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			Chapter 1

			I’ve heard it said that secrets will be the end of us, but I say they can be a beginning. At least it was for me.

			I remember the lights. So many lights. Pulsing, flashing in every color. Dancers moved on the floor in the artificial smoke and the smog they had produced themselves.

			There were nightclubs, and there were nightclubs. The Dancing Duck was a whole other level of hedonism. I looked left and right at all the beautiful Russians dancing with abandon and making out on the outskirts of the dance floor. They partied like it was their last night on earth, and in this mafia-run city, it really could be.

			I was leaning against a black wall, taking it all in. It was the most fun I’d had since my father took the job in the American Embassy in Russia, and I had to leave college. I dressed in a nice black shirt and a decent pair of jeans. No jewelry, as I didn’t want to show any level of wealth or call attention to myself in any way. My dad’s interpreter told us not to identify ourselves as a mark to the locals. He also told us not to go out alone. Didn’t follow that bit of advice. Where’s the fun in that?

			I felt eyes on me and turned to see a tall redhead looking at me with a smile on her ruby lips. Our eyes locked, and I looked away. Dammit! Why did I do that? 

			Looking at my shoes as I ran my hand through my hair, I was hating myself for punking out yet again. When I looked back, she was gone. I blew it. I can never seem to look back when someone is giving me the eye. It’s not that I’m not attracted to women. I am…believe me. It’s just hard for me to return that smile. I always feel caught when I make eye contact with a pretty girl. What the hell is wrong with me?

			I felt a touch on my arm, and she was there. Her green eyes burned into mine, and she was wearing a smile…and what a smile. Like she knew me or wanted to.

			She leaned in to speak into my ear. “You are American, yes? Alone, no?” she purred with that smooth Moscow accent.

			“Yes, yes! How did you know?” I asked.

			Again, the killer smile before she leaned in to speak again. “Your haircut, it is the latest style. You look everywhere. This is all new for you, yes?”

			I laughed and ran a hand through my hair. My stylist had talked me into blond highlights at the tips of my light-brown hair. Said it would make my blue eyes “pop.” Maybe she was right. Something was happening for me this night.

			“Elena,” she said, pointing at herself. Then she pointed at me and raised an eyebrow.

			“W-Walt. I’m Walt,” I stammered back, looking right down at the daring plunge in her little black dress. That amazing cleavage was on display…but that didn’t make it right to stare. I hated myself for that.

			She looked down at her chest, back at me, and her smile grew. Elena put her hands on my shoulders and started rocking her hips in a seductive little dance. “Move with me, Walt,” she commanded with a sly grin.

			“We’re not on the dance floor.”

			Elena tilted her head toward me. “Nobody cares. Why should you?” She leaned very close, and I felt her breath in my ear. “I like you, Walt.”

			I didn’t fight her as she moved me towards a dark corner. I didn’t know what she had in mind, but I liked where this was going. I moved with her, and we got to the corner, right by a black door you could barely make out in the dark.

			She turned herself to put her back against the door and ran her hands down my chest as she danced. She was really turning me on. Her green eyes seemed to almost glow in the gloom of the corner. 

			I stared into her eyes. They didn’t look normal. Contacts? I was thinking about asking her, but I never got the chance.

			She smirked as she looked over my shoulder and then pulled hard as she backed through the door, bringing us both out into the cold Moscow night. Her heels and my shoes crunched in the snow as she pressed my back against the brick wall of the alley.

			“Elena! What are you doing?” I asked, gasping as I felt the cold air through my shirt. I started moving forward, but she pushed me back into the wall. She was stronger than she looked.

			She launched into me, and I felt her lips on my neck. Talk about aggressive! But all that changed when she nipped me. “OW!” I shouted and pushed her back, hard. My hand instinctively went to my neck, and it felt warm and sticky. I pulled my hand back in front of my face and saw a smear of blood. “What the hell, Elena!” I shouted at her. My mouth hung open when I saw her face.

			Elena’s eyes were burning like they were green fire, but it was her mouth that shocked me the most. It was huge, and pointy teeth pushed out at the corners. Her tongue was hanging out and swollen. Her hands darted to her neck, and she made a choking sound as blood poured out of her nose and ears.

			I moved down the wall to get away from her. Still, she continued to struggle to breathe, and her skin seemed to be boiling below the surface. She fell to her knees, and the flesh fell away from her skull. Seconds later, there was just red sludge on a blackened skeleton wearing a black dress in the snow.

			I turned to the door and tried to get back into the club, but it had locked behind me. Elena knew what she was doing. She’d pulled me into that alley, and when the door closed, I had nowhere else to go. But what happened to her?

			“Hey!” I heard from the end of the alley. Two Moscow policemen with guns strapped around their shoulders were marching toward me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Not how I thought this night was going to go. Sure, I was hoping to have a few drinks, take in the sights, and maybe even meet a nice Russian girl. I wouldn’t have even minded if the night was a dead loss. You never can tell.

			But I never thought I’d find myself chained to a chair in some bureaucrat’s office. It was a nice chair and a nice office. A red carpet on the floor and dark wood furniture gave the place an air of class. There was a brass nametag on the desk beside a sharp-looking letter opener. It read, “I. Kamenev.”

			Getting to this point had been quite a ride. The Russian cops arrested me and were none too gentle about it. They didn’t speak English at all, so there was no communication. I had to sit in a freezing police car while they examined what was left of poor Elena.

			Seemed like an eternity before another car arrived with a superior officer. After that, things happened fast. The new guy ran to the car and got a shovel and a garbage bag. Should I be concerned that Russian cops keep a shovel and a garbage bag in their cars?

			Anyway, he gave it to the cops who’d arrested me and marched over to the car. He opened the door, and I felt the cold rush in. He had dark eyes and a heavy brow. “You are American?” he barked at me.

			“Yes.”

			He pointed a beefy hand at me and then towards the alley. “How did you kill girl?”

			“I didn’t! She bit me, and then…then she did that.” I turned my head to show him the wound on my neck.

			His eyes opened wide when he saw my neck. He slammed the door and jogged back to the cops, cleaning up the mess. One of them was leaning against the wall, puking.

			The big guy reached into the bag and picked out the blackened skull. I felt the taste of bile in my mouth and thought I was going to barf, too.

			He showed the skull to the other cop, and they both looked at each other. Something remained unsaid between them. The cop turned and spat on the snow as his superior rammed the skull into the bag. What was bothering them?

			Beefy, the supervisor, opened my door and pulled me out, steadying me on the slippery road. He was taller than I thought. He walked me over to his car and put me in the back. He left, then came back with my coat. He made me lean forward and draped the coat over my shoulders. I was starting to like this guy.

			He sat down in the driver’s seat, and I felt the whole car sag. We drove for about twenty minutes. All I saw were the dark streets and fat snowflakes hitting the window. We stopped at a big building, and he escorted me up the stairs and through the lobby. We got into an ancient elevator, and he had to close the door by hand. Rising to the top floor, neither of us said a word.

			I thought things were looking good when we entered the nice office. That is until he chained my handcuffs to the chair and left. Hours passed, and I was starting to see the dawn through one of the windows.

			Finally, I heard the creak of the door, and a man in a suit carrying a piece of paper walked to the desk and sat down. He had black hair that was slicked back, keeping it neat. I pegged him at being in his early sixties. His blue suit was immaculate, and he had a red star as a lapel pin.

			His dark eyes stared into mine, unblinking. His mouth barely opened as he spoke. “You are Walt.” He glanced at the paper in front of him. “Walter Baranov, are you not?”

			The man’s English was excellent, and it was a relief to hear. “Yes! What the hell is happening?”

			“You were found beside a body, a girl. Outside the Dancing Duck.” He took a breath and narrowed his eyes. “Tell me how she died.”

			I squirmed in my seat and showed him my neck. “She pulled me into the alley, and the freak actually bit me!”

			“And then?” There was no emotion in his voice. His focus was intense.

			“I have no idea! Her eyes started glowing green, and blood started pouring out of her eyes and mouth.” My lips started shaking, reliving it again. “She kind of melted away.”

			The man gave a slight nod and raised an eyebrow. “Did her mouth change in any way after she bit you?”

			I took a breath and let it out slowly. “Oh, yeah! It was bigger and full of sharp teeth. Totally gross.”

			He leaned forward and pressed a button on his desk. A woman walked in wearing a blue skirt and blazer and had the same red star on her lapel as her boss. Her dark hair was swept back into a ponytail. Her glasses had thick frames. He spoke to her in Russian, and she nodded, turned on her heel, and left.

			My inquisitor rose out of his seat and came to my chair. I could hear the chime of keys in his hand and felt the chain tighten as he worked to free me. “My name is Ivan Kamenev. I must apologize for the way you were apprehended. This is something we have never seen before, and my men were uncertain about how to proceed.”

			The woman returned with a black bag, and he gestured her over toward me. “Svetlana will apply a dressing to that wound on your neck. It must be sterilized, and I’m afraid the bleeding will start again before she applies the bandage.”

			“Okay, thank you for that,” I mumbled before Svetlana’s strong hands grabbed my head and tilted it to access my neck. I winced as she applied some ointment, and she quickly slapped some gauze on the injury. I could feel that it had started bleeding again.

			Kamenev had returned to his desk, and he sat down with a sigh. “Why did you go to the Dancing Duck last night?”

			I shrugged. “I heard it was a wild party. I wanted to see it for myself. Have you ever been?”

			His mouth moved into what I guessed was a smile. “A place for a younger man. Had you ever seen the woman you identify as Elena before that night?”

			“No, never.”

			He said something to Svetlana, and she asked a question in return. He nodded his head, and she turned and strutted from the room. He looked at me. “Very well, Walt. Svetlana is going to make us tea. Is there anything you require?”

			“One thing, Mr. Kamenev, can I please use a washroom? I’ve been chained to a chair for hours.”

			He stood up quickly and gestured behind him. “You may use my personal bathroom. When you finish, I will explain it all.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The bathroom was simple, clean, and a huge relief. I was worried I wasn’t going to make it! I washed and dried my hands on a plush red hand towel and looked in the mirror at the tired guy staring back at me. 

			I ran a hand through my medium-length brown hair to move it into place or at least look better than it did. The blond highlights looked weird in the light. My eyes were blue and paler than normal. It was strange, but the more tired I got, the paler they got. “What did you get yourself into this time?” I asked myself.

			I walked back into Kamenev’s office and back to the chair that had been my prison until recently. I’d just sat down when the efficient Svetlana made her way back in with the tea on a tray. It was simple but elegant chinaware, with gold painted on the delicate handles. There were some slices of lemon, sugar, a couple of spoons, and a mason jar with steaming water in the middle. I wasn’t sure what the mason jar was for.

			Kamenev gestured toward the tea. “Please, help yourself.”

			I took the cup closest to me, added some lemon, and gave it a sip. “Very nice, thanks. Mr. Kamenev, I’ve got to call my parents and tell them I’m okay.”

			The man nodded and helped himself to his own cup. He added nothing but blew and drew a quick drink. “We will speak of your parents later. We called them last night and let them know your whereabouts.” He let out the slightest of sighs and tented his fingers on the desk. “Do you understand what is happening here? Do you know who that young woman was?”

			I set down my tea and shrugged. “I know she said her name was Elena, and she was beautiful. Now she’s dead. That’s it.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “She was much more than she appeared and less.” He sat back in his chair and turned slightly, looking out the window. “She was a vampire, Walt.”

			I looked at the man and frowned. Did I hear that right? “Are…are you trying to be funny? Or is that some Russian expression I don’t understand?”

			Kamenev snorted a small laugh. “I don’t blame you. I understand how this must sound. But it is true.”

			It was my turn to sit back in the chair. “You’re not seriously going to try and tell me that vampires are real?”

			The Russian shrugged. “I didn’t believe it either. Until I lost my wife and daughter to the damnable virus.”

			“Virus? Okay, I’m lost. We were just talking about vampires, and now we’re talking about a virus.”

			“One and the same. That young woman was once like you. She probably went to nightclubs for the same reason you did. She went for very different reasons last night.”

			I shook my head. “Things were going fine until she…” I couldn’t finish the sentence.

			“Until she bit you.” 

			“Okay, that’s true.” I reached for my tea. Kamenev sat impassively while I was trying to digest this madness. Then I had it. “Vampires don’t die after they bite someone. She didn’t even get any blood. It was one chomp, and she just…you know.”

			“Disintegrated.”

			I sipped the tea and nodded. “Yeah. How does that make her a vampire?” I set down the cup and swallowed. “You’re actually trying to tell me that vampires are real?”

			He tapped a finger on his desk. “Think about this, Walt. She probably made sure you were alone and then maneuvered you into that alley. Nobody to see, nobody to help you. You were the perfect victim. For her, an opportunity to feed.” 

			This guy was making more sense than I liked. “Wow…well, that’s what happened. But why did she die?”

			He leaned forward, and his elbows rested on the desk. “That is an excellent question.” His eyes narrowed as he looked at my neck. “Your dressing needs changing, I think.” He pressed the button on his desk, and Svetlana returned. She was none too gentle removing the bandage, and I thought it was weird that she dropped the blood-stained gauze in the mason jar with the water before putting on a new dressing.

			Kamenev finished his tea. “I am wasting my time with words. Perhaps you must see for yourself.”

			***

			We were heading toward the ancient elevator, and Kamenev was carrying the mason jar that held my old bandage. The water had turned a little pink as the blood mixed. He was talking as we got on. “It is not common knowledge, Walt. Vampires hide in the shadows of many countries. They are very careful in their secrecy. It is everything to them.”

			“Do the leaders of the country know about this? I mean, how do you keep a secret like this?”

			The Russian shrugged as he closed the door to the rickety old elevator. “It’s not hard. The creatures hide themselves. Government officials can easily conceal a victim. It is particularly easy in a country like the United States.”

			“What do you mean?”

			The elevator started down, and he raised his voice to be heard. “It’s an easy matter to shoot someone in the wound that a vampire has inflicted. Gun violence is not rare in your country.” He looked at me with a quick glance. “I know your father is part of the American Embassy. I mean no disrespect.”

			“None taken.”

			The elevator went down and down. It got dark, and when we came to a stop, the hallway looked much more modern. There was one thick steel door at the end of the corridor. Kamenev opened the elevator door, and the two of us walked down the corridor. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a heavy steel key. He rammed it in the lock, turned it, and there was an audible click. He yanked open the door to this vault.

			He gestured for me to enter. I did not want to go first. But what could I do? I took a couple of baby steps through the door. It smelled awful. Dank and rotten. About ten steps in, I could see the door to a cell. A jail.

			Kamenev walked past me and said something loudly in Russian. I could hear some hissing, but I still couldn’t see anyone. The Russian escorting me looked my way. “Do not get too close, okay?”

			I nodded. He needn’t have worried. I didn’t like any of this, and nothing could get me near the door of that cell. I couldn’t see anything in the dark corners of that prison.

			“HEY!” Kamenev barked into the darkness. He reached into a steel box by the wall, drew out a red, rubbery bag, and threw it into the cell.

			Out of nowhere, this big, naked, and filthy shape leapt out of the corner and grabbed the bag with long, clawed fingers. It was bald, with a few long, stringy black hairs plastered to the filth of its scalp. It jammed the bag into its toothy maw, and blood dripped out of the corners of its mouth onto the floor. When it was done feeding, it looked at us with glowing green eyes and gave a threatening hiss of hatred.

			Kamenev scowled at it. “Walt, this is Yuri. He has been here for some time.”

			The creature looked at me, and I thought I heard it laugh. “Kamenev, ya tebya nenavizhu!” it spat out in Russian.

			“He doesn’t like me,” Kamenev deadpanned.

			I didn’t know what to say. My mouth was hanging open, and I was just staring. It was impossible, and there it was. An honest-to-God vampire. It was horrible, and it was fascinating.

			The thing jumped at the bars, and I yelped and took a few steps back behind my host. “This…this is crazy!” I whispered to Kamenev as I cowered behind him.

			“Yes. It is madness, I know. But there it is. Walt, I did not believe in such things myself. Until this thing came to my home and took my wife and child from me.” His face darkened as he looked at the monster. “And now I have taken everything from him. I have one more thing to take.”

			“So there really are vampires,” I whispered. “But what killed Elena?”

			The creature snapped its head to look me right in the eyes. It looked right through me. “Elena!” it hissed and then laughed.

			Kamenev took the mason jar with the bloody dressing and unscrewed the lid. The creature started sniffing and reached out for it. Kamenev threw it at the creature and stepped back into me.

			The disgusting thing took a step back, too, and started clawing at its face. Pustules of blood formed on its skin and exploded in pink clouds as it gave a gurgling scream. The skin sloughed off its skull, and soon, the rest of the flesh followed it to the floor. All that was left was a red and grey puddle of bones steaming on the floor.

			Kamenev shook his head slowly and turned to look at me. “Elena was a vampire, Walt. What killed her…was biting you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“So now you know,” Kamenev said as he sealed the large steel door. “That was one of many.”

			My hands were still shaking. I couldn’t get the image of that horrible thing dying out of my mind. “How many are there?”

			Kamenev shrugged. “There is no way to know.”

			“What do you know?

			We got on to the elevator, and the Russian closed the door. He spoke louder to be heard over the clatter of the ancient contraption. “We know they have infiltrated every major city in the world. Some more than others. They have a complex social and political hierarchy. Most of their communication takes place in secret locations and the dark web.”

			Arriving at our floor, he wrenched open the creaky door and gestured for me to exit first. We walked down the hall towards his office. “That thing in the cell didn’t look anything like the poor woman I met at the club,” I said. 

			“He was very old. At least two hundred years. The woman was nowhere near that age.”

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “They get that old?”

			“Even older.”

			When we walked into his office, I was surprised to see Svetlana setting a new tray with some cookies as well. Kamenev said something in Russian to her, and she smiled ear to ear. She walked up to me and gave me a gentle hug. I froze. She gave me a kiss on each cheek, and there were tears in her eyes as she stepped back and regarded me. “Spasibo,” she whispered and left the room.

			Kamenev was wearing a small smile and gestured for me to sit. “What was that all about?” I asked.

			“She is celebrating,” the man answered as he poured tea for each of us. “So am I.”

			When we were both sitting with a warm drink in our hands, I couldn’t contain myself any longer. “I have a lot of questions.”

			“No doubt. Ask me anything.”

			“Okay, how long have these things been around?”

			He took a breath and let it out slowly. “That’s a question without a certain answer. The first reported vampire in Europe was Jure Grando in 1656. He lived in a small village named Kringa, located in Croatia. There are mentions of creatures drinking blood as far back as the ancient Babylonians, but nothing verified. We cannot know for sure when this started.”

			“Are the stories true?”

			He raised an eyebrow slightly. “Which ones?

			“Oh, you know…sleeping in coffins, afraid of the daylight and garlic.”

			Kamenev took a sip of his tea and swallowed. “They sleep in beds like everybody. Daylight does them no harm. The old ones avoid the light because of their appearance and the fear of being discovered. Imagine that monster in the basement walking through Red Square. How would that turn out?”

			It made sense. “And garlic?”

			He smirked. “The things drink blood. Why would they want or need garlic? They generally don’t like strong smells of any kind, as their senses are so keen. It does not repel them in any way.”

			That wasn’t very comforting. “But they die if you cut off their heads or drive a stake through their heart…right?”

			He shrugged. “Everything dies if you cut off the head or smash a piece of wood through the heart.”

			The man had a point. “Yeah, I see what you mean. What was that liquid you used to kill that vampire in the basement?”

			All humor drained away from his face, and he looked me right in the eyes. “It was a tincture of warm water and your blood.”

			My eyes opened wide. “Nothing else?”

			He shook his head, watching my face as I pieced it together. 

			“You’re saying my blood killed that thing?”

			The Russian pointed at me. “Two known vampires have come in physical contact with you, and both died immediately.”

			I shook my head. “That’s not true. The woman in the club was all over me before she died in that alley.”

			His eyes narrowed. “Did she actually touch you in the club? Or did she merely handle your clothing? Did her skin touch yours?”

			It hit me hard, and I sat back in the chair. “No. She didn’t actually touch me before we went into the alley.”

			“You’re starting to see my point. Walt, something about you causes vampires to die the moment they come into contact with your blood.”

			I set my teacup down. I wasn’t thirsty, and my mind was racing. “But why?”

			“That is a question that must be answered.” He looked at his watch. “We leave for Japan within the hour.” 

			“Japan! Whoa!” I held up both my hands to slow this cowboy down. “My parents are never going to go for that. I can tell you that right now.”

			Kamenev linked his fingers on the desk and tilted his head toward me. “Your parents were on the first plane out of Moscow about two hours after you were arrested. For their safety, you understand.”

			I didn’t. “Why would their safety be jeopardized by any of this? It has nothing to do with them.”

			“The wrong people will eventually know what happened in that alley. It’s just a matter of time. They will try to eliminate anyone involved. Killing your parents would just be standard procedure.”

			I put my hands together in my lap and leaned forward in the chair. “What do you mean by ‘wrong people,’ exactly?”

			The Russian frowned at me. “Use your head! When it is discovered that there is a young man whose existence is deadly to vampires, killing you will become a priority for a great many people. Vampires protect their interests, and there are ordinary people who are in league with these devils.” He looked down and shook his head slowly. “Walt, whatever it is that makes you deadly to these creatures makes you a threat that needs
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