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	1 — The Milk Float’s Grandfather

	Cass left the beach with salt drying on her shoulders, sand in her sandals, and the conviction that three hours of sun had rescued an otherwise wasted Tuesday. Her bikini was still damp beneath her cutoffs, her beach bag carried more skin products than food, and her phone battery had reached the point where a sensible person stopped watching clips.

	Cass wasn’t feeling sensible. She had two episodes left in the drama everyone had already spoiled online and less than three weeks before her eighteenth birthday.

	The boy closing the rental stand lifted a hand as she passed. “Done already, Cass?”

	“My shoulders have reached medium rare.” Cass shifted the bag higher. “I’m preserving the rest for Saturday.”

	The boy snorted. “You know sunscreen exists.”

	“So do long sleeves. I reject both on principle.”

	She crossed the promenade and noticed the little white milk float waiting beside the curb.

	It looked as though it had escaped from an old television show. Square cab, rounded fenders, glass bottles in open crates, and a blue cow painted on the side with an expression of deep disappointment. California had food trucks, grocery delivery, and men who brought artisanal water to yoga studios. It didn’t, as far as Cass knew, have milk floats.

	The driver watched her over the steering wheel. He wore a white cap pulled low enough to hide his eyes. When she glanced at him, he raised two fingers in greeting.

	Cass kept walking. “Okay. That’s not creepy at all.”

	She turned inland toward home. At the first intersection, the light changed before she reached it, and she crossed with a knot of tourists. The milk float rattled past behind them, bottles chiming in their crates. Cass looked back, saw it continuing toward the pier, and dismissed the whole thing as somebody’s aggressively wholesome business idea.

	Two blocks later, she stopped outside a pharmacy to answer a message. A small electric motor hummed across the road.

	The same blue cow rolled through the intersection ahead of her.

	Cass lowered her phone. There wasn’t a direct road from the pier. Half the neighborhood had been dug up for months, and the detour sent traffic the other way.

	The driver turned his head. Two fingers rose from the wheel again.

	Cass took the next corner quickly, then cut through the alley beside the taco place to a street the float couldn’t reach without circling four blocks. When she stepped out beside the laundromat, the white cab was already waiting at the far curb.

	Its motor clicked on.

	Cass tightened her grip on her beach bag. “Nope.”

	The milk float pulled away behind her.

	Cass kept moving until the laundromat was out of sight, then glanced over one shoulder. The milk float had vanished. No white cab, no blue cow, no driver lifting two fingers as though they shared a joke.

	“Coincidence,” she told herself. “A deeply stupid coincidence.”

	Her phone chimed. Mia had replied to the beach photo Cass had sent earlier with three sun emojis and a complaint about being trapped at work. Cass pressed the voice-message button as she approached the next alley.

	“You missed a great afternoon. I’m tanned, salty, and apparently being stalked by dairy products.”

	A white delivery van shot out of the alley.

	Cass jumped backward. Its bumper missed her knees by inches, and her beach bag swung hard enough to spill a sandal and half a packet of gum across the sidewalk. The driver stamped on the brake and leaned through his open window.

	“Watch where you’re going!” he shouted.

	Cass stared at the smiling cartoon yogurt pot painted on the van. “You came out backward!”

	“I’m driving forward!”

	“That doesn’t make it better!”

	A horn sounded behind him. The driver swore, pulled away, and left Cass gathering her things while Mia’s voice came through the phone.

	“Did you just get hit by a van?”

	“No.” Cass stuffed the gum into her bag. “Apparently I’m difficult to kill.”

	She ended the call before Mia could turn that into a lecture and crossed toward the supermarket parking lot. A reversing alarm began to beep near the loading bays. Cass stopped.

	A dairy truck was backing across the pedestrian lane, its rear doors covered with pictures of milk splashing into glasses.

	The marshal waved both arms. “Stop! Stop!”

	The truck kept coming.

	Cass ran, slapped one hand against its side for balance, and squeezed between a concrete post and the rear corner. The vehicle halted with a hiss. The marshal rushed over, pale beneath his orange cap.

	“You all right?”

	Cass looked from him to the milk logo. “I’m developing concerns.”

	She chose the residential hill instead of the main road. Halfway up, metal clanged behind her. A refrigerated trailer had broken loose from a parked cab and begun rolling downhill, gathering speed directly toward the sidewalk.

	Someone screamed, “Move!”

	Cass vaulted a hedge. The trailer tore through the place where she’d been standing, crushed a trash bin, and slammed into a parked car.

	Lying in somebody’s rosemary bush, Cass watched cold vapor curl from its damaged doors.

	The words FRESH DAIRY were printed across the side.

	“This isn’t coincidence,” she whispered. “This is a theme.”

	Cass climbed out of the rosemary bush with scratched shins, leaves in her hair, and no remaining interest in pretending she’d imagined anything. The refrigerated trailer had stopped across the hill below, surrounded by shouting residents and two men filming the wreckage instead of helping.

	No one appeared to be chasing her, and the milk float hadn’t returned, but she still covered the final block at a run.

	Her apartment building had never looked so beautiful. It was a low stucco rectangle wrapped around a parking lot, with narrow balconies above and her own first-floor unit tucked safely between the laundry room and Mrs. Delgado’s apartment.

	Cass hurried inside, locked the door, fastened the chain, and leaned against it while her lungs caught up.

	Her phone rang. Mia’s name filled the screen.

	Cass answered and carried it toward the kitchen. “Before you ask, I’m alive.”

	Mia didn’t sound reassured. “You hung up after nearly being hit by a van.”

	“Then a truck tried it, and after that a refrigerated trailer escaped from captivity.” Cass dropped her beach bag onto the counter. “They were all dairy vehicles.”

	There was a pause. “Have you hit your head?”

	“No, but I’ve been offered several opportunities.”

	“Call the police.”

	“And tell them milk is hunting me?” Cass crossed to the window and checked the parking lot through the blinds. A mother was fastening a toddler into a car seat. An elderly man carried groceries toward the stairs. Nothing white, refrigerated, or decorated with smiling cows waited outside. “I’m home. The door’s locked. Unless yogurt has learned to pick locks, I’m fine.”

	Mia lowered her voice. “Stay away from the windows.”

	Cass let the blind fall. “You’re making it creepy.”

	“It was already creepy.”

	Cass opened the refrigerator, stared at a carton of milk, and shut it again. “I’m throwing that out later.”

	A heavy horn blared outside.

	The sound didn’t stop. It deepened beneath the roar of an engine, followed by tires striking the curb and the crunch of metal folding in the parking lot.

	Cass turned toward the window as screams rose beyond it.

	A silver milk tanker smashed through two parked cars, crossed the remaining distance, and filled the glass.

	Cass lunged away.

	The wall burst inward before she completed the first step. Plaster, timber, furniture, and shattered glass struck her together. The floor kicked beneath her feet, the ceiling came down, and something massive drove her into darkness beneath the wreckage as cold white liquid sprayed through the ruined apartment.

	Pain brought Cass back in pieces.

	Her cheek pressed against wet carpet. Something heavy pinned her hips and legs, while a sharper weight held her left shoulder to the floor. She tried to breathe deeply and stopped when her ribs answered with a grinding stab.

	Dust filled her mouth. Cold milk ran beneath her face, soaking her hair and carrying tiny pieces of plaster past her lips.

	The apartment no longer sounded like an apartment. Metal ticked above her. Water hissed from a broken pipe. Somewhere beyond the wreckage, people shouted over one another.

	A man’s voice reached her through the debris. “Is anyone in there? Can you hear me?”

	Cass opened her mouth, but the first attempt produced only a cough. She tasted blood and milk together, which felt like a final insult.

	“Here,” she managed.

	The word barely traveled past the timber across her chest.

	Her phone lay under the remains of the kitchen table, its screen glowing through the white flood. Mia’s call was still connected. Cass heard her voice breaking through the speaker.

	“Cass? Cass, answer me. Please answer me.”

	Cass reached toward it. Her fingers moved three inches before the pressure on her shoulder became unbearable. She let her hand fall into the milk.

	“I’m here,” she whispered.

	The horn outside had stopped. Through a narrow opening between broken boards, she could see part of the tanker embedded in what had been her living room. Silver metal filled the gap, dented but unmistakable. Milk poured steadily from a split seam.

	A blue cow was painted beside it.

	Not the same cow, exactly. This one wore sunglasses and held a glass beneath one hoof. Cass stared at it until a laugh tried to escape her and turned into another wet cough.

	Of course.

	She’d escaped the little milk float, the yogurt van, the truck, and the runaway trailer. She’d locked herself inside a first-floor apartment because vehicles weren’t supposed to climb through walls.

	The tanker had apparently taken that as a challenge.

	Outside, someone shouted that emergency services were coming. Mia kept saying Cass’s name. Cass wanted to tell her about the cow. She wanted to complain that she still had two episodes left, that her birthday was weeks away, and that she’d spent far too much money on a bikini she’d worn once.

	Her breath wouldn’t come properly.

	The light from her phone blurred beneath the milk. Cass let her eyes close as the cold crept through her.

	The universe, she decided, was making this personal.

	Everything went dark.

	***

	 


 

	2 — No More Ice Cream

	Darkness came back without the pain. Cass lay still, waiting for the crushed ribs, the timber across her chest, and the cold flood creeping beneath her cheek. None of it arrived. She was on her back in a bed, covered to the waist by something soft and heavy, with dry sheets beneath her and a pillow supporting her head. The room smelled faintly of old wood, clean linen, and something sweet she couldn’t name. It didn’t smell of milk.

	“Cassidy?” a woman whispered from somewhere beside the bed. “Can you hear me?”

	Cass opened her eyes. Heavy curtains covered the windows, leaving the bedroom in a darkness that should have hidden everything. Instead, she could make out the carved posts at the corners of the bed, a wardrobe against the far wall, and the woman rising from a chair beside her. The woman’s face was pale with worry, her hands clenched together as though she wanted to reach out and didn’t dare.

	Cass tried to answer, but her throat felt unused rather than injured. She dragged in a breath and said, “Mia?”

	The woman flinched. “No, darling. It’s Mirabel.” She leaned closer, searching Cass’s face. “Cassidy, look at me. Do you know me?”

	The name Mirabel was already inside Cass before the woman finished saying it. Not familiar in the ordinary way, not attached to a meeting or a photograph, but known. Cassidy felt the same. It settled over her with the certainty of her own reflection, though she had no idea why this stranger had the right to use it.

	She pushed herself upright. Mirabel moved at once, catching the pillows and setting them behind her without touching Cass’s skin. Cass waited for dizziness, broken bones, or the wet tearing pain of the wreckage. Her body gave her nothing. Her bare arms felt colder than the sheets, yet the chill caused no discomfort.

	“Where am I?” Cass asked. The question came out steady, which was ridiculous, because she remembered a tanker inside her apartment and Mia screaming through a phone buried in milk.

	“You’re home.” Mirabel’s relief lasted less than a second before worry closed over it again. “This is your room. You’ve been asleep since yesterday evening.”

	Cass stared at her. She’d stopped breathing after speaking, and her chest hadn’t complained. No pressure built in her lungs. No instinct forced her to inhale. After several silent seconds, she took another breath because Mirabel was watching and because breathing was what living people did.

	Mirabel’s fingers tightened around the bedpost. “Cassidy?” she asked softly.

	Cass looked down at hands she recognised and didn’t recognise resting on the dark blanket. “That’s my name,” she said. “I just don’t know how I know yours.”

	Mirabel’s expression tightened. “What do you remember?”

	Cass opened her mouth, then stopped. The room was unfamiliar. The carved bedposts, the thick curtains, and the little oil lamp on the bedside table belonged in a historical drama, not her life. Yet she knew the wardrobe’s lower hinge squeaked. She knew the third drawer held winter stockings, even though Vesper Isle never became truly cold. She knew Mirabel had sewn the dark quilt after Penny spilled lamp oil on the old one.

	The knowledge arrived without warning. Cass gripped the blanket as one memory pulled another behind it. A black-stone house stood above a narrow harbour where fishing boats returned before sunrise. Vesper Isle rose around it in steep streets and dark roofs, wrapped by gray water and watched by seabirds that stole anything left unattended. She knew the path to the eastern cliffs, the bell above the ferry office, and which market stall watered its blood sausage.

	Her stomach turned at that last detail.

	“Cassidy?” Mirabel leaned closer. “Tell me what you remember.”

	“You hate the ferry bell because it starts before dawn.” Cass heard the answer leave her mouth before deciding to say it. “Dorian says you’d complain if it rang at noon.”

	Mirabel’s shoulders lowered slightly. “That sounds like him.”

	Dorian appeared in Cass’s mind as clearly as any person she’d met on Earth. Broad hands, patient eyes, and a habit of checking every shutter twice before daylight. Penny followed, younger, quick-tongued, and incapable of returning borrowed ribbons without somehow shortening them.

	Cass pressed her fingertips against her temple. “Penny hid three sugared plums behind the flour crock last week.”

	Mirabel blinked. “She told me there were only two.”

	“There were four. Cassidy ate one.”

	The sentence left a chill deeper than the cold in Cass’s skin. Cassidy had eaten it. Cass remembered the sweetness, the sticky sugar on her thumb, and Penny swearing her to secrecy. She also remembered Mia sending sun emojis, the beach, and milk flooding beneath her face.

	Both lives sat inside her. Neither moved aside.

	More local knowledge unfolded. Blood Clan children learned silence before hunting. Curtains were closed before dawn. Guests announced whether they were living, undead, or carrying blessed steel. Vesper Isle was a quiet starter region where weak creatures nested in the caves and young monsters gained their first levels under family supervision.

	Apparently, this had been a normal childhood.

	Mirabel reached toward her, then paused. “May I?”

	Cass looked at the offered hand and found years of remembered comfort attached to it. She nodded.

	Mirabel closed her fingers around Cass’s cold hand. “We’ll take this slowly.”

	Cass held on while two different lives refused to become one. “Slowly sounds good.”

	Mirabel kept hold of Cass’s hand, but the warmth of her fingers felt strange against Cass’s skin. Not comforting warmth. Heat. Cass turned her hand beneath Mirabel’s and pressed two fingertips to the inside of her own wrist.

	Nothing moved there. She shifted her fingers, found the place again, and pressed harder. “I don’t have a pulse.”

	Mirabel’s worry deepened. “Of course you don’t.”

	The answer was too calm. Cass stared at her until the meaning settled into place among Cassidy’s memories. No pulse was normal. Breathing was optional. Warm skin required effort or magic. She knew all of that, but knowing something and finding its proof beneath her fingers weren’t remotely the same experience.

	“What’s wrong with me?” Cass asked.

	“I don’t know yet.” Mirabel squeezed her hand. “You slept far longer than usual, and now you’re confused. Dorian will fetch a healer if you want one.”

	Cass’s thoughts stumbled over doctors, healers, and whatever a healer might discover inside a girl with two lives in her head. “Not yet. I think I had a nightmare. Everything feels out of order.”

	Mirabel studied her, plainly unconvinced, but she nodded. “Then we’ll begin with what you can see.”

	Cass released her hand and pushed the blanket aside. Her bare feet touched the floor without flinching from the cold boards. A standing mirror waited beside the wardrobe. She crossed to it, then stopped.

	The girl in the glass was beautiful enough to make Cass suspicious. Her features were unmistakably hers, or Cassidy’s, but sharpened into something unnaturally precise. Her skin was marble white from throat to toes, without the faintest trace of California gold.

	“My tan,” she whispered.

	Mirabel rose behind her. “Your what?”

	Cass lifted her upper lip. Two delicate fangs pressed against it. “Nothing. Secondary crisis.”

	Cassidy’s memories supplied the next step. Cass focused inward and called for her status.

	A translucent panel opened across her vision.

	Blood Clan Vampire
Youngblood
Monster Level 5
Safe Sunlight: 170 minutes

	Cass read it twice. “Monster Level Five?”

	“You grew up here,” Mirabel said gently. “Everyone on Vesper Isle gains a few levels eventually.”

	A soft clink came from the bedside table. Mirabel lifted the lid from a dark cup set on a tray.

	The scent reached Cass before she saw what was inside. Hunger tightened through her body with sudden, terrible purpose. Her fangs lengthened against her lip, and every thought fixed on the covered cup in Mirabel’s hands.

	Mirabel noticed. Her voice became careful. “Cassidy, when did you last feed?”

	Cass’s attention stayed fixed on the cup. “Yesterday, I think.”

	Mirabel lowered the lid, cutting off most of the scent. The hunger didn’t disappear, but Cass could think around it again. “You barely fed before going to sleep. I should have realised.”

	“Realised what?” Cass stepped away from the mirror. Her reflection moved with her, pale and sharp and impossible to mistake for alive. “That I died?”

	Mirabel went very still. “You didn’t die.”

	Cass pressed two fingers to her wrist again. No pulse answered. She took a breath because Mirabel looked frightened, then let it out slowly. “Not in the ordinary sense, maybe.”

	“You’re here.” Mirabel crossed the room and set the covered cup on the bedside table. “Whatever frightened or confused you, you’re here with us.”

	That was true. Cass remembered milk beneath her face and a tanker where her living room had been. She also remembered this bedroom, Mirabel’s careful hands, and Penny hiding sugared plums badly enough that everyone except Penny knew where they were. Death had happened. So had waking up.

	Cass sat on the edge of the bed. “All right. I’m here. I’m a vampire, I’m cold, I don’t breathe unless I remember to, and apparently breakfast is under that lid.”

	Mirabel’s mouth twitched. “That’s a beginning.”

	Cass looked toward the curtained windows. “Can vampires eat ordinary food?”

	“We can eat some things.”

	The answer was cautious enough to be suspicious. “Can we enjoy them?”

	Mirabel sat beside her. “You never cared much for human food.”

	Cass’s inherited memories supplied honey cakes left untouched, roasted meat chewed politely, and Penny happily stealing from Cassidy’s plate. Her Earth memories answered with pizza, chocolate, and a freezer containing two cartons of salted caramel ice cream she’d bought on sale.

	“What about ice cream?” Cass asked.

	Mirabel frowned. “Cream with ice in it?”

	“Frozen sweet cream. Different flavours. Chocolate, strawberry, cookie dough.”

	“I don’t know what cookie dough is.”

	Cass stared at her. “Chocolate?”

	“I’ve heard of it. Human merchants sometimes carry bitter brown blocks.”

	That wasn’t a reassuring description. “Television?”

	Mirabel’s confusion deepened.

	“Stories on a screen. Dramas. Comedies. People making terrible romantic decisions while viewers shout at them.”

	“We have books,” Mirabel offered.

	Cass looked at the oil lamp, the carved furniture, and the heavy curtains. No charging cable. No remote. No bathroom door hiding a proper modern world.

	She’d survived death, technically. In exchange, she had lost ice cream, chocolate, television dramas, and possibly civilisation itself.

	Cass covered her face with both hands. “This is worse than the pulse.”

	***

	 


 

	3 — Blood Is Not a Beverage

	Cass lowered her hands from her face. Mirabel still sat beside her, caught between amusement and concern. The covered cup waited on the bedside table, and now that Cass had noticed it, she couldn’t stop smelling what was inside.

	“You’re taking this hard,” Mirabel said.

	“I’ve had an unusual morning.”

	“Even for you.”

	Cassidy’s memories supplied the expected answer before Cass had to search for one. “I slept too long, woke confused, and learned that human merchants think bitter brown blocks count as chocolate. Allow me a moment.”

	Mirabel’s mouth curved, but her attention shifted to Cass’s fangs. “You also barely fed yesterday.”

	The hunger beneath Cass’s ribs tightened in response. She knew that feeling. Cassidy had woken with it after long sleeps, hard training, and one miserable childhood fever that had left Dorian carrying cups upstairs every few hours. The knowledge was complete, ordinary, and entirely at odds with the part of Cass that remembered blood in hospital bags, on scraped knees, and in her mouth beneath a collapsed apartment wall.

	Mia’s voice rose from that last memory, thin through a phone speaker buried in milk.

	Cass kept her expression steady.

	Mirabel removed the lid and offered her the cup. “This should settle you.”

	Cassidy’s hand moved with eighteen years of practice. Cass accepted the dark ceramic cup with her thumb resting against the shallow groove near its base, exactly as she always had. “Thank you.”

	The words sounded normal. Mirabel’s shoulders eased.

	That small reaction warned Cass how closely she was being watched. Mirabel loved Cassidy. Dorian and Penny would know every habit she misplaced. Cass could grieve Mia, sunlight, beaches, and the unfinished life waiting on the other side of death, but she couldn’t do it aloud while her new family was already frightened.

	Mirabel touched the back of her fingers to Cass’s cheek. “Can you manage it?”

	Cass almost laughed. The cup smelled rich enough to make her fangs ache, while her human mind wanted to set it down and never look inside. “I’m hungry, not helpless.”

	“There’s my girl.” Mirabel withdrew her hand, visibly reassured.

	Cass looked into the cup. The surface was dark and still. Cassidy’s memories told her this was nourishment, comfort, and home. Her Earth memories supplied every reason it wasn’t.

	She raised the cup with familiar ease and held the rim just beneath her lips.

	Cass let it touch her lower lip. The scent strengthened until it seemed to fill the space behind her eyes. She tipped the cup just enough for a mouthful.

	The blood was warm.

	Her tongue found salt, iron, and a thick richness that made every human instinct she possessed recoil. Cass held the mouthful without moving, fighting the need to gag. Blood belonged beneath skin, inside veins, or in sealed hospital bags. It wasn’t supposed to arrive in a cup while someone’s mother watched to make sure she finished breakfast.

	Mirabel leaned closer. “Is something wrong with it?”

	Cass swallowed because spitting it back would be impossible to explain. The mouthful slid down her throat, and her body answered before she could form a safe reply.

	Hunger clenched through her.

	The cup no longer smelled like blood. It smelled like relief, like something she’d needed so badly that every cold part of her had been waiting for this single swallow. Her fangs lengthened, pressing against the ceramic rim.

	Cass steadied her voice. “It’s fine. I’m more hungry than I thought.”

	Mirabel’s concern eased into recognition. “Then drink before you make yourself ill.”

	Cass intended to take a second careful sip. She even tried to lower the cup between swallows, clinging to the last scraps of dignity available to a California girl drinking animal blood in a curtained bedroom.

	Her hands refused.

	She drank again, deeper this time. Warmth spread through her mouth and throat, and the hunger surged toward it. Cass gripped the cup with both hands. One swallow followed another, too fast for thought, while her human mind watched in appalled disbelief.

	She should have hated it. Part of her did. Another part wanted every drop.

	Mirabel caught the underside of the cup when Cass tipped it too sharply. “Easy, Cassidy. No one’s taking it from you.”

	That should have slowed her. Instead, the reassurance stripped away the last reason to pretend restraint. Cass drank until the cup was empty, swallowed the final trace, and kept it pressed to her lips for one humiliating second as her body searched for more.

	A pale notice opened across her vision.

	Feeding in progress
Blood Reserve refilling

	Cass lowered the cup at last. Her fingers remained locked around it, and the hunger had begun to loosen, leaving her with the dreadful certainty that she hadn’t merely endured the blood.

	She had wanted it.

	Mirabel eased the empty cup from Cass’s hands before her fingers could tighten around it again. A folded square of linen lay beside the tray. Cass picked it up automatically, wiped the rim, then pressed a clean corner to her lips.

	The movements belonged to Cassidy. Finish feeding. Clean the cup. Check for blood at the corners of the mouth before speaking. Simple manners learned young enough that her hands needed no instruction.

	Mirabel watched her complete the little ritual. “Do you feel better?”

	Cass lowered the cloth. The answer should have been difficult. Instead, it sat inside her with humiliating clarity.

	“Yes. Much.”

	The ache beneath her ribs had vanished. Her body no longer felt hollow, and the room had lost the painful sharpness that had made every sound and scent compete for her attention. Even her thoughts moved more easily.

	A pale notice settled across her vision.

	Hunger: Sated
Blood Reserve: Full

	Cass stared through it at the red trace inside the cup.

	She should have felt only disgust. Her human memories still supplied plenty of it. Blood on a split lip. Blood soaking hospital gauze. Blood in her mouth after the tanker crushed her beneath timber and plaster.

	Yet beneath that horror sat satisfaction. Not merely relief from hunger, but the quiet desire for another mouthful even though the system said she was full.

	Mirabel tilted her head. “Cassidy?”

	Cass realised she’d been staring too long. She folded the linen once, hiding the stained corner, and placed it neatly on the tray. “I’m deciding whether the cup won.”

	Mirabel’s mouth twitched. “You were the one holding it.”

	“That sounds like an accusation.”

	“It’s an observation.” Mirabel lifted the cup and inspected the empty interior. “You always look offended when you let yourself become this hungry.”

	Cassidy’s memory recognised the complaint. Mirabel had said versions of it before, usually after training or an afternoon spent ignoring the first pull of hunger. Cass let that familiarity guide her expression into the small, put-upon look her mother expected.

	“I’ll try to be less personally betrayed by breakfast next time.”

	Mirabel laughed softly, and the remaining worry in her face eased.

	Cass held on to that sound. She had passed another test no one knew she was taking. Mirabel saw a tired daughter who’d fed too quickly after a long sleep, not a stranger horrified by the empty cup.

	Inside, Cass admitted the part that frightened her most.

	She wanted more.

	Mirabel set the cup on the tray and folded the stained linen over it. Cass’s gaze followed the cup. She was full. The pale notice had said so. Her body still noticed where the blood had gone.

	She made herself look at Mirabel instead. “How much prepared blood do we have left?”

	Mirabel paused with the cloth beneath her fingers. “Enough. Why?”

	Cass had meant the question as practical. The sudden concern in Mirabel’s face showed how it sounded after she’d drained the cup as though someone might take it away. Cassidy’s memories supplied the safer shape of the worry. Long sleep. Missed feeding. A household that planned carefully because fresh blood didn’t appear by magic.

	“I barely fed yesterday, then slept through another meal.” Cass kept her tone light. “I wanted to make sure I hadn’t emptied the house before the rest of you feed.”

	Mirabel relaxed. “You haven’t. There’s enough prepared for all of us, and Dorian will replace what we use.”

	That should have ended it, but Mirabel remained beside the bed. Her gaze dropped briefly to Cass’s fangs before returning to her eyes.

	“You know the rule,” she said.

	Cass did.

	The memory came with Dorian crouched beside two much younger girls, making them repeat the words until Penny stopped trying to turn them into a rhyme. Blood prepared for the household was safe. Blood freely offered could be accepted. Hunger never made taking it right.

	Mirabel spoke the same lesson now. “We drink what’s prepared for us, or what’s willingly offered. We don’t take from someone because we’re hungry.”

	“I know.” Cass answered without hesitation. “Willing or prepared. Nothing else.”

	Mirabel studied her for another moment, then nodded. “Good.”

	The approval hurt more than Cass expected. Mia had been speaking to her through the phone while Cass lay beneath the tanker, calling her name and waiting for an answer that never came. She would never know Cass had woken somewhere else. She would only know that her friend had died.

	Cass couldn’t tell Mirabel that grief belonged to another life. She couldn’t explain why a familiar family rule suddenly mattered in a new way. She only knew what hunger had just done to her restraint, and how easily need could become an excuse if she ever allowed it.

	Mirabel lifted the tray. “Rest a little longer. I’ll tell Dorian you’re awake.”

	Cass nodded and watched her mother cross toward the door.

	Whatever this body craved, Cass would never make an unwilling person pay for it.

	***

	 


 

	4 — Where Is the Shower?

	The door closed behind Mirabel, leaving Cass alone with a full stomach, an unfamiliar bedroom, and an urgent need to wash the morning off herself.

	She pushed back the blankets and stood. Cassidy’s body felt steady now, without the hollow weakness that had followed her out of sleep. Her bare feet met smooth wooden boards, cold against skin that was colder still.

	A proper shower would help. Hot water, shampoo, steam, and ten uninterrupted minutes beneath enough pressure to beat several emotional problems into temporary submission.

	Cass crossed the bedroom and opened the door. The corridor beyond was narrow, its dark floor polished by years of use. Cassidy’s memories knew every room in the house, but Cass still had to separate remembered knowledge from what she was actually seeing. Kitchen downstairs. Penny’s room across the landing. Storage cupboard. Parents’ room. Bathing room at the rear.

	She followed the remembered route and nearly passed it because no tiled bathroom waited behind the last door.

	The room held a deep copper tub.

	Cass stopped on the threshold.

	A stone basin occupied one wall beneath a small shuttered window. Folded cloths rested on a shelf beside stoppered clay bottles, a wooden bucket, and a long-handled copper scoop. Pipes ran into the tub from a squat metal tank built into the wall. There was no showerhead, no curtain, and no blessed chrome control promising instant civilisation.

	Mirabel looked back from the stairs. “Did you need something?”

	Cass kept her face composed. Cassidy had used this room her entire life. Asking where the shower was would be roughly as subtle as asking which woman downstairs was her mother.

	“I thought a bath might help me feel normal.”

	“It probably will.” Mirabel nodded toward the copper tank. “The water should still be warm. Dorian heated it before dawn.”

	“Of course he did.” Cass stepped inside and touched the pipe beside the tub. Heat met her fingertips. “Prepared blood and prepared bathwater. I’m being terribly spoiled.”

	Mirabel smiled. “You say that as though you object.”

	“I’m considering my position.”

	Her mother continued downstairs, satisfied enough by the answer.

	Cass waited until the footsteps faded, then inspected the room again. She turned the brass valve Cassidy’s memories identified, and hot water poured from the pipe into the copper tub with a heavy splash.

	It worked. It was clean. It was even warm.

	It still wasn’t a shower.

	Cass stared at the rising water and felt the loss settle with absurd, painful weight.

	She had died, become a vampire, and drunk blood for breakfast.

	Apparently modern plumbing was where civilisation finally drew the line.

	Cass closed the bathing-room door and turned the small wooden latch. At least privacy had survived the fall of civilisation.

	The copper tub continued filling while she examined the clay bottles on the shelf. Cassidy’s memories identified each by shape and stopper rather than any label. Hair soap in the narrow blue bottle. Skin soap in the squat brown one. Scented oil in the glazed flask that Penny liked to borrow and never returned to the proper place.

	Cass selected the hair soap, pulled out the stopper, and sniffed. Lavender and something sharp met her nose with enough force to make her lean back. Vampire senses apparently turned ordinary toiletries into chemical warfare.

	She shut off the water before the tub overflowed, then tested it with her fingertips. Warm, not hot. Cassidy considered that comfortable. Cass considered it a personal attack.

	A metal lever beneath the tank opened another flow, this one steaming. She added enough to raise the temperature, stirred the bath with the copper scoop, and repeated the process until the water approached something a modern human might voluntarily enter.

	“Better,” she murmured.

	A voice came through the door. “Are you arguing with the bath?”

	Cass froze with one hand on the scoop. Penny’s voice carried amusement and the dangerous confidence of a sister who knew exactly how Cassidy behaved when no one else was listening.

	“I’m establishing terms,” Cass said. “It was being unreasonable.”

	“The bath?”

	“The temperature.”

	Penny laughed from the corridor. “Try not to drown. Mother will blame me for leaving you unattended.”

	Her footsteps retreated before Cass had to produce another answer. Cass waited until they faded, then released the breath she hadn’t needed to hold.

	She undressed, folded Cassidy’s nightclothes on the bench, and climbed carefully into the tub. Warmth closed around her without sinking into her skin the way it should have. Her body registered temperature, but it didn’t soften beneath it. No flushed cheeks. No deep easing of cold muscles. She remained cool and still inside the hot water.

	Cass reached for the hair soap and worked it through the dark strands with motions Cassidy had used a thousand times. There was no handheld sprayer, so she rinsed with the scoop, tipping water over her head while trying not to flood the floor.

	She wanted her apartment back. Not the wreckage, but the place before the tanker. Her shower with unreliable pressure. Her bed. Her television. Streaming dramas paused exactly where she’d left them. Shops full of clothes she understood and food she could eat. Mia close enough to call without death standing between them.

	Cass lowered the scoop into the water.

	She’d lost an entire world of ordinary comforts, and the copper tub was the first one rude enough to make her count them.

	A knock sounded against the door before Cass could decide whether counting her losses was helping.

	“Cassidy?” Penny called. “You forgot the soap tray.”

	Cass looked at the squat brown bottle balanced on the narrow rim of the tub. “The soap has survived without furniture so far.”

	“I made this one.”

	That changed the pressure entirely. Cassidy’s memories supplied a small knife, curls of pale wood, and Penny hiding something behind her back whenever Cass entered the kitchen. Cass reached for the folded bathing cloth beside the tub.

	“Give me a moment.”

	She climbed out, discovering that water rolled from her skin without leaving the warmth she expected. By the time she wrapped the cloth around herself, she felt exactly as cold as before the bath.

	Cass opened the door a careful hand’s width.

	Penny stood outside holding a shallow wooden tray carved with curling waves. One end had been shaped into a tiny open-mouthed fish whose expression suggested deep concern about its purpose.

	“I finished it yesterday,” Penny said. Pride brightened her face despite the attempt at casualness. “You were asleep, so I couldn’t show you.”

	Cass accepted the tray. The wood had been sanded smooth, but faint uneven marks remained around the fish’s tail. It wasn’t perfect. It was made for Cassidy by a sister who expected her to remember being promised one.

	“It’s beautiful,” Cass said, and meant it.

	Penny’s gaze sharpened. “You laughed at the fish when I drew it.”

	“I’ve reconsidered. He looks like he understands the seriousness of soap.”

	“He’s a river dragon.”

	“Of course he is.” Cass studied the alarmed little face. “A formidable one.”

	Penny smiled despite herself. “You’re strange today.”

	The words landed softly, which made them worse.

	Cass leaned against the doorframe as though she were merely tired. “I woke after sleeping too long, drank breakfast like it had insulted me, and lost an argument with a bath. Strange seems fair.”

	Penny accepted that with a reluctant nod. “Put the dragon where the water can drain through the tail.”

	Cass promised she would, then closed and latched the door again.

	She set the tray beside the tub and caught sight of herself in the polished copper mirror above the basin. Dark wet hair framed a face too precise to feel like hers. Her skin held no trace of beach gold, no freckles, no warmth. It was smooth, pale as carved marble, and striking enough that Cass understood why Penny hadn’t questioned her staring.

	She touched her cheek. The face in the mirror was beautiful.

	It was also cold beneath her fingers, as lifeless as stone.

	Penny knocked again before Cass could decide whether touching the face made it feel any more like hers.

	“Are you finished? Mother says not to let the water go cold.”

	“It surrendered several minutes ago.” Cass turned from the mirror and reached for the bathing cloth. “I’m coming out.”

	She drained the tub, dried herself, and pulled Cassidy’s nightclothes back on. Her wet hair soaked the shoulders almost immediately, but her skin remained as cold as it had been before the bath.

	When Cass opened the door, Penny waited with a comb held out like a reprimand.

	“You didn’t dry your hair.”

	“I’m cultivating a reputation for dampness.”

	“You’ll ruin the floor.”

	“The floor has endured worse.”

	Penny pushed the comb into her hand. “Mother wants you downstairs when you’re dressed. Father brought news from Brightfall.”

	Cass began working the comb through her hair as they walked toward the bedroom. “Please tell me human civilisation has invented something more impressive than bitter chocolate.”

	“They have entertainment crystals in the inns.”

	Cass slowed. Cassidy’s memories supplied travellers describing coloured scenes moving inside polished stone, accompanied by music and voices. Not television, but close enough to make something ache beneath her ribs.

	Penny continued, unaware. “Some wealthy houses have enchanted bathing rooms too. Hot water whenever they want it, falling from silver pipes above your head.”

	Cass stopped combing. “They have showers.”

	“I don’t know what they call them.”

	“Showers,” Cass said with reverence. “Civilisation survives.”

	Penny snorted. “You couldn’t use one.”

	The answer came too quickly for Cass to pretend ignorance. Brightfall’s walls were guarded. Priests checked travellers. Hunters watched the roads. A vampire found inside human territory wouldn’t be questioned, fined, or ordered to leave.

	She would be killed.

	Unless she wore a binding collar and walked behind someone holding the chain.

	Cass resumed combing before Penny noticed her expression. “Because the humans would object?”

	“They’d burn the house down around you,” Penny said. “Father says they found a Blood Clan scout near the eastern road last month. The patrol nailed its ashes to the warning post.”

	Cassidy’s memory carried no surprise, only the old lesson: humans were most dangerous when they believed themselves righteous.

	Cass looked toward the shuttered window. Daylight pressed around its edges.

	Every human knew vampires couldn’t survive the sun. A pale girl walking through Brightfall at noon would be foolish, foreign, perhaps suspicious, but not Blood Clan. No hunter would search for a creature their entire world knew couldn’t stand beneath daylight.

	It wasn’t safety. One mistake, one glimpse of fangs, one cut that failed to bleed properly, and the disguise would collapse.

	Still, Brightfall had showers.

	Cass followed Penny into the bedroom, already understanding that wanting human comforts had just become considerably more dangerous.

	***

	 


 

	5 — Two Hours of Personhood

	Cass found Dorian at the back of the house, fastening the shutters over a narrow courtyard door.

	He had dressed for travel in a dark coat with a high collar, though daylight still shone through the gaps around the wood. A satchel rested on the table beside him, smelling faintly of leather, metal, and the eastern road.

	“You brought news from Brightfall,” Cass said.

	Dorian tested the final latch. “A merchant caravan reached the ferry landing before dawn. Human patrols have moved closer to the eastern shore.”

	Cass leaned against the table and tried to sound interested in patrols rather than enchanted plumbing. “Because of the scout Penny mentioned?”

	“Because hunters rarely stop after finding one vampire.” Dorian lifted the satchel. “Come. Your mother wants the dried herbs moved before the courtyard grows too bright.”

	He opened an inner door and led her beneath a covered walkway. The courtyard was small, surrounded by stone walls and roofed along three sides. Clay pots, drying racks, and two wooden benches occupied the shade. Sunlight reached the uncovered centre in a clean golden square.

	Dorian stayed well beneath the roof.

	Cass followed, though every step brought the bright paving closer. Cassidy’s memories supplied the lesson automatically. Direct sunlight burned Blood Clan flesh. A hand exposed too long would blacken. A body caught in the open would ignite.

	Everyone knew it. No one tested it out of curiosity.

	Dorian gathered the first rack while Cass took the second. “Keep away from the centre.”

	“I can see the sun.”

	“You’ve been asleep for almost two days, and you’re behaving strangely.”

	Cass lifted the rack. “My confidence is wounded.”

	“Good. Wounded confidence listens.”

	He carried his herbs inside. Cass turned with her own rack, but a loose stem slipped between the slats and fell onto the sunlit stones.

	She stopped.

	The sensible response was to leave it. It was one dried sprig, worth less than the skin on her fingers. Cassidy would have called for Penny or waited until evening.

	Cass crouched at the edge of the shade.

	Dorian returned before she moved. His hand closed around her shoulder and pulled her back with enough force to rattle the rack.

	“What are you doing?”

	Cass looked from his grip to the fallen herb. “Considering a poor financial decision.”

	“You don’t reach into sunlight for thyme.”

	“That sentence sounded more serious than the situation deserved.”

	“The situation deserves exactly that much seriousness.” Dorian took the rack from her and guided her toward the inner door. “Leave it. We’ll collect it after sunset.”

	Cass went without resisting.

	Behind them, the sprig rested in full daylight, less than an arm’s length from safety. She didn’t look back until Dorian had closed the door.

	He kept her in the kitchen afterward, as though proximity to a table might prevent further negotiations with sunlight.

	Dorian returned to packing the satchel for his journey after sunset. Mirabel checked dried provisions at the pantry, while Penny sorted herbs and watched Cass with the interest normally reserved for someone expected to misbehave.

	Cass lasted six minutes.

	“I’m going upstairs,” she said. “Somewhere without thyme.”

	Dorian tightened a buckle. “Stay away from the rear windows.”

	“I’ve learned my lesson. Herbs aren’t worth dying for.”

	Penny glanced at the discarded sprig still visible through the narrow window. “That one wasn’t even good thyme.”

	“Thank you. That makes the near tragedy much easier.”

	Cass left before anyone found a reason to accompany her. She climbed the stairs, crossed the bedroom, and opened the shutter over its smallest window. The house blocked most of the sun, but a narrow blade of light fell across the floor.

	Cass stood beside it.

	The decision felt ridiculous from both directions. Cassidy’s memories insisted the light was death. Cass’s own memory held beaches, bare shoulders, and afternoons spent chasing a better tan. One of those lives was wrong here.

	She removed the comb from the dressing table and pushed it into the sunlight.

	Nothing happened, because combs weren’t vampires.

	“Excellent work,” Cass whispered. “Science is proud.”

	She crouched and held her hand above the bright floorboards without crossing the edge. Testing the sun deliberately still seemed like a terrible idea. Letting it touch one fingertip, with shade an inch away, seemed like a slightly smaller terrible idea.

	Cass lowered her smallest finger into the light.

	Warmth touched her skin.

	No pain followed. No smoke curled upward. Her finger remained pale, smooth, and attached.

	A translucent notice opened across her vision, revealing a unique trait: Sunlight Immunity. Its daily maximum was 170 minutes, with 169 minutes of safe exposure remaining.

	Cass jerked her hand back and struck her elbow against the dressing table.

	Penny called through the door. “What was that?”

	“The furniture attacked me.”

	“Do you need help?”

	“No. I’ve established dominance.”

	Cass waited until Penny’s footsteps retreated, then looked at her undamaged finger. The panel hadn’t called her resistant. It had called her immune, then immediately attached a daily limit.

	She placed her whole hand into the sunlight.

	The counter remained at 169 minutes until the next minute passed, then changed to 168.

	Cass withdrew into shade.

	Her skin showed no mark at all.

	Outside the room, her family continued preparing for a night journey because every vampire knew daylight meant death.

	Cass closed the shutter over a secret worth exactly one hundred and sixty-eight remaining minutes.

	She sat at the dressing table with the shutter firmly closed and called up her personal panel.

	The pale display opened across her vision without fanfare. It offered no advice, no explanation, and no sympathy for the fact that she’d just placed part of herself into something every memory in her head insisted was lethal. It simply showed what was already true.

	The panel identified her as Cassidy Hart, a Blood Clan Vampire and Youngblood, with no class and Level 5. Beneath that, the newly revealed trait showed Sunlight Immunity, a daily maximum of 170 minutes, and 168 minutes of safe exposure remaining.

	She read the figures twice.

	One hundred and seventy minutes was too awkward to feel arbitrary. Two hours would have been neat. One hundred and eighty minutes would have been neater. Instead, she had two hours and fifty minutes, while her panel happened to show Level 5.

	Cass rested her elbows on the table. A two-hour base with ten additional minutes for each level would produce exactly what she was seeing.

	It would also be dangerously easy to believe because she wanted it to be true.

	The extra fifty minutes might come from her age, her Youngblood stage, Cassidy’s feeding history, or something else the panel didn’t bother explaining. Cass had one number and one level. That wasn’t a pattern. It was a coincidence wearing an attractive dress.

	A knock sounded, and Penny opened the bedroom door before Cass could dismiss the panel.

	“Mother says Father will be leaving as soon as the sun is down,” Penny said. “She wants you downstairs before he goes.”

	Cass let the display vanish. “Am I required for departure, or is everyone making sure I haven’t started another argument with the furniture?”

	Penny glanced toward the dressing table. “Did you?”

	“The table and I reached an understanding.”

	“That means yes.”

	“It means I won.”

	Penny stepped farther into the room and looked toward the shutter. “You closed it properly this time.”

	Cass kept her expression easy. “Father’s lecture was memorable.”
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