi stood at the door, his worried eyes staring at the coded sheet, and then up at Gareth. Adele and Morgana sat at the table and worked together with the codebook. Gareth paced, pausing to study the women conversing, running their fingers down columns of symbols, and writing. He failed to notice that Pet had captured an entire plate of bacon and carried it off piece by piece until the cat collapsed by the fire unable to move.


  The room was deathly quiet but for the scratch of the pencil on the paper and Adele’s quickening breath. The words fell into logical place. Finally, she scrawled out the last Arabic word and sat with pencil trembling.


  “This is impossible.” Adele studied the sheaf of pages. “There must be a mistake.”


  “What is it?” Gareth stood at her shoulder. He spoke Arabic fluently, with several regional accents, but he couldn’t read it.


  “Vampires.” Adele’s voice almost broke.


  Gareth relaxed. “Oh. An attack of some sort on the Continent?”


  “An attack in London.”


  “London?” He looked down in confusion. “I don’t understand. There are no vampires in London, in the entire British Isles.”


  Shirazi offered Gareth a baleful glare. “Present company excepted.”


  Adele gave her commander a warning glance before continuing, “Governor-General Condorcet reports there have been murders by vampires in London, the most recent on several of our soldiers.”


  “It must be a mistake.” Gareth waved a dismissive hand and walked to the far wall where ancient weapons of war hung. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Cesare’s old human soldiers, the Undead Legion, were committing acts designed to look like vampires. They all dreamed of being vampires in any case.”


  Adele looked hopeful. “Is that possible?”


  Gareth appeared doubtful. “I thought that between your forces and the vengeful populace, the remnants of the Undead Legion had been hunted down. But it’s possible.”


  She threw the paper on the table and slammed her hand down. “Damn it!”


  Only Gareth didn’t flinch. “Even so, you knew your geomancy might not keep them out forever.”


  “But not even a year.” Adele put her head in her hands before realizing Morgana and Shirazi were there. She sat up straight, but her eyes sought out Gareth. “All that torture and death for a few months of freedom.”


  Shirazi asked, “Can you not renew it? Whatever it was?”


  “No,” replied Gareth sharply. Adele saw the flash of fear in his eyes. He continued, “That’s what you said.”


  She turned slowly from his gaze. “I can no longer touch the rifts here in Britain. It’s as if the Earth is scabbed over from the damage I caused that night.”


  “And,” Gareth asserted firmly, as if she had missed the more important point, “you said that if you attempted activity of that scale again, it would kill you.”


  Shirazi stared at Gareth, clearly suspicious of the vampire lord’s emotional outburst about Adele’s well-being.


  Adele let the moment pass, taking a deep breath. “I said it’s unlikely I could endure another such bout of energy moving through me. But if it’s necessary—”


  “Don’t,” Gareth said quietly. “It will never be that necessary.”


  “Prince Gareth,” Major Shirazi clutched his hands behind his back, “do you know anything about your kind returning to these shores that perhaps you’ve neglected to tell us?”


  Gareth spun with such fury that Adele bolted to her feet, fearful he was about to fly across the room and attack the soldier.


  “Major!” Adele stuck out her hand toward Gareth, whose eyes flicked to her and grew slightly less brutal. She glared at her commander. “Your accusation is outrageous. Would you care to withdraw it?”


  Shirazi’s stern face was unchanged. He slid his hand from the butt of his revolver. He bowed toward Adele. “I apologize, Your Majesty. I meant no insult.”


  Adele resumed her seat to calm the room. “Morgana, ask Captain Hariri to prepare my airship. I will embark for the south as soon as possible.”


  “Yes, miss.” Morgana’s voice lowered with disappointment at the political tone of Empress Adele, now sounding as if she was again at war.


  Adele glanced around the table with resolution. “I’ll send for Greyfriar to meet me in London. Major Shirazi, I’ll want you and the Harmattan with me.” She gathered her papers together. The soldier saluted, stood aside for Morgana to exit, and then went out himself. Adele slumped and said softly to Gareth, “Will Greyfriar meet me in London?”


  “Indeed he will.” Gareth slid a strong hand across her shoulders. “As always.”


  CHAPTER 3


  A shadow crossed the starry sky over London and fell upon an old man. His strangled cry broke the silence. The nearby crowd shifted away from him and huddled closer together.


  The shadow lifted its face from its prey’s neck, sharp teeth glinting white in the light of the swollen moon overhead. Its head dipped down again to drink from the moaning victim. Blood pooled in the hollow of the man’s gasping throat. The horrible shape rose from the bleeding man and moved to stalk a fresh meal.


  Suddenly a blade flashed bright and struck the vampire in the base of the spine. It let out a screech as it arched backward and twisted. Adele lifted her sword high to strike again. She was dressed in supple leather and rich cloth, unlike the ragged herd that stood placidly watching. Determination tightened her face as she struck. Steel sliced through the muscle of the vampire’s left arm. No scream of pain fell from its lips. Instead it lunged at the woman, the claws on its hand ripping her thick skirt, tearing it at the knees in an attempt to cripple her.


  It was a clumsy attack. Adele’s dark eyes flashed with confusion. This vampire moved more sluggishly than its kind typically did, but not from the wounds she had given it. Such cuts should’ve been paltry to the creature; hardly felt by a vampire. But in this case, its motions were slower than usual. It almost writhed with some sort of palsy affliction.


  Adele spun aside, bringing out a second weapon. The dagger’s wicked curved blade glowed green and sizzled as it drove into the vampire’s arm, cutting it straight to the bone and carving out a fair chunk of flesh. The beast staggered and stumbled over the body of its victim. It recovered and ran. Adele sped after the vampire and the milling humans broke apart like a wave, letting the combatants pass without lifting a hand to help or hinder. These remnants of the vampires’ herds remained the easiest of prey. It made sense that this was the area where the creature had been hunting. It didn’t make sense that the vampire existed here at all, but Adele put that out of her mind.


  She raced through the overgrown woods of old Hyde Park, leaping over chipped, ivy-covered marble benches in an attempt to match speed with the vampire. It dove for the shadows of the deep woods and Adele plunged in after it, pulling her arms close to avoid the tangled and overgrown branches. She hacked at some that loomed too close to her face. Then she was through to a clearing and the vampire spun to a halt, facing her.


  Adele’s lips held a grin of victory until she saw numerous glowing eyes behind her quarry. A pack of vampires crept forward to join their brethren. She only had time for a shocked cry at the impossibility when they surged at her all at once, their tattered clothing flapping like ghosts.


  Adele raised her blades to meet the snarling horde. Dodging under the swipe of the first one, she thrust up into the heart of the second. Her other arm swung backward and cut deep into the back of the vampire that had overshot her. Others reached for her with fierce claws and gaping jaws. She kicked one in the face and heard teeth shatter. Each thrust of her weapons drew blood, but she knew she would soon be overwhelmed.


  From high in the canopy of trees, a silhouette dropped, barely visible against the forest of deep shadows. There was a definitive shudder among the vampires. They threw themselves away as a cloaked swordsman alighted next to Adele with rapier and pistol clutched in his hands.


  One of the vampires whispered, “The Greyfriar.”


  “I found them!” Adele exclaimed, gasping and grateful for the respite.


  “You have a singular knack,” came the man’s calm response.


  “What can I say? I attract them.”


  If the man returned her grin, it was hidden. A grey wool scarf was wrapped around his head, except for his eyes, and they were covered by mirrored glasses. He wore the outdated jacket of a Napoleonic rifleman, with its gold piping across the front, and the high black boots of a dragoon. He seemed an odd mishmash of adventurers’ costumes.


  The vampires regained a bit of nerve, or realized their desperate plight. There was no escape now. It was fight or die. They summoned their nerve and growled at the two interlopers.


  “We need one alive.” Adele warned.


  “As you wish.” Greyfriar waded into the mob. His blade moved with a speed that Adele could not match even on her best day. Every story written about him couldn’t capture his graceful killing strokes that rose and fell with a fluid system of iambic pentameter. Greyfriar dispatched one of his attackers, obliterating the creature’s heart with a twist of his blade. It wasn’t out of cruelty but because he knew such damage to a major organ was virtually the only way to assure it would stay down. As the vampire fell backward, another came in its place. This one too was dropped, with a bullet to the brain. One by one, the beasts fell in the face of the onslaught. Creatures moved to attack from behind, but Greyfriar didn’t react. Either he didn’t see them, or he trusted Adele implicitly.


  Adele contented herself by dispatching the stragglers that scrambled out of the way of Greyfriar’s deadly blade work. Her own weapons aimed for the heart.


  Finally, only two remained. Adele doubled over, sucking in breath. The vampires saw their salvation and fled.


  Greyfriar cursed and raised his pistol, but stopped when he saw a knowing smile on Adele’s face. “Did you allow that?”


  “I am a little winded, but yes, we need to know if there are more of them in the city, and where they are hiding. So don’t lose them!” Adele lurched after the vampires.


  Greyfriar darted on her heels, easily keeping pace. Their boots crunched along the streets of London. Grass and roots pushed up through the cracks in the ancient pavement.


  The two vampires took to the air, drifting up above the trees toward the largely deserted buildings to the south. Their flight was erratic, as if struggling to control their quivering limbs that threatened to steer them off course.


  Ahead of Adele was the ruin of a memorial arch and, beyond, another heavy, nearly impassable forest that had once been charming Green Park. She ran along the only open path available, the old broken road of Constitution Hill. On her right was the scorched, cratered wasteland where Buckingham Palace had once stood.


  Adele and Greyfriar continued west down the center of a stately tree-lined avenue, now overgrown and wild. Greyfriar raced ahead. Then he veered to the right, shot through the trees, and leapt to a ruined building, scurrying effortlessly up its side. He was on the slate roof in seconds and legging after the sailing vampires across the jagged landscape of peaks and chimneys.


  Forced to take a slower path, Adele ran all the harder to keep them in view. She was truly laboring now, hardly in prime fighting shape. A razor sharp pain cut into her side with each ragged breath. She lost sight of her quarry in the high spires of steeples and towers, but then glimpsed Greyfriar’s fluttering cloak against the stars.


  She stumbled over a large mound of garbage and her boots kicked into a pile of burnt bones. A blackened skull rolled ahead. Her stride stumbled as the face turned toward her, showing the sharp needle canines grinning at her.


  Adele recoiled. In her first trip to London nearly two years ago as a captive of the fearsome British vampire clan, the pile of cadavers would have been human. Now the dead scattered around were all vampires, all members of that very clan. Gareth’s clan. Slaughtered by her. Forcing herself past the telltale bones, Adele pushed west with legs pounding, but the horrific image of the countless charnel piles across Britain haunted her.


  Greyfriar appeared suddenly in front of her. “Gareth!” she shouted as she clutched his arms in relief, unmindful that she had used his true name in human territory.


  “Are you all right?” Greyfriar’s head tilted in concern as his hand lifted to hold her.


  “Did you lose them?” Adele prayed he didn’t feel her shaking, She immediately regretted her accusatory tone.


  “Of course not,” he offered calmly. “They disappeared into a ruin on the far side of the river. I came back to get you. Against my better judgment.”


  Adele’s regret at her sharp response quickly fled. “We’ve discussed this already.”


  “Discussing and agreeing are two different things. Your geomancy is useless here.”


  Adele shook her head. They moved past the dark bulk of Big Ben and Parliament onto Westminster Bridge. Finally, she had enough wind to say, “They’re real, aren’t they? Vampires in Britain again.”


  “Yes.”


  “We need answers. People are scared, and I don’t blame them. They’d just gotten used to the idea that they were free. I promised these people safety.” Adele hissed angrily, “Vampires shouldn’t be here. They shouldn’t be able to set foot in Britain without withering. There’s only one vampire who should be able to live here, and that’s you.”


  Greyfriar had no answers for her, and he wasn’t prone to abstract speculation. They left the bridge for the bleak landscape of Lambeth. He hardly glanced at the scattered bones of his clan that littered the streets. Adele wondered how he could remain so impassive.


  They rounded a corner and Adele stopped at the sight of a dome rising above scraggly trees. Beyond a partially tumbled wall, and through the twisted trunks of a gloomy forest, she could see a sprawling building. It was a heavy institutional pile, devoid of art, thick and immobile, with an air of anger. She got a chill.


  “They went in there?” Adele asked.


  “Yes.” Greyfriar shoved aside the ruined metal gate and slipped among the trees.


  “Shouldn’t we find a less obtrusive way inside?” Adele quickly followed. She studied the dark woods for more shining eyes. Their feet crunched in the gravel as they approached the portico.


  Adele looked up at the heavy pediment. In carved letters discolored by moss, she read Royal Bethlehem Hospital. She suppressed a gasp.


  “Bedlam,” she whispered.


  “What?”


  “I’ve heard of this place. It was a famous asylum.”


  “Are you still going in?”


  “Of course.”


  Scowling, Greyfriar gave a cursory glance around, then lifted his head as if scenting the air. “Be ready.” He wrenched the doors open as quietly as he could, creating a narrow gap. A horrible stench crowded their nostrils.


  Adele put her arm across her nose. “Decaying flesh.”


  “They probably brought some of their meals here,” was Greyfriar’s quick assessment.


  Adele grimaced. “It will be their last supper.”


  Together they entered the darkness of the madhouse.


  CHAPTER 4


  The halls of Bedlam were silent and surprisingly free of detritus. In some of the corners, bodies lay torn and bled, tossed aside like so much trash. They were all relatively fresh, hence the stench. They passed a few rooms filled with objects of domesticity, such as tables and chairs, lamps and curtains, an indication that humans had lived here recently.


  Greyfriar’s attention was drawn to the distant end of the hallway. He pointed into the darkness and then put a finger to his lips. Adele nodded. They crept down the hall until she saw a double door. They slipped up to it and she put an ear against the cracked wood. Adele heard nothing, but she trusted Greyfriar implicitly. If he said their quarry was inside then they were inside. There was no telling how large the nest was. They had chased only two here, but it didn’t mean there weren’t more lurking inside the defunct madhouse. Greyfriar gripped the door handles and made ready to yank them open at Adele’s word.


  She sheathed her sword and pulled a revolver. She lifted her glowing khukri with its Fahrenheit blade, coated in a terrible burning chemical that could do significant damage even to a vampire. Adele nodded. Greyfriar’s shoulders bunched and he flung open the doors. Adele rushed in. She immediately spotted six hunched figures perched on a long mahogany table. All of them writhed and quivered like the vampires in Hyde Park. They rose to their feet to face Adele and Greyfriar.


  The mob rushed forward. Greyfriar leapt ahead to meet their charge. Adele shook her head at him, but then joined the fight. Two struck at her with their claws, but their shuddering limbs made their aim unreliable. Her dagger deflected the attacks easily. Her pistol fired at the forehead of one and its head snapped backward. Adele ducked under the swipe of the other, thrusting the khukri into its chest. Its brain tried to register why it suddenly couldn’t kill the smaller woman in front on it. Then it died as she yanked out the steaming steel.


  Two vampires surged past their crumpling companion and Adele backpedaled for more room. The ornate blade arced in front of her, slicing through the throat of one. The other lunged and she fired her revolver, but claws dug into her shoulder and flung her across the floor. Weapons flew as she landed hard. Her hands grabbed for purchase to stop her slide. The vampire leapt for her, mouth open, fangs extended. She scrambled to her hands and knees, searching for her dagger. The body of another vampire slammed into her attacker, sending them both tumbling away. She laid a hand on her pistol.


  Greyfriar grabbed one of the last two vampires and threw it to the floor in front of him. His foot jammed onto its stomach, restraining it so he could stab its heart. The thing died clutching his blade.


  Adele’s arm extended and she shot the last one as it recovered to fling itself at Greyfriar. It flopped to the floor with a shattered leg. It hissed wildly and tried to crawl away.


  Greyfriar went over to it, drawing a short sword, and ran both his blades through its forearms, pinning it to the floor. The male vampire writhed on the ground, unable to free itself. It glared at Greyfriar with blazing blue eyes.


  “That was too easy,” Adele said.


  “Glad you think so.”


  “They aren’t as fast as they should be. They feel pain more than they should.” Adele retrieved her khukri from the corner, where its glow was growing fainter. She returned it to the sheath that would replenish the chemical charge. “Is that all of them?”


  “Yes.”


  She rounded on the vampire and snapped, “How can you survive here?”


  The creature spat at her, which earned a kick in the face from Greyfriar. “Answer her.”


  The vampire cursed at them in a guttural human language.


  “You have seconds to live,” Greyfriar replied in the same tongue. “Tell us what we want to know and it may buy you minutes instead.”


  “What did it say?” Adele asked in Arabic, which was not a language well-known among vampires, who could readily pick up most human vernaculars if exposed to them. “I don’t recognize its language. German?”


  “Flemish,” said Greyfriar, also in Arabic. He leaned over to study the vampire closer.


  “Does it speak English?” Adele asked in that language.


  The creature cast spiteful glances at both of them.


  “He does. He’s just being difficult, but he’ll use it or I’ll kill him.” Greyfriar pointed at Adele. “Do you know who she is?”


  The vampire sneered. “My next meal.”


  “Hardly.” Greyfriar laughed. “She is Empress Adele of Equatoria.”


  The vampire froze with a fearful moan, “The Death Bringer.”


  “The Death Bringer?” Adele whispered in shock. She felt a sickening slap from the name. Still, she sneered aggressively to prevent the creature from knowing it. Adele replied in an offhand way she didn’t feel, “That’s catchy in a horrific way.”


  Greyfriar turned to her, but his limited expression betrayed no reaction she could discern, because of his garb.


  Adele stepped closer to the vampire, lifting a hand that held no power here. But perhaps the vampire didn’t know that. “Your death will be long and agonizing unless you answer our questions. Where are you from?”


  It tried to press into the floor, struggling to move away from Adele. It shook more violently, limbs twitching. “From Bruges.”


  “Why are you here?”


  “I was sent here by my prince.”


  Adele’s brow furrowed. “Didn’t you know that was a death sentence? Britain is a burial ground for your kind. How can you even be here?”


  “Your power no longer harms us!” the vampire shouted defiantly, even though it was clearly in pain and had been for some time.


  Adele noticed a glint of something metallic around its neck. When she reached, the vampire screamed, struggling to get away from her.


  “Be still.” Greyfriar stomped on the vampire’s chest. He asked Adele, “What is it?”


  “Look at its throat.”


  Greyfriar used his rapier to flick open the creature’s shirt revealing a gold chain.


  “Are vampires prone to wearing jewelry?” Adele asked, though it was directed at Greyfriar and not the vampire. Greyfriar lifted the gold links up with the point of his sword. Dangling from the end of the chain was a crystal talisman.


  The vampire shrieked, “Don’t take it!”


  Adele crouched next to the immobilized vampire, peering at the pendant that had a blue crystal at its center.


  Greyfriar said quietly in Arabic, “I recognize that. My brother Cesare had one to protect him from your power. A human crafted it for him. He called the man his Witchfinder.”


  Adele’s mouth went dry. She knew the story from Gareth. Cesare’s so-called Witchfinder had claimed to know something of geomancy and used those principles to create the talisman. In the early days of the Equatorian forces landing in Britain, they had searched for the Witchfinder, as they had for all of Cesare’s human servants, but with no luck. They assumed these collaborators had died, or been killed in retribution by the British humans. Adele assumed the talisman had been a unique object since no others turned up.


  She cursed and turned to the dead vampires around them. She checked them all, and each wore an identical talisman. Adele yanked one free and that vampire’s corpse immediately burst into silver flame. She gave out a strange sigh of relief. “At least we know the geomancy barrier is still active. It isn’t my power breaking down that allowed these vampires to come here. It’s these talismans.”


  Adele brought her attention back to the prisoner. Her hand felt the heat that still lingered on the crystal as it rested in her palm. She held out the pendant. “Where did you get this?”


  The vampire cringed, terrified to be the center of attention once more. “From my prince.”


  “Where did your prince get it?” she demanded. “It couldn’t have made one. Your prince is just a vampire. Your kind doesn’t make anything.”


  “I don’t know. We were ordered to wear them and come here to Gareth’s Grave.”


  Greyfriar flinched at the name it used for Britain.


  “And we survived.” The vampire’s voice rose with newfound boldness. “Your powers will soon mean nothing to—”


  “Enough!” Greyfriar stepped on the vampire’s throat, silencing the ranting to a strangled gurgle. “Where did an idiot like the prince of Bruges get amulets such as these?”


  “I don’t . . . know!” the vampire choked out as Greyfriar eased off its neck.


  Adele remarked once again in Arabic, “I think Cesare’s Witchfinder is on the Continent.”


  “I’m dubious. Cesare was unique, even visionary. All vampires use humans to do certain tasks. Bloodmen hold doors for us, dress us, and help manage our herds, even fly airships to carry our wealth. Bloodnurses provide food for our children so they don’t kill their own mothers by overfeeding. But slaves are hardly more than our version of tools. We don’t hold humans in enough esteem to listen to them. No other vampire prince but Cesare would have the genius to use humans for strategic value.”


  Adele scoffed. “Even if one of us comes bearing gifts?” She stared deep into the crystal’s facets, fascinated that it somehow worked to reverse her power. A thrill of discovery swelled at the thought of diving into the crystal to see how it functioned, but that would have to wait until they were well out of Britain. “Though not a very good gift. Some of my power must be getting through the talisman’s barrier. From the way these vampires move, you can see they’re in constant pain.”


  Greyfriar reached out to touch the talisman, but Adele pulled it away.


  “Stop! We don’t know what it will do to you!”


  His head tilted with amusement. “Probably no more than it’s doing to you.”


  Despite his levity, Adele couldn’t keep anxiety from her face. “When I saved you from the event Mamoru triggered, I changed you in ways even I don’t understand. I have no idea what geomancy does to you now because I’ve hardly practiced since that day.”


  Greyfriar’s gloved hand brushed at her cheek. “You worry too much.”


  “And you not enough,” she pointed out quickly. “At least let me examine the bloody thing before everyone and their mother touches it.”


  Gareth gestured to the prisoner. “What should we do with him?”


  “We can’t let him go. I don’t want this prince of his to know the experiment was a success.”


  “Assuming, of course, there aren’t other vampires in Britain with other talismans.”


  Adele’s stomach bottomed out at the thought of more of these protective amulets flooding out to the vampire clans.


  “We won’t kill him.” Greyfriar grunted with disgust as he stared at the vampire lying on the floor clutching the crystal. “You’ll wish you had died with your friends after you’re delivered to Sir Godfrey Randolph in Equatoria for his anatomy lessons.”


  Adele felt a twinge of sympathy for the whimpering creature, although she knew it was without pity. She stared into the blue facets of the talisman in her hand. “I can’t believe this Witchfinder is capable of such things in the north, with no schools or teachers or books. How can he do it?”


  “There’s only one way to find out,” Greyfriar replied. “I’ll go to the Continent and visit Bruges.”


  “We’ll visit Bruges.”


  “It’s inside enemy territory, Adele.” Greyfriar crossed his arms with a stance of defiance. “General Anhalt won’t like it.”


  “No. I suppose he won’t. Fortunately he’s in Alexandria. Would you care to cable him and tell him how you can’t keep me under control?”


  Greyfriar paused, staring down into Adele’s expectant face. “No. Let’s not tell him until we’re back.”


  “Coward.”


  Greyfriar snorted. “I prefer tactician.”


  Laughing, she headed toward the door. “Come on, let’s finish searching this place so we can deliver our friend there to the army.”


  CHAPTER 5


  Adele’s rooms in the old Montagu House overlooked the Thames River. Despite the many coal grates throughout the large mansion, kept glowing hot, the house was damp and cold. After more than a century of misuse and neglect, it was remarkable that it was as livable as it was. Still, it was a suitable abode for the empress-in-­residence, close enough to the seat of the government at the old windy parliament building.


  London was something of an armed camp, with Equatorian troops patrolling the streets. For nearly a year, Britain had been a de facto province of Equatoria, thanks to two events. General Anhalt and the American senator Miles Clark led the bold attack on London in the great American steamnaught USS Bolivar. The airship had crashed into Buckingham Palace, killing nearly everyone aboard, but wiping out several vampire clan lords who had gathered for Cesare’s coronation. At the same time, Mamoru forced Adele to trigger the event that swept the vampires away. She had since brought several regiments of her soldiers to control an island full of humans who had lived generations under vampire terror and tyranny. Britain would become an important test case to show how the territories ripped from vampire rule would be re-integrated into free human society. At the moment, it was still an open question.


  Adele walked the dim corridors, clanking with each step because of her photography equipment and several lanterns she carried. The door to Gareth’s private chamber was open, as always. He sat in a chair near the window staring out into the winter bleakness, his long legs propped against the sill. He shifted enough to let her know he had heard her; there was no way she could take him unaware. She stood watching him. He still wore the accouterments of the Greyfriar, rifleman’s jacket and trousers with high boots, but his scarf was pulled down, lying loose about his shoulders. His dark glasses were set aside.


  “Gareth,” she said, her breath misting the air. “Am I disturbing you?”


  “Of course not.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, eyeing the camera and tripod in her hands.


  Adele saw the pile of paper on the ancient desk across the room. She silently chided herself for interrupting him at work. Sitting atop the ream was his heavy leather gunbelt with twin pistols. “I just don’t want to interrupt you if you’re trying to make progress before we leave for Bruges tomorrow.”


  “No. I’m not making much progress as Gareth.” He sat up, placing his feet heavily on the floor. With a tug on his rifleman’s tunic, he said, “Perhaps the other fellow will have more luck.”


  Adele laughed nervously. “I wouldn’t mind reading what you’ve written. At some point.”


  “Shouldn’t take you long.” Gareth raised his hand toward the papers. “Have a look.”


  Adele went to his desk, barely containing her excitement. She had flown reams of stationary up from Equatoria along with the finest pens and inks, which were scattered across the desk. She flipped through the stack of paper. Sheet after sheet of blank white met her eyes. Her brow furrowed. “I can’t find what you wrote. These are blank.”


  “Oh sorry. Look next to the empty pages.”


  Beside the pile of stationery was a single sheet of paper. Adele picked it up and flipped it over. There were several lines written in Gareth’s natural, spidery hand: I am Gareth, son of Dmitri. I was born south of Kiliwhimin in the Great Glen of Scotland. My father taught me to hunt humans and drink their blood. That is what I am. I am a monster.


  Adele stared at the page. Her face flushed with shock. She couldn’t find any words to reply.


  Gareth took the paper from her and looked at it with a nod of mock satisfaction. He set it down on the desk. “It says everything, don’t you think? Is it long enough to be a book?”


  “Gareth,” Adele forced herself to speak calmly, “we decided that you would write this book to explain to humans that vampires aren’t what they think. To show them your humanity.”


  “It turns out I have none.”


  She put her hand to her head.


  “Adele, don’t worry about my foolishness. You have so much to do. Compared to that, this is exactly what it looks like, a pile of nothing.” He thumbed through the stack of blank paper. “This was a ludicrous idea in any case. The price is too high.”


  Adele regarded him with confusion. “What price?”


  “Surely you’ve considered that this book will have ramifications that will ripple across the world. Everything would change. You are Adele the First, Empress of Equatoria. You fought hard to achieve that. Do you think you could continue in that role once our relationship is known? Your people will have both our heads on stakes.”


  Adele stared at him evenly, as if she had already accepted that complication. “I’ll accept whatever happens.”


  “I won’t.”


  “This book means a great deal. To both of us. To both our kinds. The future can only—”


  “The future is only what we find in Bruges. After that, we’ll have to see what it is.” Gareth jutted his chin across the room, eager to change the conversation. “I see you brought your camera.”


  Adele understood his weak ploy, but was content to move on for the moment. “I have one more undeveloped piece of film until the next supply ship from Equatoria and I was hoping you’d let me take our picture. Finally.”


  “What do you mean finally? You have a box full of pictures of me. And there are thousands of pictures of the two of us.” Gareth shuffled more papers aside on the desk to reveal several cheap paperback novels. They were in pristine condition because Gareth valued books, any books, above all else. Adele recognized these potboilers from the penny dreadful presses in far-off Equatoria. They all featured the great freedom fighter of the north, the Greyfriar. Each book sported a garishly colored cover with the cloaked swordsman killing vampires with blade or gun, his face swathed in his trademark scarf to hide his mysterious identity from the world and instead of his actual mirrored glasses, the artistic Greyfriar wore more adventurous goggles. Swords Against the Bloody North. Carpathian Hellscape. The Crypts Open Tonight.


  He pawed through the books and held one up. “Here! This one has both of us. Two Against the Legions of Hell.” The cover was a full-color painting of the Greyfriar. He was tall and muscular, which was easy to see because his shirt had been torn away. He had an exquisitely chiseled chest and abdomen, and his arms were corded and thick with veins. His rough hands clutched a sword and pistol. He stood in the snow wearing abnormally snug trousers. His face was partially shrouded with a scarf, but his eyes shone hard and fierce, and his long dark hair flew in the wind. Crouched next to the Greyfriar was a ferocious buxom wench in a state of undress. Her heaving bosom was barely contained in some sort of tiny metallic cups. She clutched the Greyfriar’s muscular thigh as if it would save her from drowning.


  Adele smirked. “That woman is supposed to be me?”


  “I assume so. She seems . . . capable.”


  Adele stared at the picture for a long moment, eyes lingering on the dynamic figure of the Greyfriar. “I may need a copy of this one when we get to Alexandria.” She set the distracting cover face down on the desk. “And you know what I mean. Yes, there are thousands of pictures of me and Greyfriar. Some even look like me. But I want one with Gareth.” She pressed her hand next to his on the stack of blank paper. “That’s the whole point of this exercise, isn’t it?”


  She returned to the door where she had leaned the tripod. She set up the camera near the door and spent a moment framing the desk in the dark. She pulled a long flexible trigger cable from her pocket and screwed one end into the camera. As she was making final adjustments, a large grey cat appeared. He curled about her legs and leapt onto the table to inspect the strange new contraption, rubbing his chin along the side of the camera. She swore that Pet could sniff out something new in mere seconds. Adele shoved the cat to the floor and repositioned the camera. She took the trigger cable and dragged the other end to the desk. She positioned the lanterns to provide enough light for a moody exposure.


  Adele grabbed Gareth’s arm and pulled him next to her. “Stand here and we’ll have a real picture together.” She poised her thumb over the button.
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