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Two Years Ago:
Boston
It was still early evening but the relentless advance of the dark was already heralding its dominion as the sun began to slip slowly below the horizon. In places, patches of light still flared valiantly—though, ineluctably, they too began to give ground with each passing moment. Harris grinned wryly as he thought how fitting their predicament was as he and his fellow survivors defended themselves against the oncoming hoard in their last remaining stronghold. He rated their chances no better than the light that, even now, was relinquishing its last tenuous grip on the cityscape.
Harris watched the shadows advance across the torn buildings that had once comprised the upper east side of Boston and sighed. Broken rocks and piping lay everywhere, spilling from ruined buildings like entrails from a gutted corpse. Sharp angles and jagged peaks reached forlornly towards the sky as if in final, silent defiance of the destruction that had laid waste to everything else around them. They, like Harris and his group, were all that remained in the path of the oncoming, destructive tide.
Harris looked out over the ruined remains of the once proud city and despaired. He and his companions had held out against all odds in the face of a far superior enemy. They had fought a losing battle over the last few months, delaying the thralls’ advance while they bought time for others to flee, though where they might flee to he did not know. They had lost ground continuously. Though in fairness they had extracted a heavy toll for each of their own losses and had frustrated the thralls for some time now. The leaders of the thralls were not usually military men, as those who had risen quickly in the Vampires’ army tended to be those who had abandoned their fellow humans early on in the war, rather than fight. They were not men or women of honor.
As such, their main strategy tended to be to throw as many soldiers as they could at any obstacle, regardless of the costs. Harris and his colleagues had frustrated them continuously by striking hard and fast and then disappearing before the thralls could organize their defense, let alone a counter-attack. They had made the thralls pay a heavy price for every mile they retreated. But retreat they had, and they had left many of their number along the way in silent testament to the inevitable final conclusion.
Strangely, the thralls had not called on their vampire masters for aid. Harris had never actually seen a vampire. He had heard about them, of course. But the first part of the war had passed him by. It had all happened so quickly. At first the stories of whole populations of towns disappearing were ridiculed by most of the press that had still somehow managed to operate in an increasingly insular world. The energy crisis had changed life so radically that most communities existed in isolation. There was no power to spare for running servers so the Internet had closed down long ago. He had heard rumors that some servers still existed, a last defiant bastion of man’s ingenuity and knowledge in a world that no longer cared and could no longer support such excessive use of a dwindling resource.
No one could waste power on computers anymore so most news traveled by word of mouth.
When the vampires had come from the darkness they had moved quickly. They took over whole communities while the world still continued on, blissfully unaware that a rotting cancer was already steadily eating away at their heart. By the time the world woke up to the threat, the vampires had already gathered a sizeable army of men and women who they rewarded with strength and agility far beyond any normal human. Thralls were difficult to kill and many a platoon had been decimated as they had advanced past the thralls they had killed only to find that the enemy they thought dead suddenly rose after they had passed by and had attacked them from the rear. Despite this, though, the humans began to drive the vampire spawn back, but the cost had been so high.
The desperation of the time brought out the best in people and, as it had been during world wars many years before, men and women formed ranks, helped each other and fought back. The remnants of the government had even begun to conscript men and women and, for a short time, they seemed to be winning.
Despite the vampires’ awesome power they still had to sleep during the day and could not travel too far from areas they considered safe. A number of them had been caught and slaughtered when the humans had made particularly deep incursions against the thrall defense, and ever since these safe areas tended to be far behind the front lines. The thralls had done the majority of the fighting though and this worked well for the humans. Unfortunately, there just had not been enough time or resources to fully take advantage of this. Men and women had flocked to help in the fighting but with no training and little equipment, they were merely cannon fodder who had been given a weapon and sent to the front. There was no coherent response against the vampire advance either as many of the communications devices, satellites and wireless technologies had been left to rot during the years of the energy crisis. Without the power to keep the communications equipment running, these marvels of modern technology were just so much junk. Every battle that was fought tended to take place in isolation and, while they did have some victories, they were unable to take advantage on a national scale so the overall gain was lost in the general confusion. And then the vampires had poisoned the water supplies with their serum and everything had gone to hell.
Harris had been staying with his father and had been conscripted late in the war so had only arrived after the serum’s effects had become known. Already the front had collapsed and Harris had found himself caught up with a decimated and demoralized retreating army. In fact, it had only been when one man, Ricardo Juarez, had managed to organize what remained of them into something resembling a fighting unit that they had managed to turn the tide and begin to fight back.
Juarez was dead now, killed by an unfortunate ricochet during a raid, but his spirit remained in the men and women who still fought in his name. They had retreated for hundreds of miles, slowing the thralls while those unable to fight pressed ahead in the hope of making the coast and taking a ship to somewhere where the vampires had not yet spread their vicious rule. In the last few months it had become obvious that the thralls feared the vampires as much as the rebels did. They would have been defeated long ago had the vampires been called to join the fighting but so far, the thralls had resisted. Most likely because they were afraid of what their masters would do if they admitted failure against such a paltry force. As long as they were advancing, no matter how slowly, the thralls seemed to be keeping the vampires out of it.
Now, though, there was nowhere else to go. The families they had bought time for with their blood had left on the ships. For better or worse, they had sailed off in the hope of finding somewhere they could live free. The ships could still be caught, though, so this final group had stayed behind to ensure them the time they needed to get far enough away from land so the vampires could not reach them. The men and women with Harris were all without family; either they had lost children or spouses in the conflict and were still filled with enough hate that they wanted to exact their own retribution or they just had no wish to start again.
Whatever the reason, these men and women had stayed and now they awaited their inevitable fate together. Harris could have left with the others but he felt that he was needed. After Juarez was killed there was a moment when everything was about to fall apart, but two men and one woman, including himself, had come forward and encouraged the others to continue. Two of the others were dead now and one had gone with their family on the ship. Harris felt a responsibility for those he had led to this point so he had remained.
The serum had broken all resistance and cities everywhere were falling under the oppression of the advancing thralls and their vampire masters. The story was the same all over the world. They still received some reports on the long distance frequencies of small communities who still held out, but these communities were growing fewer each day. The time of man had come and gone and now a new predator was confirming their dominance.
Harris and his remaining group numbered only fifty but they had chosen their stronghold well and had prepared even better. Harris was not a military man but he had enough people on the team to advise him. His strength was in his ability to inspire and lead and he concentrated on that. The surrounding buildings had all been mined with explosives and other surprises that had tied up the thralls for the last three days. The thralls had lost hundreds of soldiers as they tried repeatedly to remove the humans from their positions. In their preparations Harris and his colleagues had blown out the surrounding buildings, making it almost impossible for the thralls to bring their tanks into play.
The thralls shelled the area continuously but were forced to do so from long range and Harris and the others were spread out so well that the shelling had been largely ineffective so far. They also ensured that the thrall spotters who tried to give accurate coordinates to the artillery paid a heavy toll each time they came within range.
It was a stalemate at the moment. This morning they had seen the main force retreat back out of range and Harris could see that the troops had been ordered to make camp. The thralls still surrounded Harris and his group, but through the day they made no attempt to attack. Now that the darkness was beginning to fall Harris could see that the thralls were getting ready. Not for an assault, though. He could see the thralls begin to move into positions that afforded them the best view of the rebel’s stronghold.
Obviously they were preparing for a show and Harris shivered as he realized what this meant.
The thralls had either lost too many men or they had run out of time. Either way it made little difference; the vampires were obviously on their way. Harris looked around him and he could see the fear that clouded each face, but he could also see a quiet determination, a knowledge that no matter what happened, they had won a victory. They had managed to gain their friends enough time to make it out of the country and, hopefully, to a place of safety. If they had to die then he was glad that it would count for something.
The vampires came with the darkness. It was hard to tell how many there were as the shadows seemed to stretch towards them and wrap them in their embrace, but it couldn’t have been too many, Harris thought. They would hardly consider fifty humans worth their attention, but it was a testament to Harris and the others that they had been called at all. He wondered idly what their involvement would cost the thrall leaders, but found he didn’t really give a damn.
Hopefully the bastards would suffer before their masters tore them apart.
A cold breeze blew through the ruined building, whistling slightly as it passed through the gaping holes of the shattered windows and torn brick that the shelling had caused. Harris shivered again. The dark had always fascinated him before. He had loved the feeling of standing in the open, staring up at the sky and counting the myriad stars. The night had always been a place of solitude and beauty for him. Now, the darkness was something to fear. Something that hid an evil that threatened to devour them all, something that had come to embody death and not wonder.
He wiped the sweat from his hands against his knees and then checked the magazine yet again. It was still as full as it had been the countless other times he had checked. He wished they would do something. The waiting was driving him mad.
When they came the attack was both an anti-climax and an awesome spectacle. The first Harris knew of the attack was the sound of machine guns chattering in a room to his left. The sound was strangely muted, as if the air itself was reluctant to carry the echo. He heard a brief burst of fire and then a second joined in. Soon there were a number of weapons firing, and then they seemed to stop in mid burst and the first scream filled the night. It was a terrible sound, full of terror and pain, and then it was joined by a second and then a third.
Silence descended over the building as the last of the screams died away. Harris snapped his head from side to side as he watched each doorway and bare window for any movement. There were three others in the room with him and he could see each of them shaking with fear. This wasn’t the noble death they had sought. This was a slaughter.
Just then Harris saw something move and he whipped his weapon towards the door, opening fire before the weapon had tracked to the door. The vampire was already on the other side of the room and Harris wrenched his aim toward the far corner where one of his colleagues was already slipping to the ground with his throat torn out. They were so fast; Harris managed the brief thought before he saw a second body ripped apart in front of him without a shot being fired.
There was a strange odor in the air. It was sickly sweet and old at the same time. It smelt wrong somehow, as if something was decayed but was not quite dead.
There were only two of them left now and, unconsciously, the two men drew closer together as they scanned the room. The vampire seemed able to meld into the darkness so completely that it seemed to disappear. It could merely have walked in and torn them apart. Their bullets were useless against it anyway. It was obviously playing with them, relishing their fear.
Suddenly the man beside Harris shuddered and Harris watched in terror as the man’s head simply fell to the ground with a dull thud. He realized with a sudden thought before he felt the impact that he still hadn’t actually seen a vampire. And then the darkness washed over him and all was quiet.
The Present:
Peter Harris started awake and shivered, though whether it was the cold or his dream that had caused his body to shudder, he wasn’t sure. The memories of his time before the serum had been plaguing him more often of late, and he was finding it more and more difficult to get a peaceful night’s sleep. He still had no idea why he had been the only one to survive and the guilt he felt because of it made sure that he relived that night every time he closed his eyes. His last memory had been of darkness enveloping him, and then there were snatches of memories where he had suffered terrible treatment by the thralls as they vented their anger on him and then nothing until he had seen Sandra Harrington’s face looking down at him when he had overcome the serum’s effects.
He had told no one of his time before the serum. Somehow it felt too personal…and what did it matter, anyway? He had failed the people who had put their trust in him. He had survived when they had died. He could do nothing about those he had failed now, but he could make sure that it never happened again. And to that end he would never rest as long as there was a human being still in captivity.
He looked around with a start. How could I have fallen asleep? Everyone was still in position and, slowly, his heart began to calm. They had traveled for the last few days to get here and he must have been more tired than he had thought. He looked out over the valley below where the small town lay slumbering. A cold breeze drifted from the north and brought with it fingers of ice that teased their way through the heavy jacket he wore no matter how he secured it. He lay along a rocky ridge, prone on the frozen ground, suddenly aware that his body was numb with the cold. He felt stiff as he stretched his muscles and winced as he rolled to his feet and began stamping to speed the circulation.
On the horizon he could see the faint, tentative caress of the dawn as the sun peeked over the distant hills and cast its weak glow onto the dark canvass of the ebony sky. For a moment he watched the lazy flight of four shapes high in the sky as the vampires returned from their final patrol, just ahead of the dawn’s deadly caress. The vampires seemed to gather the remaining darkness around them as if to shield them from the growing spread of the light. They might be evil incarnate but they were magnificent in the air.
He watched them riding the air currents as they scanned the area surrounding the town. Winter had hit early this year but the transportation problems they had suffered, the lack of food and the myriad of other issues that had plagued Harris and the others, had been alleviated somewhat by the discovery that the vampires’ incredible senses were dulled to almost normal human proportions by the cold.
No longer could they sense or smell their prey at incredible distances. Their vision was unaffected, unfortunately, but their patrols had been cursory at best since the weather had changed. They might be immortal but they didn’t like the cold, and the humans had been busy exploiting this over the last month.
It seemed like a lifetime ago when Harris and the other survivors had pulled themselves from their destroyed headquarters—but, in fact, it had only been two months. In that time they had swelled their numbers to nearly three thousand strong. There had been no contact with other vampires since their victory. The vampires were very territorial and had little or no contact between each settlement. This had left Harris and his group relatively free to plan and prepare for their next foray.
They were under terrible time pressure though with the knowledge that the serum the Vampires used to control their human captives was, in fact, killing those who were forced to take it. Their quandary, though, was that they could not simply take on every settlement directly—there were far too many thralls and they were far too well armed to even consider such an approach. And that was without even considering the power of the vampires themselves, even though many of the newly freed people campaigned for just such action.
The knowledge that people would start dying of the deadly mixture soon made everyone impatient to do something. Some proposed that they tell the vampires of the serum’s deadly side effects. Others argued that such an action would tip the vampires off that a resistance existed at all, and they were simply not ready for that. Their own survival was imperative, though it was hard to reconcile that at the cost of so many others’ lives, especially when many of those who would die were children. The debates raged on with all sides beginning to drift further apart and internal strife reaching critical levels.
While the debates continued, with no one really offering any concrete alternatives, Harris and his team had continued to plan. They had quickly rounded up the remaining thralls. The loss of their vampire masters and the betrayal of their commanding officer had left them reeling and easy targets. It had also helped that a significant number of them had been slaughtered in the attack on the base and the survivors had regarded the humans with a new respect. Their new subservient position, along with their fear of reprisals from the remaining “cattle pool”, as they had labeled the food supply for the vampires, had made them eager to provide information on their former masters.
Harris and his team had discovered that the vampires had a strange social structure, if indeed structure could be used to describe it at all. A master vampire ruled each area, or cabal. This designation of master had, in times when humans had ruled the world, never been bestowed on any vampire with a life history of less than three hundred years and, even then, only on the very rare occasion of another master’s death. The fact that the vampires had hid in the shadows had meant that they would only add to their ranks in special circumstances, so the number of cabals had remained constant and their leadership had remained unchanged for centuries.
Many of the younger vampires had spent decades, even centuries, conniving and jostling for these positions of power, and this had ensured that only the very best ever attained the position of leader of a cabal. Development came slowly to the undead; they received their strength, senses and limited transformation abilities immediately after their resurrection, but after that their bodies took decades to develop further abilities such as resistance to holy water, the cross and the ability to change into other creatures.
Unfortunately for them, their rapid spread over an unprepared world had left them with more cabals than they had eligible candidates to lead them. Because of this, vampires had been promoted or had massacred their way into the position of master based purely on their successes during the war. This had led to squabbling on a scale the vampire overlords had never before experienced and had been completely unprepared for. They were used to an existence in the shadows where their control over their own cabals was paramount to their very survival. Respect was earned over centuries and each cabal leader had always been mature and well tested before they were raised to the position of master.
Now they had a nightmare of petty jealousies and arguments over territory among young vampires who held positions of immense power. But they had no experience and no respect needed to control such areas. Many vampires had fought among themselves. Vampires had been assassinated, their loyal thralls butchered, and whole cities of precious human food destroyed in the aftermath of their victory over the humans. The situation had deteriorated rapidly with alliances being hastily forged and just as quickly broken. A full-scale war loomed and threatened to tear them apart.
Many of the older and wiser masters, not caught up in the insane jostling for power, had banded together in the face of their own destruction and had implemented a council where territorial disputes were to be heard and ruled upon. These masters had seen many centuries of warfare and still retained the respect of the older vampires. They even commanded a certain level of fear among the more recent masters. The various cabals, reluctantly, had agreed to give the council a chance at restoring some order.
Council meetings were held once every six months, but many of these new masters were reluctant to wait that long for a resolution to their immediate problems, and didn’t always agree or abide by any decisions that did come from these courts. The last two years had seen vicious raids into rival territories, stealing of scarce resources and kidnappings and assassinations of thralls who excelled in key positions of power.
The killing of vampires had stopped abruptly after the last vampire to be found guilty of such a crime had been staked naked to the dawn by his peers. The council did provide some order and many of the larger raids did stop, or at least became less frequent as the cabals began to realise that the cost in terms of lost thralls, resources and food was just too high. An uneasy truce had finally limped into being with all sides mistrustful of the other. This had led to the vampires becoming very insular over the last year.
In a very short time each cabal had begun to develop independently, basing their strength and power on those resources that their own territory was rich in. Some areas were rich in food, others in people, and others still in power sources or natural resources. Their ability to defend these resources or steal others’ resources soon became the primary measure of true power. Tradition and respect were ignored and each faction watched its borders and protected its resources jealously. Mistrust grew and rivalries increased until the entire country seethed with a barely contained, but often violated, truce.
The only thing that had prevented a bloodbath from engulfing them all was the power and fear of the last remaining true master on the continent. Von Richelieu was an ancient vampire from Eastern Europe, one of the few that had actually left their ancestral country and sought to grow their influence in the new world. His prowess in military matters had swept away the human’s defenses. His political acumen and ruthless efficiency had quickly removed any other vampire master during the chaotic closing stages of the war with the humans that might have threatened his position in the new power structure.
The remaining vampire masters were all mere youths compared to him, and he had become the only thing that all the others actually feared. None of the new masters were prepared to confront him openly, and they were far too mistrustful of each other to join together to challenge him, so the uneasy peace remained. In the last few months, Harris had learned from the thralls, things had settled down after a revitalized council had put restrictions in place. Von Richelieu had finally decided to take action and he let it be known that all vampires would answer to the council if they continued their fighting.
The council had never had the power to enforce their decisions before, but with Von Richelieu now supporting them, things began to settle down. The fact that he sent out his own lethal vampire enforcers to kill anyone who went against a council ruling soon focused the younger vampires’ attention on the council’s authority. Harris had not been able to find out exactly what these restrictions had been but news had filtered down to the thralls that no forays into other territories would be tolerated. As a result, the thralls had all grown complacent over the last few months and ruled their own areas in much the same way as the fiefdoms of the Medieval Ages.
This gave a much needed reprieve to the humans and allowed them to wean the new recruits off the drug and train them for whatever might come their way. They were under terrible time pressure with the serum’s fatal concoction, but it was also incumbent on them to survive. With this in mind they had decided to try to take advantage of the unrest among the vampires and try to nudge the cabals back into more direct action by playing one against the other.
Today would be the first step in their campaign. Harris did not actually have the full blessing of the newly formed government back at their base. He had tried many times to lay out the plan about how they hoped that they would be able to siphon off people and supplies from the neighboring territories while the other cabals were otherwise engaged. But, now that they had more people to cater for, they also had more representatives in the fledgling government and agreements were few and hard-fought. Harris had decided to present them with a fait accomplit and hoped that the resulting fallout would not be too bad.
He was well aware that his own view was a blinkered one; he was focused only on the task of saving lives while others were just as focused on their own areas and commitments. He knew that he too would have to change as their community grew, otherwise there would be anarchy if everyone just went off and did what they felt was right. But the serum’s effects were non-negotiable—they just did not have the time for debate. If they did not act now then there would be no point in acting later.
They had been lucky that Nero, the master who had controlled their own area before Harris had beheaded him two months ago, had been a particularly singular vampire. He had not made contact with the other cabals for anything and expected the same in return. He had been quite a senior vampire during the war, and many had seen him as a direct threat to Von Richelieu himself. He had only come to America to satisfy a particularly insatiable appetite for carnage. He had already won large estates in the initial battles in Europe but quickly grew bored as territory after territory fell too easily. It was only in America that battles had been fought that satisfied his blood lust—at least until the serum had been used and the human defense had crumbled almost overnight.
He was over four hundred years old but his ambitions and bloodlust had been satiated by the war. At least, this had been what he had informed the council when he had removed himself from the committee and also from the resulting carnage as the vampires fought over the spoils. It was understood by the thralls that Harris questioned that Von Richelieu had let him go mainly because his numerous attempts at removing him had failed. Nero had retained enough respect from the younger vampires so that they turned their greedy attentions toward easier and less established prey.
The surviving thralls had been most informative as to the relations between the cabals. It seemed that the vampires had pretty much kept to the old state lines when carving up their territories after they had taken over. This was the easiest to administer and control, except for some notable exceptions where lines had been stretched to include certain advantages depending on the level of strength and political weight each vampire master could exert.
Cases in point were their own neighboring cabals. The states, formerly known as Michigan and Indiana were now controlled by the Von Kruger and Wentworth Cabals respectively and bordered what had been Nero’s Cabal, in the old state of Ohio. It seemed that there had been a long rivalry between these two states that predated the vampires’ coming. At the centre of this rivalry was the Dade Nuclear Power plant that was situated just over the border in Michigan. Before the energy crisis this plant had powered all the surrounding states and the plant drew its employees from both sides of the state line. The plant had become a popular place to work and had always been seen as a shared resource by both states.
As the energy crisis of the last few years had worsened, however, things began to sour between the two states. Michigan had stopped supplying power to her neighboring states and people had flocked to Michigan, leaving the other states, especially Indiana, with poor resources and too few people to manage what was left.
When the vampires had come, Von Kruger, a two hundred year old vampire from Bonn, Germany, had used his seniority to redraw the map to include the power plant in the newly drawn Indiana state line. Wentworth, the former governor of Michigan, had ranted for over a year before settling down to his fate.
The need for heating and power really only affected the thralls, as the vampires were nocturnal, so he really couldn’t argue too loudly. Von Kruger, as the elder vampire, could have demanded Michigan, as it was more generously populated, but had opted for the warmer state. Wentworth, with a much larger population to feed upon had relented and an uneasy peace reigned.
Neither vampire had given a second thought to the thralls. Wentworth’s army, far bigger and better armed, began to grumble and complain about the arrival of an early winter. They had used up their entire stock of oil and fossil fuels last winter, convinced that they would be able to obtain at least a small feed from the power plant for the next year, but negotiations had broken down and they had been left with nothing. Their barracks were cold, their food was rapidly going bad without proper refrigeration—though the cold weather alleviated this somewhat—and the lack of power left them literally in the dark; they even had to light large campfires each evening to patrol their territory. This strain on their limited resources left the thralls irritable and difficult to control.
Von Kruger’s thralls, on the other hand, had plenty of power; in fact, they particularly enjoyed lighting their state line to such an extent that the immediate area sharing the state line with Michigan was lit up like daylight. Their barracks were warm—however, their food levels were very low. They also had a surplus of fuel as they had stockpiles that they had hoarded before Von Kruger had annexed the nuclear plant which were not as critical now. They delighted in offering these supplies at exorbitant prices to their neighbors.
Ever since the vampires had taken over, the thralls had lived off the huge food stocks that all the states had hoarded during the energy crisis before the vampires had come. The thralls did not see past their immediate needs and lusts and animals had been left untended, fields remained unploughed and all the time the stocks grew lower. Some of the more intelligent cabals had seen the potential disaster and had set their human captives to work, but, for most, it wasn’t until the stocks had become dangerously low that they had even thought of food production. Recently there had been a scramble to find humans who had knowledge of farming and animal husbandry that would be able to coax food from a neglected land, and a search had begun for any animals that may have survived in the wild.
Indiana had a dangerously low human population. Von Kruger had to curtail their feeding habits to the extent that his vampires were complaining of being hungry. Many of the humans were tapped for their blood too often already, and many were dying from a combination of disease and exhaustion. A breakout of cholera last year had taken nearly a third of their already low human population.
Von Kruger had been one of the few vampires to see the oncoming food shortages and had set his remaining human population to work some months before. They had already tilled fields and gathered a growing animal base to feed his thralls and his dwindling human food supply. They had quite a surplus of food now but a dangerously low population to maintain it.
This left an interesting balance of power between the two cabals; Wentworth had an impressive army that could threaten the whole area but had no power, fuel and little food to feed his surplus of people while Von Kruger needed people badly to continue to safeguard and produce the food surplus he had developed. He also needed more humans to tend his power station or risk the plant shutting down or even becoming dangerously critical from a lack of careful attention.
It seemed to Harris that if left alone both parties might come to an agreement that would cater to both their needs. However, Harris judged that it would not take a lot to nudge both parties along a more direct and physical confrontation and he and his team planned to make sure that peace and cool heads did not win out. The resultant fallout would be enough, he hoped, to allow the humans the chance to add to their own dangerously low supplies and growing requirements, and at the same time save as many people as they could in the resulting confusion.
Once the vampires disappeared from view Harris rose to his feet and brushed the powdered snow from his clothes. The ten other figures hidden along the ledge struggled to their feet and rearranged their equipment in silence. They all wore Gore-Tex “Windstopper” fleeces and, although they were cold from lying on the ground, they remained dry underneath. Breath plumed out from all the figures and created a small fog that the early breeze swirled around them, creating an almost mystical vista as they stamped their feet and rolled their arms, trying to generate heat back into their frozen joints.
Harris looked over the group. He had chosen this group carefully. On one hand he needed the experience of the men that had fought with him before; on the other, he could not strip the camp of all of its best fighters, especially when they were here without permission. To this end he had chosen Rodgers, Warkowski and Steele. The others were all new to the group but very capable, at least according to their own accounts.
John Tanner had been a police officer before the war. At fifty-two he had a slight paunch that bulged over his trousers, though his massive six-foot-three frame went a long way to disguising this. His hair was thinning on top in a small circle like a monk but he had retained a thick mane of hair on either side of his head that had grown down to his shoulders and now curled at the ends, giving him the appearance of an aging rock musician. His face was heavily lined and Harris imagined that every line told a story of the many cruel scenes he had witnessed in his years on the force. His eyes seemed to hold a strange distant look that seemed to confirm Harris’s suspicion but Tanner kept a cool head under fire, knew how to take orders and carried them out to the letter. He had been among the last batch weaned off the serum and had nearly been missed in the confusion of moving to a new base and the sheer numbers of new additions.
The survivors’ numbers had grown so large that many of the jobs and positions had grown from individual placements to whole departments of people looking after food, sanitation, security and offensive operations. Most of the newly awakened were still quite groggy when they were first interviewed and many found themselves assigned to work details not necessarily appropriate with their previous employments.
The sheer volume of people meant that it was easier to assign people and then reassign those that didn’t fit at a later stage; this had led to some hilarious postings, not least of which had been Tanner’s own case. He had commented dryly that he was used to wet nursing others during his interview and the interviewer had taken him literally and he had promptly been assigned to the nursery where his six-foot-three build and gravely voice had nearly sent the young children into shock. Harris had happened to be passing the nursery on his way to visit Sandra in the hospital when he had heard the commotion and had gone to investigate. He had snapped the police sergeant up on the spot for his growing offensive operations department.
Dave Sherman was a different matter altogether. The man was mean-looking, with a personality to match, but his experience in the Marines for the last fifteen years made personal feelings redundant, especially considering he had spent the last five of those years in Special Forces. Sherman had a thin, almost ferret-like face and had an abundance of body hair that seemed to spill from his clothes at his neckline and around his hands. He had obviously given up on the pointless exercise of shaving and he sported a full, thick beard that served to soften his narrow features somewhat. His hair was jet black but his beard, strangely, was almost white and the contrast was quite startling. The man had piercing blue eyes that shone almost fervently from the shadows of his deep-set features, and he had a large, almost aquiline, nose that was hard to avoid staring at when in conversation with him.
Harris still hadn’t quite figured out what made the man tick but Sherman knew his weapons and had passed on invaluable training on how to move in a combat situation, assault a heavily defended target and how to report information under fire. This last was particularly invaluable as Harris and his men had previously relied upon split second timing before with no ability to signal other groups once a raid had begun and this left them vulnerable if the plan changed in any way. Sherman had educated them in how to make signals without electronic means and without arousing enemy suspicions. There was still, however, something about the marine that didn’t sit well with Harris, but he resolved to keep his suspicions to himself unless he was given a reason to look more closely.
Their team might not be able to take on the SAS but they’d do for Harris. Scott Mitchell, Aidan Fleming and Carlos Ortega had all been employed in the retail trade before the vampires had come but had kept themselves fit. They had been put through a rigorous training schedule over the last month and had finally regained their former fitness after two years of inactivity as food for the vampires. They had no previous experience in combat but Harris needed young, fit men to fill the ranks, and these three fit the bill.
The last new member was Deirdre (Dee) Ratigan. At five-feet-six the rest of the group dwarfed her. Her small frame was compact but well proportioned; a little too well proportioned as far as Sandra was concerned, but the Barrett XM-109 rifle strapped to her back spoke volumes about her abilities. The .50 caliber weapon was designed to give individual snipers the firepower to take on light amour, Harris was looking forward to seeing what the payload would do to the vampires; even they had to have a body to attach their heads to. Harris didn’t understand the tech-speak but knew enough to know that anything capable of penetrating an inch and a half of amour plating should do the trick nicely, even without the benefit of Pat Smyth’s magic coating on the bullets.
Dee had an impish face and always wore her lustrous brown hair tied back in a severe bun that couldn’t take away from the sheer perfection of her bone structure. Her eyes shone like a cats and their cerulean hue seemed to spark if you looked at them in the light. Her nose was short, almost too small, but her high cheekbones took the beholder’s attention away from this small imperfection and her smooth, almost glacially perfect skin, seemed to shine with its own illumination. She was not beautiful, her chin was quite pointed and her ears too large for her petit features, but her bright personality and infectious laughter had most of the men in the camp throwing themselves at her in the hope that she would notice them.
She had been a sniper in the army and was a crack shot. Luckily for them, she had been separated from her platoon during the final days of the war with the vampires and she had been swept up in the closing days of the war into their town just before the serum had been launched against them. As soon as she had recovered from the serum’s effects she had immediately demanded that she be allowed to return to the city where she had managed to hide her beloved Barrett.
She had found it still wrapped in an oiled rag under the floorboards where she had hidden it before the chaos of the serum effects had taken hold. The weapon looked massive strapped to her small frame but the ease with which she handled it dispelled any doubts anyone might have as to her abilities. Anyone still not convinced only had to watch her shoot to quickly revise their opinion.
Warkowski had been delighted when he had heard that the group had another sniper, and the two spent hours discussing scopes, wind velocity and ballistics in terms Harris had never even heard before, let alone understood. There had been severe ribbing from the others about the unlikely pair: Warkowski’s huge frame dwarfed her to an extreme that was almost comical, but anyone that knew Warkowski, and what he had gone through to find his family, knew that his only interest was in her abilities. Dee, for her part, liked Warkowski a lot but had set her sights elsewhere.
The team had walked over a hundred miles from their new base and had spent the last day and night in the hills surrounding the town of Bertrand, watching the vampire and thrall patrols, making notes and fine-tuning their plan.
Bertrand was one of the towns that had been annexed onto Von Kruger’s cabal when he had taken the nuclear plant. It was a small town bounded on the north by the larger settlements of Niles and Buchanan, but it was here that the thralls had stockpiled their fossil fuels for the northern part of the state. Harris had no idea why they had picked this small town but he suspected that Von Kruger may have been planning to annex a little more territory and wanted his fuel nearby.
Either way, it suited Harris.
The town was surrounded by lightly rolling prairie lands but the rich golden sea of wheat that used to grow in abundance now lay rotted in fields left untended and abandoned. Von Kruger had been one of the few who had started a policy of farming almost a year ago but had so few people that huge areas like this were left neglected.
The eastern portion of the town rose into gently sloping hills, which slanted down towards the river, and Harris and his team occupied a line of low hills extending along the northern border. The thralls had built a large compound just outside the town, converting the ruins of St. Joseph’s Fort into a fuel depot. As the small party descended from the hills they could see rows of tankers and mounds of coal inside the fort. The once sturdy walls that had seen action against the French and Spanish in times gone by now lay broken and desolate, a testament to a forlorn defense against the vampires two years ago.
The shattered and cracked remains of the ramparts seemed to reach upwards in a jagged line as if grasping despondently towards the brightening sky. Their shapes were mere shadows against the tapestry of feeble light coming from the horizon beyond, but there was enough light to see that their vigil was a lonely one and that no guards paced their ramparts. There were a few guards visible below the fort among the buildings, but this was the early shift and the thralls had become very lazy, preferring to stand near heated cabins rather than brave the cold winds that whipped at the exposed battlements. From their protected positions the guards would not see Harris and his group, so their approach, though careful, was a relatively easy one.
They had left Warkowski and Dee Ratigan back on the higher ground, which gave them an excellent view of the barracks and the main road beyond should any reinforcements arrive during the operation. Harris motioned for the rest of the group to split into two sections; Sherman took Ortega, Fleming and Mitchell, leaving him with Tanner, Rodgers and Steele. He watched as Sherman led his men around a bluff, his large form easily negotiating the uneven ground while his men slipped and stumbled after him. He smiled to himself as he saw the Marine turn and fix the three men with a stare that would strip flesh from bone. The men moved more carefully after that.
Dave Sherman cursed as one of the men behind him stumbled. Bloody amateurs, he thought as he shot Fleming another withering look. It was just as well that the thralls were over-confident and bloody useless or they’d all be dead. He moved on with the other three following sheepishly. The men he had were the best of a bad lot, but at least they were fit; some of the men he had been given to train had been just useless, men who thought that, just because they had done a little shooting with their friends before the war, that that made them soldiers.
It still amazed him that with so many in their community there were so few military, or even trained personnel. It was a problem he had discussed at length with Harris and one that, while Harris was sympathetic, had no answer for except that they make the best of what they had. Sherman had a lot of respect for Harris. He was no soldier but at least he knew his limitations. He had a good strategic mind but was prepared to defer to those more experienced than him when planning an operation.
This had worried Sherman at first. While it was commendable for a leader to listen to others, it was dangerous if that leader continued to defer to others during the chaos of a field operation. Command had to be concise and definite during combat. Luckily for them, Harris was a man who listened when planning but once decided, commanded his men well. Sherman had no ambition to lead. He had been a Sergeant and was happy to lead a squad and leave the overall command to someone else, as long as they didn’t get them all killed. Besides, it allowed him more free time for other exploits. He felt himself growing aroused as his mind drifted and he forced himself to concentrate on to the task at hand. There would be plenty of time later for those pursuits, he promised himself.
Their mission was to ensure that reinforcements were not called, or that if they were, that they could delay them long enough for the others to complete the mission. To this end he led his men around the fort to the building at the far side that housed the communications; at least, it was the only building that boasted an aerial. They had seen men enter and leave that building throughout the previous day, none staying for any long periods, so they had marked this as a priority target.
Communications had regressed over the last two years as mobile masts had either been destroyed or proved too costly in power to keep serviced. Satellites had proved less than reliable, as lack of maintenance had meant that there wasn’t always one in range when you needed it. The thralls didn’t use them, preferring simple radio transmissions, as they did not need specialized men to operate them. As a result, centralized radio communications became the order of the day. It was short range but cabals had little desire or need to communicate with each other so short range was just fine for the thralls.
Steele had rigged up a receiver that allowed them to hack into any local transmissions so they were aware that no patrols were due to arrive today, though anything could happen to change those plans. It was essential that they take out the communications without any alerts being sent if they wanted to succeed here today.
Sherman motioned for his men to lie low as a thrall passed a few feet from their position. He lifted the strap of his weapon over his head and rested it on the dirt beside him and then reached down to his thigh and slid his bayonet free. He motioned for the others to stay where they were and then eased himself into a crouch and followed the guard.
Thralls were incredibly lucky in many ways, as far as Sherman was concerned. They had the strength of three men, could run all day without keeling over, and had amazing senses. Oh, nothing like their masters, but far better than any soldier Sherman had ever seen—and he had seen some of the best. In fact, the only drawback that he could see was that they were slaves to their masters and that they were so full of themselves that they didn’t use their abilities.
Instead of taking advantage of their incredible abilities they preferred to strut around and satiate their lusts with food and sex as and when they wanted. They could do so much more.
Sherman had often thought how great it would be to have their abilities, but he wasn’t prepared to take the downside. The thrall in front of him should have heard him, he should have been able to turn and swat him away with ease, but instead Sherman reached the guard and slit his throat before he showed any sign that he had heard the Marine.
Sherman let the guard fall to the ground and spat on him with contempt. To have such abilities and to waste them was unforgivable. Sherman motioned to his men and they followed him toward their target.
The building that housed the radio was a small porta-office that, according to a sun-bleached sign in front of the building, had once housed the office that handled the administration and ticket sales for the tour of the nearby fort. It was a small structure with two rooms partitioned from each other by a stud wall. There were windows on three sides, though they were small and allowed the men to approach easily without being detected. The building was situated outside the grounds of the fort itself, but close enough that the structure lay within the shadow of the fort’s high walls. Sherman shivered as he passed from the growing heat of the sun into the cooler gloom. He made a cutting gesture to Fleming and pointed at the wire that led to the roof. He then turned and led the others towards the front of the building.
He checked once more for any stray guards and then moved to the door. Mitchell and Ortega took up positions on either side of him and scanned the area immediately around them. Sherman reached for the handle when, suddenly, the door was pulled inwards and a guard appeared. The guard’s face was still turned towards the interior of the cabin as he finished his conversation with someone inside. Sherman reacted immediately, shot the thrall in the throat and pushed past him before he had fallen.
The guards might be lazy but, once alerted to danger, they were amazingly fast. Sherman fired at the radio operator first and took the man with three shots to the head. There was a guard to the operator’s left who had been leaning against the radio table, but by the time Sherman had moved to cover him, the thrall had disappeared. Sherman cursed and scanned the room. The enclosed space of the room was filled with shouts, thumping feet and sustained fire as Mitchell and Ortega over-reacted and entered the room with their fingers frozen on the triggers. Bullets flew everywhere and machinery buzzed and sparked as bullets destroyed the equipment.
Sherman couldn’t find the thrall who had escaped and he was deafened by the bedlam around him. He felt a sharp pain in his thigh as a bullet ricocheted off metal and tore into his calf. His leg collapsed and he fell heavily to the ground. The wound hurt like hell but it had probably saved his life as more bullets ripped through the air where he had stood moments before. He fell awkwardly on his arm and his aim was spoiled as his own bullets smashed through the window and added to the mad cacophony. He had a moment to see the thrall grin as he brought his weapon to bear, and then suddenly the guard pirouetted madly as round after round hit his large frame. The bullets continued on past the guard and continued to slam into the wood behind him until Ortega’s gun finally clicked empty.
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