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			Chapter 1

			Lizzy opened her eyes. She knew the time of day as well as she did her own name. It was evening. The sun was now behind the hills where she was, and soon the moon would be high in the sky. Giving herself a few minutes to feel sorry for herself, she wallowed in self-pity for the things that had been done to her. Things that she wished daily she could end. But the only way to end her misery was to end her life. That, she thought, was becoming a better idea daily. Being turned into a vampire against her will had been a nightmare for her.

			Getting up, she changed her clothing into something warmer. The cave she’d been staying in was chillier than the outside. She was able to change her clothing at will, to be comfortable with whatever was going on beyond the doorway to her own private hell.

			Being able to do different things now that she had whatever it was that came with being a vampire had saved her on more than one occasion. Not just the ability to change her clothing, but she’d also discovered, quite by accident, that she could pull a kind of cloak around her and be hidden from people.

			When she’d woken up in this very cave eleven months ago, she’d been naked and bleeding from wounds all over her body—bite marks, deep puncture wounds that looked like she’d been stabbed. When she was able to gather her wits about her, she saw the carnage that was in the cave with her.

			Six bodies were around the big cave with her, all of them female, and every one of them with the same wounds she had on herself. None of them were alive either. Lizzy had no idea what had happened. It hadn’t been something she’d been able to remember even after all this time. However, it was her responsibility to make sure someone found the bodies and that their families knew they had died. She only wished every day that she had been one of the victims.

			Taking each of the bodies out hadn’t been nearly as difficult as she thought it should have been. Back then, she’d not realized she was a vampire yet. It had taken her most of two entire nights to take them out. She didn’t want to get caught dragging them out, so she’d thought nighttime would be a better time to do it.

			Having the sun burn her badly the first time she stepped out into the sunlight had clued her in to the fact that something was wrong with her. While her heart worked on what might be wrong with her, her stupid head had told her she was a living dead person. A night creature. Vampire. A fucking bloodsucker.

			Going out into the night, the veil of the night calmed something in her so deeply that she staggered under the weight of it. It had never happened like this before. The night was welcoming her like a strong man would welcome her into his arms. Moving out into the deeply wooded area to see what had caused such a feeling to wash over her, she felt the rain, gentle drops falling on her face. Lifting up her face, she enjoyed the first normal thing that had happened to her in almost a year.

			The darkness of the forest didn’t bother her as it might have before all this. She had been, rightfully so, terrified of the dark. Even at twenty-four, she had a nightlight on in her room and one in the bathroom. When she was little, the overhead light had to be on, or she’d wake up in a panic.

			As she moved through the forest, taking note of the trees that were changing, Lizzy thought of the night she’d been out with her friends. The last night, as it turned out, of her seeing the sunrise and the moon setting. The day before she was to be married to Josh Hinkley. 

			She and her few friends had been at her bachelorette party. It was nothing more than dinner with her three closest friends and very little drinking. Lizzy never had been a person that drank much. That night was no different. However, as the night had worn on, she got sick, so sick that she was in the bathroom when someone called an ambulance. After that, everything had become a blur. 

			“Miss.” Stopping and turning slowly, she looked around. There wasn’t anyone around that she could see. Pulling the shield around her, she stood very still. “You’ve been out and about for the last few months now, and I was wondering if we could, I don’t know, become friends. I know that our kind and yours aren’t friendly, but you seem so sad.”

			“What do you mean, my kind? What are you?” He told her. “I don’t—I started to say I don’t believe in faeries, but then I never thought there were vampires either. Just what I read in romance books. Where are you?”

			He said his name was Hal, the little person appeared just as she let go of the shield around her. When she put out her hand, he landed in her palm and sat down. The two of them stared at each other for several seconds until he smiled at her. Lizzy asked him why he thought he’d want to be friends with her.

			“As I said, you seem so lonely. I am as well since my mate passed away.” He moved to stand on her shoulder, and she moved deeper into the forest to the pool of water she’d found earlier in the summer. “The pond that you use, miss. You’re very careful of not disturbing the plants and such. That’s what made me think you’d be a nice vampire. Not like some of those others.”

			“I take it you know a lot of vampires.” He said he had to know them, to avoid them. “Yes, well, I wish I had been better at avoiding them. The one that did this to me, he did it while I was out with some friends.”

			“You didn’t give him permission?” Lizzy told him she’d not even known he was around. “Yes, they’re tricky like that, they are. But to make you one of his babies? Well, that’s against the law of their kind. You should tell someone.”

			“Who would that be? Is there some sort of lawyer that represents vampires that have been changed like I have?” He said there was one they all answered to. She laughed a little. “Not that it matters now anyway. I killed him a few months ago. He came back, I guess, to see how many of us lived.”

			“You killed a vampire? My goodness. I’ve never heard of such a thing. You must be strong.” She didn’t comment. While Lizzy was stronger, she didn’t think that was what he meant. “There is a vampire you are required to report to. Just to let him know you’re around and that you’re not going to do any harm to anyone. You’ve not done that, have you?”

			“I don’t know a lot of things I should be doing. Is there a rule book or something I can check out at the library?” After explaining to him what a library would be, he told her he didn’t think they’d have a true book on vampires. “Of course they wouldn’t. Why would they? Most people don’t believe in them anyway.”

			She was at the pond when he moved to sit on one of the stones nearby. Lizzy had been careful of what she did here. Not having any soap was all right, she supposed. But what she wouldn’t give for a bar of it, and some shampoo. She’d have to take care of that the next time she went into town. 

			As she stripped down, she spoke to Hal. “The morning I woke up, I found myself with a lot of dead women. I found all their purses so I could write down their names. No one has found them yet—I checked just yesterday. But it’s sad for me to know their families might be missing them.” She stepped into the water, not caring at all what Hal thought of her being so free with her nudity. He asked her about her family. “Mine has been gone for a long time now. I never knew my mother—she died long before I was able to remember her. I’ve no idea who my father was. My memories are only of me being in an orphanage until I was old enough to get out on my own.”

			“I’m sorry for that. I have plenty of family, but they’re all busy and working. I was retired, you see.” She nodded as she washed her face with the cold water. “Would you like for me to do anything for you? I can do most anything so long as it’s not to get me into trouble.”

			“I’m all right. I don’t socialize anymore. Not that I did that much anyway, but now that I’m forced to be alone, I don’t mind it much.” She thought about her house but knew that it would be dangerous for her. “The cave has all that I need for now. I don’t know what I’ll do in the winter months again. It was terribly cold last winter.”

			Lizzy thought of the fire she’d been able to make, the things she’d been able to get sent to her. Having money had saved her a great deal of heartache, and a lot of trouble she might well have had if she’d been broke. Every day she was happy for the fact that she’d gone to see her attorney a few days after she figured out she’d been turned into a vampire. 

			“You thinking of going to see the vampire I was telling you about?” Lizzy dressed herself in a pair of jeans and a heavy sweatshirt, her usual mode of dress. She asked him if it was necessary. “It is. He is a good man, ruler of so many, but he doesn’t like rule-breakers. Shall I make you an appointment time to see him?”

			“Why do I need an appointment to see him? I mean, is he really that busy?” Hal told her he wasn’t sure. “I’ll go and see him tonight if he can work me in. Otherwise, he’ll have to wait for a few days. I’m going to see about looking up the man I was supposed to marry. He’s not been at his house for some time now.” 

			“You do know you can’t be taking vengeance against humans.” She asked him why not, not that she was planning on it. “I just wanted you to know that. You did say you’re not sure of the rules of being what you are.”

			“Thank you. Where is this man? The vampire? If he tries to hurt me, I will be pissed off. I’ve had enough shit going on in my new life that I don’t need someone else doing things to me that I have no control over.” He said he didn’t know the man, but he had heard good things about him. “Then would you please go and see if I can talk to him tonight? I’ve got to get going to see Josh. He’ll need to know what is going on.”

			It never occurred to her that he might still wish to marry her. She didn’t think he had it in him to marry someone different than him. Not that they had had a great deal in common in the first place. Marrying him was just an act of convenience on her part. He professed his love to her, many times, but she’d never been able to tell him she loved him because she didn’t want to start out their life together with lies. Now that it was over. Lizzy thought she was happy with that turn of events. 

			When Hal left her, she made her way to the graves of the other women. Two of them were younger than her. All of them had been redheads and thin. She wondered, often enough, to put the question to paper if the vampire had been looking for them to be the same or if it was just a coincidence. Not, as she had told Hal, that it mattered now. The vampire was dead.

			They were all still there, all of them with their purses hanging on the makeshift markers she’d made them. It occurred to her when she was putting them in the earth that she might have left enough DNA that someone would be looking for her. Lizzy thought she’d welcome going to prison and to be put to death. Living like this wasn’t anything that she wanted in life.

			Sitting near the graves, she spoke to the women as she did every time she came to see about them. She told them about Hal and that he was taking her to see a vampire in charge. Picking a piece of the beautiful fall foliage up from the ground, Lizzy’s heart broke for them.

			“I’ll make sure you’re found. It’s all I can think about. Your families must be heartbroken to not know anything. I hope you have no children that miss you. I think that would be hardest of all to know.” She knew nothing of the women other than what was on their driver’s license. “I surely wish it had been any of you that had lived. I welcome the thought of ending my life daily. Hourly, actually. I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

			Hal joined her a little while later. Sitting upon her knee, he told her that the vampire wasn’t far from here and was awaiting her to come to see him. Standing up, she followed the little person out of the dark woods and into a large open area that looked to be under construction. Not caring what was being built, she didn’t bother reading any of the signage but looked for the vehicle that was to pick her up.

			“He’s a better man than I’d been told about.” She nodded. For such a little person, he could certainly fill in the spaces of quiet time. “His missus, she’s a hoot, I tell you. There were times when I thought she was the leader instead of the mister. She has a nice way about her, but I think she’s bossy about things. Told me I was going to have to eat something before I was to leave. I’ve never been treated so by a vampire.”

			“What is it you eat?” He named off, she would swear, every flower in the world. Not just that, but he told her the season in which each was in its best bloom. There was no need for her to acknowledge that she’d heard him either, for he never paused in his speaking. 

			When they were at a crossroads in a smallish town, she sat down on the sidewalk and let the soft rain fall upon her again. “Is it true I can never get ill again?”

			“It is.” She stood up and backed away from the large man that had spoken. “My name is Bancroft Dalton. My wife, Kelly, is here with me so you won’t be afraid.”

			“I’m not afraid.” She wasn’t either. For whatever reason, she didn’t feel anything at all toward this man. “Why don’t we just talk here? I don’t need to go with you to wherever you wanted.”

			“It’s my home. And I believe it is necessary. Hal said you were changed against your will. I’d like to get some answers from you about that.” Lizzy told him the vampire was dead now. “Yes, he told me that as well. That should be something we discuss. How a baby vamp could kill an older vampire.”

			Not having much of choice, she got into the long limo with him. His wife, Kelly, told her that she was there so she’d not be too frightened. She told her what she’d told the man, she wasn’t afraid at all.

			“He thinks everyone is going to be terrified of him when they find out he’s a vampire. I was, too, I guess you could say. But I didn’t let him bully me around.” Kelly smiled at her. “I don’t think you’d be bullied around much now that I’ve met you. How did you kill the other man? Did you have to stake him through the heart?”

			“No, I ripped his throat out when he tried to strangle me. Apparently, him making me do what he wanted wasn’t working, and he called me a broken victim. I didn’t know that meant he was going to kill me. So I killed him before he killed me.” Kelly asked her if he’d used compulsion on her. “That and his fists. I didn’t actually know he was trying to use the first on me until he held me above his head with his fucking fingers around my neck. He called me broken. I showed him what broken was like to fuck with me.”

			Bancroft laughed, and she looked out the window. It might have been funny to people now, but it hadn’t been for her. Lizzy had been afraid of dying. She had no idea why, when she would welcome it so readily now. But she supposed they’d get to that before she was released to go back to the cave.

			~*~

			Remy put the phone back in the cradle. He didn’t so much want to toss it across the room, but to tear the wall out and then find the man he’d been talking to. No one, it seemed, could find the man who had been telling the vampire league he’d been making baby vampires. 

			“We’re back.” 

			He smiled. Remy had only been here for a week now, and he was already in love with Kelly Dalton. Banny had hit the jackpot where mates were considered. She was fun, loving, and had a heart of gold. She could also keep Banny from going over the deep end when things didn’t turn out the way he wanted them to. 

			“Remy, come and meet our new houseguest.”

			“I think I made it perfectly clear that I wasn’t going to be staying here, Mrs. Dalton. I have a place to say.” If Kelly answered her, Remy didn’t hear it. “I know you’re my boss of sorts, but I’m also my own boss. Who do you think I’m going to listen to more? I’m going to tell you you’re wrong if you think, once again, that it’s you.” 

			Banny came into the room he was in, smiling and shaking his head. Remy asked him what was going on. Still smiling, he sat down in the chair across from the desk he’d been using and laughed a little before speaking.

			“This woman was changed against her will and hasn’t the first clue about rules regarding being a vamp. Yet she is stubborn as all get out. Kelly is frustrated with her if you can believe that. My little wife is being told no by a vampire less than a year old.” His look was serious then. “Whoever changed her managed to kill six other women at the same time. She’s the only one that survived. In addition to that, she’s been living alone, in a cave, without anyone to help her out. She told us she’s not bitten anyone and plans on never doing that. Elizabeth Strickland—she goes by Lizzy—has been feeding off rats since she woke up. Oh, and she killed her maker because she could ignore his compulsion. Remy, either she is a natural-born leader, or she’s been changed by a powerful vampire. She’s stronger than any newborn I’ve ever encountered.”

			“Do you know who it was that did it?” Banny said she wouldn’t allow him to figure it out. “Won’t allow you? What sort of messed up shit is that, Banny? I told you I could stay someplace else, and you ordered me to keep my ass here.” They were both laughing. 

			“Seriously, Remy. She’s strong enough to keep me from ordering her to do things. I could really push it, but I don’t think either of us will come out unscathed from it. There is something about her that worries me. Not about her, but whoever this person is that changed her. If there was that powerful of a vampire in my area, why did I not ever feel it?” Remy could tell he was worried. And like he said, not about the woman, but this other vampire. “the one she killed might not be the one that changed her. I asked her about the night she was changed, and I checked—there are no memories of what happened to her at all. Like—”

			“Like someone erased her memories.” Banny nodded. “Why? Why do that to someone? Especially if your plans were to kill her all along. I can’t believe for a moment that this person changed her only to decide to kill her. Also, how, as a baby, could she push off compulsion? Something isn’t right here.”

			“Why? Because you weren’t there to witness it? That you’d do something differently?” Both he and Banny stood up when the woman spoke from the doorway. Kelly was right there with the woman, and she too was spitting mad. “Is it because the great and powerful vampire men are so astonished that a woman such as myself could take care of herself? That’s it, isn’t it?”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to overhear us.” Lizzy, Remy thought Banny had called the woman, snorted at them both. “You were the one that was eavesdropping. What you heard was two old vampires speculating on why you were changed and left for dead as the others had been.”

			“So you’re speculating that I killed them? Is that your conclusion? That since I’m a baby vamp, I’d have no ability to be able to do anything but be a killer.” Remy started to tell her that wasn’t what he meant. “I’ve had plenty of time to come to terms with what I can do, mister. I’m sure this will tie your knickers up too.”

			He felt himself being lifted from the floor and then slammed hard against the ceiling. She did it three times before he simply dropped to the floor. Before he was able to stand, she picked him up again, holding him up by magic and one leg as she moved toward him. He could see the anger on her face then. It was like a shield of armor he might well have worn long ago.

			“I’m sorry.” She told him to fuck off. “No, I’m truly sorry that I misjudged you at all. You’re stronger than any of us thought.” 

			“Oh, so now you have it in your head to kill me off too.” He shook his head, but she was pissed and going to do him harm. “Killing me isn’t going to be as easy as changing me. I’m telling you exactly what I told the monster that changed me when he came back to the cave to collect what was left of us. He actually was thrilled to tell me what he’d done to me. I’m awake now, and full of whatever fucking shit he did to me.” 

			Remy was blasted across the room. This time he hit the wall hard enough that he was unconscious for several seconds. When he opened his eyes, he saw Banny stand up, as if he was going to tackle the young woman. Before he could move, Banny was bound to the chair he had been in without any ropes or chains. Remy couldn’t move either, only to watch Lizzy walk to the desk and put down a sheet of paper.

			“These are the names of the other women. There are markers where they are buried, as well as their belongings in their bags hanging from the markers.” She turned to both of them again. “You come near me again, and I won’t hesitate to try and kill you both. I know you’re stronger, I can taste it. But at this point in my fucked up life, don’t expect me to fight back. The sooner I can end this shit, the better off I’ll be.”

			Then, just like that, she was gone. Disappeared as if she’d never been in the room with them at all. Remy stood up, checking to make sure he wasn’t bleeding out anyplace he’d not be able to fix. Banny could now move too. His body wasn’t nearly as beaten as Remy’s was, but he had the look of something that had been tangled with. But instead of being as pissed off as Remy was, Banny started laughing. It was a good five minutes before he could slow enough to speak.

			“We’ve just gotten our collectives asses handed to us by a newborn, Remy. Not only that, but she could have killed us both, I think, and not thought another thing about it.” Kelly asked Banny if he was sure. “Yes. She had me hogtied to that chair, and it would have been nothing for her to take out my throat. With Remy, she could have slammed him against a chair—I have no doubt about her aim being that good—and it would have killed him too if a chunk of wood ended up through his heart. She’s not one to mess with. I would hate to be around when she finds the person she’s mated to. Christ, there is no telling what sort of magic she’ll have when she’s found him.”

			“You two should be beaten.” They both looked at Kelly, and Banny said he was sorry. “Sorry isn’t going to cut it. Do you have any idea what she’s had to endure? To find not only that she was something else, but that she’s literally left her fiancé at the altar? To wake alone in a cave filled with the bodies of others like her? To have to bury them all by herself? What do you think would have happened if that had been one of you? Do you think you could have done so well for yourself? I don’t think so. Lizzy told me she had no idea what was wrong with her when she woke up, naked and bleeding all over her body. That there wasn’t a note, nothing for her to go on for the date or how long she’d been in there. The first time she thought she knew what she was was when she stepped into the sunlight and nearly died, a whole month after waking. I’m ashamed of both of you. Ashamed, I tell you.”

			She stormed out of the room, then came back in. Neither of them knew what was going to happen until she slapped them both. Remy felt the pain of the slap all the way to his feet. Not that she’d hurt him, but that he’d driven her to do it. He liked the younger woman.

			“You two are going to stay away from her. Do you hear me?” They both said they would. “What do you think your parents would say if they saw the way you acted today? I know, they’d be appalled. Just as I am. What do you think your grandmother is going to say, Bancroft? I’m sure she’s going to be thrilled to death that she wasn’t here to witness the great Bancroft getting his bottom handed to him by a mere slip of a woman.” 

			Neither of them moved when she left them the second time. When they were sure she wasn’t returning again, Banny sat down in his desk chair and held his head up by his hands. Remy thought for sure he was sobbing until he lifted his head, and Remy saw that he was laughing. He asked him what the hell was so funny.

			“Not once, but twice today we’ve been put in our place by women. What do you think your parents would have said about that?” Remy laughed and said they’d tell him to marry her. “No doubt. She’s strong-willed, Lizzy is. Heaven help us if she’s a mate to anyone we know. There isn’t any way that she’ll be forgiving us anytime too soon. Now that she’s a vampire too, she might well outlive both of us.” 

			After a few more laughs, the two of them spoke about the call he’d gotten and how he’d been trying to trace the man who had been telling the league lies about him. Kelly had been helping him
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