
[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​COPYRIGHT

[image: ]


Copyright © Angela Louise McGurk 2013

All rights reserved.

Smashwords Edition

The right of Angela McGurk to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (U.K) and falls under the protection of the Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works.

First published by Angela Louise McGurk, www.angelamcgurk.com, author@angelamcgurk.com

First published online by Angela Louise McGurk in 2013.

First published as an eBook by Angela Louise McGurk in 2015.

First published paperback by Angela Louise McGurk in 2015.

Second edition published by Angela Louise McGurk in 2025.

This is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, licensed, or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the author/publisher, as allowed under the purchase/download or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

www.angelalouisemcgurk.com

Cover design by Angela Louise McGurk,

www.angelalouisemcgurk.com

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​DEDICATION

[image: ]


Naturally, I need to thank my husband for enduring my obsession with imaginary people. It takes commitment to compete with the vampire who is dominating your wife’s time. I’m also grateful to my children, who offer endless comic relief when editing is beginning to take its toll on me. Matthew, Willow, and Gryphyn, I love you all.

In addition, I must thank the squad of amazing friends who’ve read this book countless times to advise, critique, proofread and keep me from going absolutely demented. You mean the world to me, Z-Bee, Noodle, Vixen, the Scottish Pixie, and Siren. You know who you are. I couldn’t have done it without you... Now you just need to repeat the process five (or seven) more times!

xxx

CONTENTS

COPYRIGHT

DEDICATION

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

COMING SOON

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

​​​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​PROLOGUE

[image: ]


[image: A silhouette of a bird

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

The Choice I Never Had

“Shall we begin like David Copperfield? ‘I am born... I grew up.’ Or shall we begin when I was born to darkness, as I call it? That's really where we should start, don't you think?” 

––––––––
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-Louis de Pointe du Lac, 

Interview with the Vampire 

1994, (film adaptation)

Perhaps Louis de Pointe du Lac was correct, perhaps that’s where my story should begin too. The words, taken from a film which I’d seen many times, imply that my life before was irrelevant. They infer that it was a fleeting dream before my re-birth as something ‘other’. That’s what they told me too, the people who stripped away my humanity. The past was irrelevant and my future – my immediate future – would be lived at another’s pleasure.

I’m bound, now. To my Sire.

But that wasn’t the beginning either. Let me tell you what it was to be made vampire. It wasn’t birth. Birth implies pushing, tearing forth into the light, screaming. Becoming immortal was to be pulled, to be tugged irrevocably into darkness, and it was silent.

That’s what it is to be vampire; dark and silent. We are the shadows; the ones you catch out of the corner of your eye, only to have them vanish when you turn to look. We are that darker shade in the blackness of the night.

The cool breeze that touches your throat on a frosty evening? That airy caress which makes you shiver and wrap your scarf more securely around your neck? That’s us too, when we’ve come close enough to bite but decided you aren’t the flavour of the night. 

Not that night, at least.

You should fear each inexplicable shiver. Don’t laugh and say, ‘someone’s just walked over my grave’. Turn immediately and lash out. Fight, even if you think you’re alone. God knows I wish I’d done so. 

It wouldn’t have stopped him. Nothing would have stopped him, but I could’ve been proud of myself. Instead, I’m ashamed. I’m ashamed because I felt him there. I felt his towering body press against my back as I stood at the bus stop, waiting for the last ride home. His lips brushed my neck, his touch several degrees cooler than human, and inexplicably, I’d frozen. That touch immobilised me, leaving me without even the urge to fight.

It was an illogical, dangerous, reaction.

I should have fought, any person should fight, but my mind had been filled with a hazy calm which forbade any battle. Struggling had been the last thing on my mind, even when my bus arrived and my assailant waved it on, dismissing my last hope of escape.

Yet my lack of rebellion was far from the most unsettling part of the stranger’s control over me. In truth, the man could’ve asked anything of me, and I would’ve complied, but he didn’t need to voice any request. I knew instinctively what he wanted. I sighed and surrendered myself as he held me against his front in a lover’s embrace, tipping my head and willingly giving him access to my throat.

“One day, you’ll understand,” he whispered, his tone subdued, before he licked my skin and tasted me for the first time.

The strange mix of local Geordie and lilting Irish in his accent seduced me, but a tinge of uncertainty coloured his voice. In the weeks that followed, I would wonder if he really spoke to me at all. Perhaps he talked to himself; persuading himself that I’d eventually understand and accept his reasons for what he planned for me. One day. If I could forgive him. At the time, my mind’s fogged meandering couldn’t dwell on the strangeness of his claim.

His fangs broke the flesh of my throat with a soft pop. A second of fiery pain followed, before the cold and numbness seeped through me. The chill began where his mouth worked, sucking hungrily at the wound left by his lengthened eyeteeth. Heaviness weighed down my arms, and my legs weakened until he – the faceless, nameless creature behind me – had to support my weight. Even then, he didn’t stop.

As he pulled my lifeblood from my body, a strange tugging sensation blossomed inside me, stronger with each swallow. It started at my core, in some deep, primal part of me which had nothing to do with rational thought nor fickle emotion. I felt it in my belly, in my gut, a thread forming which bound me to the man at my back. Through him, because of him, new parts of me woke. A hunger like nothing I’d ever felt gripped me; a burning need which increased as the uncompromising pull took control. It didn’t hurt – not exactly – but I knew it would, if I didn’t slake my thirst. 

I needed to be satisfied, and he knew what to give me.

When he raised his wrist to my lips, I forced my still human teeth into his flesh. I didn’t think about it. Didn’t understand the need. Yet I couldn’t stop myself. I didn’t even think to try, and he growled as I roughly bit him, his other arm tightening around my waist. 

I tasted nothing special about his blood. Nothing obvious, at least. It was warm despite being cooler than human, and coppery, though maybe less metallic than it should’ve been. What remained of my rational thought demanded I spit it out, that I rebel against our unholy communion.

I couldn’t.

As hot liquid spilled down my throat, the pulling sensation urged me to give in, to relinquish my humanity and set some wild thing free. With each draw, his blood tasted sweeter on my tongue. With each needy suck, my vision dimmed – darkening – until there was nothing but unbroken blackness and my willingness to let him tear everything I was from my body.

When I woke, I’d be different. Altered. I’d be something which I’d never wanted to become. In that moment, I didn’t care. It felt like a dream; a strange, ghastly, and yet exquisite fantasy. The dream drew me down into the most primitive, inherent part of who I was, to a place where I would both find and lose myself. I loved and loathed that place, and I knew a simple truth; when I left it, the ‘me’ I’d been would no longer exist.

Eventually, even that sliver of understanding abandoned me, and when my comprehension failed, I floated in a nothingness that seemed eternal.
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Some Mornings I Feel Like Toast

When the blissful safety of oblivion receded, I found myself lying on my sofa, with my great-grandmother’s crochet blanket carelessly thrown over me. My head felt fuzzy. Hungover, almost, though I couldn’t remember drinking. I guessed I must have fallen asleep downstairs after work rather than making it up to my room. It happened sometimes. Not often, but on the occasional restless night.

The television was playing to itself, showing a repeat of the Hairy Bikers baking their way around Britain. It could be worse. While my tastes ran towards sci-fi and fantasy, I would still take cookery shows (or even Cash in the Attic) over the pageant toddlers and extreme cheapskates. Most of the madness we imported left me wondering at the state of humanity.

Humanity.

I’d barely thought the word when I remembered the piercing burn of fangs sliding into my flesh. My fingers went to the crux of my neck, feeling the smooth skin of my throat as the dream came back to me in flashes of sensation... What a bizarre nightmare. I’d never experienced anything like it before, and I hoped I never would again.

On screen, Si slathered butter icing between the layers of some cake, and I shuddered at the thought of being some predator’s meal. Nothing more than a tasty morsel. Little better than the dessert course. Then I shivered at the thought of a vampire feeding me his own blood, of it flowing over my tongue and trickling down my throat. 

In the dream I’d enjoyed it, but in reality...? 

Ew! Just, no! No. Not ever. I’d never agree to it.

Everyone knew what mutual feeding between a vampire and human did to the mortal, and I had no desire to be fanged. Many people had clamoured for the gift when vampires first ‘came out’, but immortality was not something I’d ever craved. Others petitioned the vampire cohorts for admission into their ranks, but I wanted my human life, nothing more.

If anyone ever offered me the change, I would decline. By law, my wishes needed to be respected. Perhaps that unsettled me most; in my dream, the bite hadn’t been consensual. It had been illegal. An assault. The thought sickened me to my very soul.

When vampires revealed themselves, there’d been months of negotiations between their leaders and ours. There had been conference after conference held; organised so representatives from both species could agree upon laws meant to protect all of us, regardless of our teeth. As a result, ‘due process’ rules now regulated both vampire feeding and the making of new vampires. 

In theory, a human could only be turned if they gave clear consent. While I hadn’t exactly resisted in the dream, I hadn’t signed any of the required contracts either. I hadn’t even murmured ‘yes’, had I...?

No. No, I’d submitted but I’d never agreed.

The idea of vampires running around, unmonitored, changing people without consent, left a hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach. My paranoia whispered the same concerns many others had; why would a nightmare creature obey our laws? Hadn’t vampires spent millennia in the dark, hiding and taking without consent? Why change now? 

The notion was unbelievable.

“It was just a dream,” I reminded myself determinedly. “I’m safe in my house, watching daytime T.V.”

Watching daytime T.V?

That realisation caused an entirely different anxiety surge. Why was I watching daytime T.V? I had a job to go to! Christ. What time was it?

Flinging myself up from my position on the sofa, I charged towards the living room window. I don’t know why I grabbed the heavyweight, floral curtains. In some vague hope the sky would still be dawn red, perhaps? To see if I had time to shower, dress and head out to work? 

I’d never experienced true, physical pain before. Not until I threw back those drapes. With the lined fabric dragged aside, the midday sun swept into the room. It flowed over me, casting its bright, blinding, burning rays over my arm, my chest, my face. Agony bloomed over every inch of exposed skin. It was more than I could bear. 

I screamed, my vocal cords tearing with the ferocity of my cry, and dropped the material, letting the curtain swish back into place.

Too late. 

White blisters already bubbled over suddenly crimson skin, as if my flesh boiled everywhere daylight had touched me. At the sight, I screamed louder. I collapsed to the floor, wanting to tear my seared flesh from my bones, just to stop the burn.

The living room door clattered open, bouncing loudly off the rose patterned wallpaper as a stranger burst into my private domain. He bared his fangs, and his eyes swirled in a supernaturally illuminated silver as he demanded, “What happened?”

His appearance did nothing for my panic. I screamed again as I backed myself into the corner next to the television, horrified.

There was a vampire in my house! Didn’t they need an invitation? What did he want? Why did the sun burn me? Oh God! It had to be a dream. I was still dreaming. Any minute, I would wake up. I had to!

My lungs finally emptied of air. When my cry failed, I barely managed to draw breath for another. Fear formed an iron band around my chest. The pounding beat of my heart and the frantic tempo of my pulse made me breathless, and my racing mind fractured into incoherence as the stranger took a step closer.

“It was a dream,” I whimpered as I crouched by the pine T.V. stand. “It was a dream.” 

Repeating the assertion over and over didn’t change anything; a fact my visitor seemed intent on making clear as he edged closer. His presence alone undermined my denial, but my rational state of mind fled. Logic abandoned me.

The man spread his arms in a gesture meant to placate me, to reassure me he wasn’t a threat. But how could I feel anything but threatened? He was a vampire, and based on the raw blisters now covering my body, so was I.

I hadn’t consented! I hadn’t agreed! I’d been attacked!

However, as I looked up, wide-eyed and terrified, at the looming form of the stranger, I realised something else. He wasn’t the man from my dream. I knew it even though I’d never faced the creature who’d bitten me.

Whoever my dream vampire had been – provided he existed at all – I felt sure I would know him on sight. He would be familiar, unlike the invader in my home.

The stranger wasn’t tall enough to be him, for a start. 

Although I hadn’t seen my fantasy vampire’s face, I got the impression of height from the man at the bus stop; more height than possessed by the five-foot-eight intruder who still advanced towards me. When the stranger spoke, his mild Cornish accent confirmed he wasn’t the part-Geordie, part-Irish creature who’d attacked me.

“It wasn’t a dream,” the unfamiliar vampire assured me as he hunkered down in front of me. Then he took hold of my scarlet, oozing, and blistered right hand so he could assess the damage. “First thing you need to know about being a vampire...” he murmured with the ghost of a smile. “Sunlight bad.”

He waited for a response. Maybe he expected me to laugh or joke over my own foolishness. If that was the case, then he’d be waiting a long time.

He soon realised that for himself, and after a concerned pause, he added, “This won’t heal on its own, not when you aren’t even halfway through the transition yet. You’ll need your maker’s blood to fix this mess.”

Yanking my hand out of the man’s grip, I tried to push myself back into the wall behind me; to disappear into the plasterwork. Revulsion and alarm sickened me. I couldn’t drink blood! I couldn’t. I hadn’t even agreed to being bitten! 

The words finally spilled from my mouth, tainted with ire as well as fear. “I did not consent!” After that initial outburst the words simply kept coming. Accusing, demanding, thoroughly reckless. “I’m going to call the police. I want to know who did this to me. This is illegal. I was assaulted. I didn’t consent!”

The vampire’s expression hardened, and his concern faded as he stood again. The ‘man’ towered over me as I crouched on the floor, still shaking with impotent rage and too-consuming fear. Too late, I realised he could do anything to me. He could kill me and pissing him off seemed like a monumentally bad idea.

“I have a copy of your signed consent papers in my briefcase, along with everything you need for your introduction to this life.”

“You have my what?” I squeaked back at him, my palms clammy with nervous sweat. I hadn’t signed any contract. I knew I hadn’t. How did he have consent papers?

“You may see them if you wish to refresh your memory.”

His dour response only irked me further. As my confusion and anger burgeoned, my fear dissipated; my terror pushed aside as I tried to figure out what the hell was going on.

“Of course I want to see them!” I snapped as I surged onto my feet in an explosion of movement.

I misjudged my developing strength and almost pitched myself straight into the stranger as I lurched upright. If he hadn’t caught my wind-milling arms and steadied me, I would have sent both of us flying. 

Gratitude might’ve been polite, but I didn’t have it in me. Instead, I flinched away from his touch, hissing, “Get back!”

He shook his head, pulling away with a scowl, as though I disappointed him somehow. Personally, I thought my response was entirely justified.

Without another word, the man turned from me, striding to the corner of the room to retrieve a severe-looking, black, leather briefcase. It coordinated well with the rest of his outfit. He was all business, from polished brogues to charcoal business suit, although gel held his black hair in perfect spikes – maybe a decade or two out of fashion – even while remaining untouched by grey. I guessed he’d been turned young, nineteen or twenty maybe. Not that the hint of a baby-face hid what he really was. I’d seen his fangs, even if I hadn’t felt their bite.

“You didn’t turn me.”

He slid a manila file from his case before he answered the statement. Not that it had been a question anyway. 

“No, I didn’t. Our Sire did.”

That caught my attention. “The ‘man’ who attacked me also turned you?”

The vampire rolled his eyes and shook his head, handing the manila folder to me. His expression said I’d made some faux pas, but I hadn’t paid much attention to vampire culture, even back when their revelation dominated the news. I hadn’t cared then, and I didn’t care now. All I’d ever needed to know was that no bloodsucker would ever bite me.

Perhaps I should’ve paid more attention...

“By ‘Sire’, I mean with a capital ‘S’; the master of the cohort you will automatically be commended into,” he explained, his tone bland. “It is grammatically and linguistically correct to use ‘sire’, with a lowercase ‘s’, when speaking of one’s maker, but generally we don’t. It can lead to confusion for vampires living within the cohort system. 

“We are technically of the same gens though, or family, if you will. My maker was turned by your maker, who, in turn, is our Sire, the master of the Newcastle Cohort. Do you understand?”

I nodded even though I wasn’t convinced I followed. My mind worked overtime trying to come to terms with ‘how’ I’d fallen prey to a vampire. The ‘who’ and ‘why’ could wait until later.

The vampire studied me as I opened the file, the front of which was branded with the Newcastle Cohort’s raven crest. His now grey, human-looking eyes raked over me with an unnerving scrutiny, as if trying to find something to admire... And failing.

“It’s strange,” he commented at last. “Conn hasn’t turned anyone with his own blood in over fifty years. Even then, that was a rare one-off. It’s been the duty of his lieutenants to maintain and grow the Cohort for longer than I’ve lived. Yet he chose to turn you; to do it himself.”

I knew I should lock that tidbit away to ponder later, but most of my common sense escaped me, my mind preoccupied by the document in my hand. I stared in disgust at the formalised consent contract, which had even been stamped with the British Vampire Convocation’s seal. 

BritVaC, the vampire government, had approved it. 

Why wouldn’t they? My signature had been scrawled on the dotted line, as familiar as my own face. The problem? I knew I hadn’t signed such a form, which meant my ‘maker’ and his three ‘witnesses’ were all liars.

“This is a forgery!” I spat furiously at my suit-wearing intruder; a man related to me by an unnatural and unwanted strain of blood. “It’s a very good forgery, yes, but I know I didn’t sign this. I am going to call the police. I’m going to have you locked up! Your master too! Or staked! I’d prefer staked. There are laws! You broke the law!”

The man frowned at me, his coolly assessing gaze almost daring me to make a move. Probably expecting me to trip up again if I even tried to get to my phone.

“Please tell me you aren’t going to pull a Rowland?” he drawled. “You won’t get away with it if you do. Two of the witnesses documented on your consent papers are well respected judges – human judges no less – and they will testify in court if we must prove our position. 

“You don’t want to mess with us, girl. You were given a gift. You should be grateful. Any attempt to cause the Cohort or its Sire trouble, especially through false accusations, will be quashed with prejudice.”

My mouth fell open at both his claim and implied threat. I couldn’t believe he’d even suggest I would lie; that I would copy Tony Rowland, an ‘activist’ who’d consented to the change, only to later deny it. Vehemently. To newspapers. In rambling interviews. In a highly publicised court case.

Rowland intended to halt any treaty between vampirekind and humans. Misguided or ignorant, I didn’t know. Someone must’ve dropped the ball, because he’d passed all the psych tests prior to his transition but later turned into delusional fundamentalist.

His manifesto claimed vampires were the devil’s children, that anyone who wanted that life must suffer some mental illness, and that mankind needed to be shown the ‘truth’. He set himself up as a martyr who took one for the team, sacrificing his humanity for the good of everyone else; a bad-faith actor who transitioned solely to make vampires look threatening, not realising his own contradictory claims and actions undermined his position.

Most didn’t believe him, but a few had been taken in.

A few influential people too, with money to burn supporting divisive rhetoric.

Those few proved all too loud. They took his manifesto and worked much of it into the mission statement of the Anti-Vampire League. They claimed vampires wore human faces to get into human-only spaces, to cause us harm. They said we couldn’t trust them. Giving them equal rights went against everything the protestors believed. 

While they’d never gained traction, the AVL still held protests. I’d always thought they were ridiculous. Prejudiced. I hadn’t believed their fearmongering. Now I wasn’t so sure...

I shook my head at my own musings.

No. That wasn’t true. I knew I couldn’t judge the entire vampire population on the actions of one assailant. Yes, someone had assaulted me, but that didn’t mean such things were commonplace. I was still more likely to be murdered by another human than someone with fangs. Despite what my attacker had done, I had no evidence that other vampires posed a threat. One bad egg didn’t justify burning the entire chicken coop.

So no, I was nothing at all like Tony Rowland, even though I suspected the vampires of the Newcastle Cohort might not be what their public image claimed. Their Sire wasn’t a law-abiding citizen, for a start, even if being a vampire didn’t automatically make him Satan’s spawn.

Either way, if two of the three witnesses who’d signed my consent forms truly were humans in positions of regard, then it would be their word against mine in court. I would be labelled a troublemaker like Rowland, regardless off the truth. That was as much a betrayal by humans as it was vampires, and I wouldn’t be able to fight it. I was an unknown; a family-less nobody, living in her dead grandmother’s house. Why would anyone believe me over those who supported my attacker? I’d very possibly end up in prison myself if a court case went ahead.

My heart hammered faster at that understanding.

Still hyperventilating, I finally managed to drag myself back to the sofa. I wanted to swaddle myself under in the crochet blanket again – to go back to sleep and deny everything – but I couldn’t even pull the wool against my scorched, oozing skin. 

Glaring at the burns, I knew I had no hope of refuting my reality, not while blisters evidenced my partially complete transition.

“You know,” the vampire prompted, “it would be classed as treason if you were found guilty of pulling a Rowland. Subversion through libel would be viewed as an attempt to damage vampire security and our treaties with humanity. As you are now a vampire citizen, you’d be subject to our laws and sentences. Thanks to Mr Rowland, there’s precedent. Such treachery is punishable by death. I promise you this; if anyone is to be staked, it won’t be me or our Sire.”

A chill swept through me at his words, icy fingers crawling up my spine and cold burrowing bone deep. I was cornered and the stranger knew it. Fighting would get me killed, but surrender... surrender would mean giving in to the very people who’d taken away everything I was, who’d made me something I didn’t want to be. Blood-drinker. Night-walker. Vampire.

“You bastard,” I hissed, incapable of coming up with a better retort.

“My parents were married, I assure you,” the Armani wearing monster answered, with a hint of sarcastic arrogance in his tone. “Do you accept that we have all the evidence required to prove your consent, and that any claim to the contrary would be futile and self-destructive?”

Resistance is futile, as the Borg would say.

Sadly, even though I often relied on my inner nerd, no amount of sci-fi would get me through my change of species unscathed. Not that the vampire watching me needed to know I was a sci-fi geek.

I wilted as I considered and reconsidered my options, realising only one viable way existed to get out of this with my life intact. “I accept that you have the evidence, falsified though it is, and that you’ve left me with no choice but to agree to play the part your Sire forced on me.”

Smiling broadly, the vampire nodded, clearly thrilled with my conclusion. “Good, I’m pleased to see you understand reason. Now that’s been cleared up, we can get down to business. I’m James by the way, James Edward Devon.”

“Darcy Francis Elizabeth Salix,” I replied resentfully, hating the pretentious sound of my name and despising his for the same reason. My mother hadn’t even bothered to learn the difference between ‘Francis’ and ‘Frances’ before giving me the masculine variant. “Darcy will do.”

Neither of us offered our hands for a shake. I wasn’t in the mood for forging friendships, and James didn’t seem to mind avoiding any further physical contact either. He took a seat in my armchair before continuing with my introduction to the vampire world.  

“You’re only part-way through your change, which means you can’t yet ingest human blood. You’ll know when you’re ready because your human eyeteeth will fall out and your fangs will grow in. That’s one of the last changes during the transition, and normally happens four to five days in. You’re currently twelve hours into the change.

“Usually, your maker would be with you, keeping you topped up with his blood for at least the first day. Unfortunately, Conn has... other concerns. However, I’ve stocked your fridge with bags of his graciously donated blood, so his absence shouldn’t hinder you in any way.

“I’ll stay here until dark, after which we’ll both go to Milbank House, which is where our cohort – the Newcastle Cohort – is based. You’ll be put up in a room there until you prove yourself ‘in control’. Enough so to be allowed back to your own home again. 

“Often, we sell off a convert’s property and invest the return so the convert will be financially viable when they leave ‘The House’. However, because of the circumstances surrounding your change, you are permitted to retain this...” he paused, glancing disdainfully around my floral-heavy living room, “abode. You can’t live here until you’re deemed ready, which usually takes three to five years, but the Cohort will maintain this house for you. Any property maintenance and outgoings, such as council tax and insurances, will be covered by us.

“Oh, we also contacted your employer to explain your change of circumstances. They are disappointed they hadn’t been warned of your change in advance, but I negotiated with them to ensure the termination of your contract without negative influence on your employment record. Obviously, you can’t do your job anymore. Trailing around building sites in daylight would be a terrible idea...”

My jaw dropped somewhere around ‘you’ll be put up in a room’. As I gaped at James, my indignation burgeoned again, and something resembling an animalistic growl rumbled in my chest.

“How dare you? How dare you presume you can just order me out of my home? It may not be much to look at – this humble terrace house, which was decorated by my grandmother – but it’s my home! I will not be removed from it by the likes of you. Your Sire has already taken my humanity. I’m not letting you deprive me of my sanctuary too.”

I couldn’t even react to his admission about my job; a job I’d worked hard to excel in but no longer had.

Cool as a cucumber, the vampire reached into the pocket of his jacket, pulling out his iPhone and hitting speed dial. All the while his gaze bored defiantly into mine. He wasn’t at all derailed by my tirade.

“Hi, it’s James,” he greeted whoever answered. “I’ll need reinforcements at sundown... No, no, we’re fine. She just doesn’t want to leave her home... Yes, I’m aware of that. I’ve told her... Look, she’s already opened the curtains and tried to torch herself once... No, I don’t know if it was on purpose, I was putting the blood in the fridge when she woke up. She should’ve been out cold for hours yet... Seemed to think it was a dream... She’s not happy, keeps repeating that she didn’t consent... Yes, I think it’s entirely possible she’ll try. That’s why I want back up... Excellent, so Lex and Glen will be here shortly after sunset...? No, I’ll be fine until then... Great. Thanks, Gunner.”

The look of self-assured satisfaction on James’ haughty features was enough to make me want to punch him. He chuckled at my indignation. “I wouldn’t fight this if I was you. You are going to Milbank House one way or another. I promise that ‘under your own steam’ would be far more pleasant than the alternative, for everyone concerned.

“Also, as far as the others are aware, you consented. Only Conn, Gunner, and I know why your conversion had to be... unconventional. I suggest it remains that way, unless you want the other members of your cohort to believe you are an enemy trying to bring them down through lies. Conn O’Dowd is a popular Sire; his people will believe him, not you. Am I clear?”

I nodded once because, truthfully, what other choice did I have? I was a new vampire. Whether it was by choice or not was irrelevant; I no longer had a place in human society. If I fought, I’d end up an outcast (or worse). 

While that might be an option eventually, right then, I didn’t even know what I was. Not really. Not enough to survive on my own. So, I burned in sunlight, and I needed blood, but was there more to being a vampire than that? I needed to learn before I could rebel, unless I wanted to live outside society; unprotected by humans and dismissed by vampires. 

God. It sucked, but I had no other option except going along with it. Turning the local vampire population against me would hardly prolong my time on earth.

“You’re crystal clear,” I sighed as my head dropped to my hands. I winced as my fingers snagged the blisters which still marred my face.

James rose smoothly to his feet, with a fluid grace I didn’t yet possess, if I ever would. “Good. Now you’ve come to your senses, I’ll retrieve some of Conn’s blood for you. It’ll help heal the burns. Now that you’re awake, you’ll also need more blood to encourage proper progression of the change.”

He halted in the doorway, looking back at me with a mildly amused expression as he shook his head. “Do keep away from the windows.”

He laughed when another growl rumbled out of me. 

“Vampire,” he accused as he headed for my kitchen.

By the time he returned, I’d snuggled under my great-grandmother’s blanket despite my injuries, enveloping myself in something familiar; something comforting and constant. As I fingered the crochet rosebuds she’d stitched onto the blanket squares, I remembered her telling me the blanket would bloom for me when it was my turn to blossom. She’d been a little confused towards the end of her life, yet I’d always adored the elderly lady. She and my grandmother had been devoted to me, because my mother either couldn’t or wouldn’t care for me, right until her untimely death during my infancy.

James came towards me, swirling a glass of dark red liquid in front of my face. “Drinky time, baby girl.”

“Don’t patronise me,” I hissed, trying not to heave at the sight of the blood sloshing around inside one of my grandmother’s crystal whiskey tumblers. Nothing in me wanted to take the glass or sip the liquid... until the smell hit me.

Yes, the scent had a meaty hint, but so slightly I didn’t mind it, especially when the undertones of spice drew me in. My hand shook as I took the glass from James and held it to my lips, unable to stop myself.

The aromatic perfume intensified, and I closed my eyes as I breathed it in, savouring it; an inviting and heady mix of cinnamon, vanilla, and something I couldn’t name. It promised heat, satisfaction, life, and I needed that. I really needed it. 

I tipped the glass, and cold, refrigerated liquid flowed past my lips. That first chill disappointed me, but then blood coated my tongue, and I moaned – actually moaned – at the flavour. No coppery tang lingered this time, just the spice which took my hunger from ‘manageable’ to ‘in control of my body’. I gulped down the liquid, swallowing desperately until the glass was drained, yet I remained far from sated.

“More!” I growled at James.

He seemed taken aback, his grey eyes widening in shock as he stared at me. Perhaps I should’ve asked what was wrong, but the pulling sensation returned, so much more intense than it had been the previous night. It tore through my abdomen, through my core, as if trying to tear my soul from my body. 

Hell, I wanted it to. Whatever the sensation was, I wanted it to rip everything I was from this place and carry me to him, to my maker. I loathed what he’d done to me, but through some strange, powerful biology, I longed to go to him; to follow the thread of need which sprung up between us.

I knew I needed his blood, warm and fresh from the vein. The cold stuff from the fridge wasn’t enough. It could never be enough.

“Conn...” I breathed the name James had given me, wrapping my arms around my belly and sliding from the sofa onto my knees. My glass tumbled onto the carpeted floor beside me, a few crimson drops marring the floral rug.

“Need... Conn...” I pleaded. Then the world dimmed again.

Vaguely, I heard of James make another call, his expression openly anxious, although I couldn’t focus enough to listen to his conversation. My mind turned to mush as the tug took a firmer grip on me, and I angled my body in the direction it wanted me to go. Then the lights went out completely, and I collapsed forward.

As consciousness receded once more, James’s words finally filtered into my head. “With all due respect, he’s going to have to deal with it sooner or later. It’s not like it can be hidden indefinitely...”
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Sometimes Vampires Look Like Pixies

The next time awareness crept over me, it brought a female voice with it. “Time to open your eyes, Salix. Eternity’s waiting for you to leap in and have a ball with me.”

A groan escaped me, and I considered rolling over and going back to sleep. I certainly didn’t want to open my eyes. I’d been warm, cosy, and safe in my unconsciousness, and I wasn’t inclined to face a reality where work, bills, blood, and vampires demanded my attention.

Wait. Blood and vampires?

My eyes shot open as everything came back to me in a roaring wave of fear, anger, and then begrudging resignation, but I couldn’t hold onto my entirely justified negativity. Not when it broke against my rising incredulity. 

What in hell’s name...?

I gawped at the unbelievable sight before me, unsure what to make of it. Of her. Of the woman with a pixie face peeking out from under a shock of short magenta hair, the colour of which seemed to somehow both complement and clash with her vibrant scarlet lips. More startling than her hair, she also had strange, lavender eyes, and her confidently drawn on kohl and winged eyeliner emphasised and completed the look. Her whole appearance seemed to scream defiance at anyone who wanted to force convention on her. 

Magenta hair. Scarlet lips. Lavender eyes.

“They cannot be real,” I breathed.

She laughed, her chuckle full of joyous mirth. “No, they’re contacts, but I like them. They drive the boss-man mad. Our Sire doesn’t strictly approve of my alternative dress sense, but where’s the fun if you can’t irk your maker occasionally?”

Her broad grin meant she flashed abnormally sharp cuspids; both longer and more needle-tipped human eyeteeth. Regardless of her pixie face, her species wasn’t in question.

“I plan to irk him at every possible opportunity,” I admitted miserably as I sat up.

I had once again been placed on my sofa, and I hugged the crochet blanket to my chest, trying to wring every ounce of comfort from it. Then, in the interest of not creating enemies, I held out my hand to the pink-haired pixie and murmured, “Hi, I’m Darcy.”

The impish woman smiled again as she replied, “Only for now. Gunner has the house sentries use their surnames, most of them, and you’re going to be one of the watch. You’d better get used to answering to Salix.” She didn’t even give me time to absorb that news before she grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously. “I’m Penny Alexander, but you may call me Lex.”

Indicating behind her, she then directed my attention to the two men conversing in the corner of the room. “I assume Jimmy’s introduced himself, but the guy with him, that’s Glen. Martin Glennister. We’re both guards. You’ll be working alongside us soon, once you’re tested. It’s not official yet, but I already know what job you’ll be given.”

As she prattled away, barely pausing for breath, all I could do was stare, dumbfounded, at the woman. How could someone like her even exist, especially as a night-time creature?

Blinking at Lex in mystification, I wondered if the madness was part of being vampire, or if it was restricted to the odd lavender-eyed individual.

“You know? How do you know?”

Her head tilted as her lavender gaze swept over my doubt filled expression. 

“I’ve seen it,” she announced as if that explained anything. “I’m a foreshadower. That sounds grim, doesn’t it? It’s not. I get visions; some are premonitions, and some are of the present or the past. They’re like... film stills in my head. I’ve seen you in the sentry uniform. You’re going to be one of us, and I bet you’re going to be damn good at it.”

Good? At being a vampire sentry? But I didn’t want to protect the vampires who’d stolen my life! 

Turning away from her, I couldn’t help feeling bitter. “Awesome, I have a first-class honours degree and I’m going to be a security guard... And there are prophets now as well? What happened to just being human?”

A frown hardened her expression as she considered me. “You gave that up when you signed the... Oh,” she whispered softly as her eyes glazed over, and she slid down onto the sofa next to me. “He didn’t... What the hell was he thinking? Christ.”

To her credit, she sounded genuinely annoyed as she inexplicably guessed the truth of my ‘consent’. Shaking her head, Lex looked so apologetic it caught me by surprise, especially after James’s warnings and threats. 

“I’m so sorry.” Her frown deepened as she explained, “I’m not a prophet, although they exist. There are three types of foreshadowers. Prophets speak predictions but they don’t ‘see’ anything. Non-empathic seers see moving visions, like a television show with lots of details and sequences of events, but they can’t sense the emotions behind what they see. I’m the third type, an empathic seer. I only see a still frame, but I can also feel the overriding emotion involved in a scene. 

“It’s almost like... Our brains couldn’t handle all the information together. It would overwhelm us, and we wouldn’t be able to tell vision from reality, so ‘the sight’ was diluted into three separate, slightly different gifts. I don’t know which power or deity granted some of us foresight, but I’m pleased there are limitations.

“Either way, what I’ve just seen pisses me off. I assure you, there was no malice in the act. He didn’t turn you to hurt you. In fact, he felt... both conflicted and protective. Still, I can’t believe he had Gunner forge your signature. It explains why your scent is...” she considered me, “tainted with fury, and understandably so.”

She shook her head again before she refocused on me, her expression pleading. “Listen. I’m not going to defend what Conn’s done to you, not with the way it’s come about.  All I can say is that he is a good man. He’s... difficult, a hard ass. The Cohort is his priority, and he spends all his time making sure it functions, making sure we’re all doing our best for the group. As a result, he can be very stand-offish.

“Don’t expect to see any emotional displays from our Sire. He just doesn’t do that. But he does care. He wouldn’t go out to hurt someone without a valid reason. If he decided you needed to be turned, then he will have an explanation. It might just take him a while to tell you the truth of the matter. Give him a chance, though. Don’t hold it against him.”

Don’t hold it against him? Was she joking?

“Did you consent?” I asked her, perhaps hoping to prove she had no right to ask me to ‘give him a chance’, not after he’d taken away my right to choose.

Lex bit her scarlet-painted lower lip, her expression clouded. Then she shrugged and conceded.

“Yes, I consented.” She looked away, her eyes focusing on something in the past. “It wasn’t like you’re imagining though. I didn’t apply to the cohort. I didn’t intend to become a vampire.”

When she turned back to me, she took a deep breath, as if building herself up for something. “I’m gay,” she announced, catching me off guard again. “I’m coming to why that’s relevant. You see, it started with my family. They were very traditional; upper-middle class with too much ambition and not enough empathy. It was the fifties, and although times were changing, my family were still oh-so conservative. They had a plan for me. I was to marry a rich man and bear his heirs. That was going to be my future, my sentence... Only my father caught me kissing my best friend.

“He sent Sophie home and dragged me to his study for a ‘talk’. He spent two hours lecturing me on sin, on duty, on who I had to be and what I owed him, my mother, my brothers, and my sister. When I didn’t care for his dogma, he took his cane in hand, and he beat me. I remember lying there in his study, wondering if he’d kill me, but I took my punishment with as much dignity as I could muster. Then, later, once everyone had gone to bed, I ran away from home.

“I wasn’t raised for life on the streets. I had no useful skills, and I’d lived a very sheltered existence. The first three months nearly killed me. I had no money and I almost starved. Somewhere along the way, I became addicted to laudanum and then heroin. Heroin wasn’t common back then, not the way it is now, but it was still available, and I made friends with a group who knew where to get it. Drugs were the only way I could get through the day; through the hunger and fear.”

Pity for her welled as she spoke. My own mother had died of a drug overdose before I was old enough to remember her. I pitied anyone who needed an illegal high to survive.

Lex continued, oblivious to my empathy. “That was my life until my change became necessary. One night, two of my friends argued over where the next high was coming from. It became violent. I got in the way while trying to pull them apart, and Bert accidentally put a knife in my side rather than in Dave’s.

“There was a lot of blood and my ‘friends’ fled, scared they’d killed me. They abandoned me in the alley to bleed out. Conn found me, lying there, dying. He offered to change me, to save me. My options were this life or death. Conn or an audience with the Grim Reaper. It was a choice, but it wasn’t much of a choice. So yes, I consented.

“He changed me, brought me to Newcastle, and welcomed me into his cohort. I was accepted. For the first time in my life, I had a place where I could and did belong. He saved me – just some addict dying in an alley – and he gave me a place where I could be safe, could be me. So, you’ll see why I believe Conn O’Dowd is a good man. So many of us were only turned to save us. For a long time, that was his modus operandi. He doesn’t attack people. He doesn’t turn them without good cause. He really is good, you understand?”

Good men didn’t break the law, did they?

“I guess no one’s perfect.”

My answer didn’t concede at all. Rather, it hinted at an unwillingness to see Conn as anything but my attacker. Could both things be true? Maybe the ‘why’ of my transition did matter as much as the ‘how’. I could hardly deny he’d helped Lex; a woman who now seemed intent on befriending me despite her allegiances.

As my great-grandmother had been fond of reminding me, it was unwise to look a gift horse in the mouth. She’d also warned against judging anyone’s motives without first trying to walk in their shoes. I needed to understand where Conn came from. Maybe Lex could help with that – help build a bridge between me and my maker – provided I could calm my temper long enough to demand an explanation. Either way, I decided against pissing off a potential ally.

“Should I go pack?” I asked, unable to entirely bury the resentment in my voice. “I believe you’re here to take me away.”

Lex grinned as though amused by me, which rankled a little but probably less that it should’ve. She was too endearing for me to be truly nettled by. 

“You make it sound like you’ve been given a prison sentence, or like we’re taking you to Tower Hill for execution. The hand you’ve been dealt isn’t that bad, even if it seems so now...”

“But it wasn’t my choice,” I repeated, and that mattered to me more than I could express. “He stole my autonomy.”

Lex sighed but didn’t disagree. “Come on... I’ll help you pack. Then you’ll get to meet Conn properly. Hopefully, he’ll redeem himself.”

I doubted he’d manage that, but I kept my suspicions to myself as we headed for the living room door. I led Lex upstairs in silence.

I would miss this house, from the matching curtains and cushion covers, which had been things of pride to my grandmother, to the floral-patterned carpets. My great-grandmother’s crochet blanket and the dated decor had a chintzy aesthetic. It wasn’t chic. It wasn’t even shabby chic. But it was my sanctuary, and I loved every part of it.

The banisters still smelled of the lemon oil my grandmother had used to clean them, a routine I’d kept up because I couldn’t bear to let the smell fade. The carpets were old, and rugs covered the most threadbare sections, but that was part of the charm. The rugs, and throws, and the lavender fragranced paper in all the clothes drawers reminded me of my childhood, of being cared for by two women who loved me as much as any mother would’ve done. Possibly more than mine could’ve managed even if she’d lived through her drug addiction.

The oil paintings which adorned the hallway’s walls were dark with age, but they’d always captivated me. I had never managed to identify the unknown artist, whose used a simple ‘L’ rune to sign his work rather than a signature. That likely mean he wasn’t a famous master, yet I found the detailed depictions of long-ago battles as fascinating as they were frightening. The beautifully composed representations of ancient landscapes looked so real I’d spent hours just staring at them, even as a child, then hours as a teenager writing stories of the warriors and shield-maidens I imagined riding through them.

I didn’t want to leave them behind, but I doubted all the paintings would fit into a single room, in whatever vampire-friendly accommodation James forced me to call home. I couldn’t take them with me.

I would miss them, though. I’d miss stopping to stare at one of them on my way to the bathroom. I’d miss spotting some new detail that I hadn’t noticed previously. Many of the images made me sad, without reason, but that only meant I admired the artist more. He or she had woven emotion into each painting. They were parts of a larger tale which I could only guess at.

“They’re beautiful,” Lex told me as I lovingly stroked one of the frames. “We have a lot of art in the house. Our collection includes landscapes and battle scenes. You might like them. Once you’re settled, we could move a few of these pieces into your room too.”

I looked at the painting in front of me; the one which had inspired me more than any other, becoming the muse for my writing. It was a sorrow-filled piece; a field where a battle had raged. Blood and bodies covered the grass, but the blood blurred into the orange tones cast by the setting sun, and it didn’t appear as gruesome as it could’ve done. 

My fingers brushed the surface of the painting, over a man who lay, dead or dying, amongst the fallen. He was too small to have features, and yet he’d been the inspiration for the only story I dared share with my grandmother. She cried when she read the tale of Dunthryth; a shield-maiden who sent her husband to war alone because she was too sick to fight alongside him. He never returned, and she’d been left broken, surviving only because of the child she carried; his last gift to her.

Writing had kept me sane when I had few friends and a sheltered life. It let me feel. Let me release a darkness in me that I’d never felt able to share with my guardians. I’d written of battle, and hunting, and struggles in a historic world so far removed from my own that it took me out of my own ruminating head. 

My grandmother’s reaction to that story persuaded me never to show her another, although I kept writing. I wrote because I feared bottling up the shadows in my mind. Maybe that fear of shadows had fuelled my disinterest in vampires. I wanted to cling to sunlight, to burn away the black; whatever I couldn’t write out for myself.

I wondered if that was how the artist had felt too. Did he have something bleak or fraught in him which needed to escape? Something that could only be expressed by painting battles which may or may not have any basis in history?

I didn’t know. I never would. I was procrastinating.

“Come on,” I sighed, turning away from the artwork. “My room’s this way.”

When we entered my midnight blue hideaway, I tried to block it out; to not see my room. I didn’t want to see the photos in their hand-decorated frames. I didn’t want to see the Ikea bookcase, still loaded with an eclectic collection of novels. The books – another escape I’d relied on in the past – would need to stay there, at least until I knew more about my accommodation. I’d miss their comforting presence as much as I’d miss the chintzy décor downstairs.

Alongside the novels, there were ornaments and knickknacks on the shelves; memories I’d collected on various holidays. I didn’t want to acknowledge at them. That life was over, and I wasn’t ready to look back at it and say goodbye. I’d rather refuse to acknowledge it at all. I’d grab my clothes, and the rest could wait until I’d come to terms with my change of circumstances. If I ever came to terms with it.

It didn’t take much to pack my limited wardrobe, although it would’ve taken less time again if my companion hadn’t kept unpacking my clothes and unfolding them to announce how much she loved this, or that, or the other. She drew the line at my Hello Kitty pyjamas though, and point blank refused to let me place the bright pink comfort wear in my holdall. I wasn’t sure why she had something against the cat, but I decided against arguing with my vampire guard, especially as I struggled to control the movements of my upgraded body and she would undoubtedly kick my ass in a fight.

Once my clothes were tucked in my bag, I emptied my bathroom of essentials; a task that left me cold and hollow. I hated placing my hairbrush and bottles of product in a toiletry bag, and when I retrieved my toothbrush from the cabinet above the sink, I paused, staring at its bristled head in dismay.

Would I soon be brushing blood and human flesh from between my fangs? 

The thought made my stomach churn, and I fought down the urge to vomit.

“Thinking about getting your dental upgrades?” Lex asked from the bathroom doorway. 

My transparency annoyed me, but then a new vampire staring at a toothbrush was probably an easy read.

“Thinking about what my so-called ‘dental upgrades’ will bite through,” I answered. “And feeling quite queasy about it.”

The magenta haired vampire laughed, leaning against the door frame as she watched me pack. “You don’t have to bite. In fact, for the first three years, you probably won’t have the opportunity. Registered donors usually have a policy of not feeding baby vamps who may struggle with control, and we get bottled blood in. We even buy blood in pouches, with straws, like Capri-Sun juice bags. A lot of younger vampires have never bitten a human... Still, if you ever try it, don’t be surprised to find you love it. The preserved and bottled stuff doesn’t come close to fresh blood straight from a vein. Mmmm...

“Speaking of, I’m hungry. I must remember to grab a bottle when we get home. Of course, you’ll be on Conn Supreme until your fangs come in. You must be enjoying that, at the very least.”

Considering the all-consuming pain which tore through my gut the last time I fed, I really didn’t want to admit to any enjoyment. Unfortunately, I couldn’t deny that I needed Conn’s blood; that it was a pleasure to drink, and that the taste of my maker was divine. 

Rather than committing to a denial or confirmation, I simply murmured, “Hmm”, and dropped my toothbrush into my toiletry bag.

Lex grinned, seeing straight through my lack of any real response. “You do realise that your non-committal murmur gives away just as much as an answer would have done?

“It’s a rare experience to feed from Conn these days. He’s too powerful, so his blood carries a risk. When he started frying the circuits of newbies, he passed on the job of changing our recruits to his lieutenants. It happens sometimes, with the older Masters. It can become dangerous for them to create new vampires. I was the last he changed before he decided the risks were too high.

“On that note, I should warn you... Don’t be surprised if the other members of the Cohort are fascinated by you. The fact Conn did the deed himself is going to make you a novelty.”

“Awesome.” The word dripped with sarcasm; its chilly scorn perfectly expressing my feelings on that. The last thing I wanted to be was a curiosity; the freak that had been assaulted by the Cohort’s beloved leader. “How bad is it going to be? Just how much intrigue am I going to cause?”

“Some won’t give a damn about you,” she answered with only a slight hesitation. “Except, perhaps, to be mildly annoyed that our Sire found you worthy of his blood when he didn’t give it to them. Others will be fascinated. They’ll want to know why he did it; what he sees in you. Hell, I want to know why he did it.

“It’s not that I don’t think you’ll be wonderful, because I know you’re going to be one of the best. There are reasons he might have wanted to give you, specifically, immortality. I only wonder why he did it himself, considering the risks. Why didn’t he have Gunner or William do it? Any ideas?”

I didn’t like the way she emphasised ‘you, specifically’, as if there was more to my selection than I understood. That concern slipped from my mind as irritation welled again, piqued by the implication that I might understand anything about what happened to me.

“I don’t even know why I’m a vampire,” I reminded her with thinly veiled anger. “Why would I know the inner workings of your Sire’s mind?”

“Our Sire,” she corrected, folding her arms determinedly over her bosom as she did so. 

She was a stubborn one. I had a feeling she’d argue every time I said a word against her master. 

“Like it or not, you’re going to be part of the Newcastle Cohort for the next three to five years. That’s the deal all cohorts struck with humans; we need to make sure you’re safe before we let you live outside our house.”

“Fine, but I’ll be out in three,” I promised her. “I’m not being held prisoner against my will for five years.”

Lex stepped into my bathroom, joining me next to the dated, peach-coloured sink, and taking my chin between her forefinger and thumb. She tipped my head up, forcing me to meet her eye. 

“Give us a chance, eh? We aren’t monsters, and you’re not going to be imprisoned. If you give us the benefit of the doubt, you may find that this is the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

“You’ll forgive me for reserving judgement.”

She sighed as I pushed past her, stalking out of the bathroom and back across the hallway to my bedroom. I tossed my bathroom supplies into my holdall, then accidentally threw the bag across the room when I tried to hoist it over my shoulder.

Damn vampire strength!

As I wasn’t fully turned, I presumed I wasn’t at full power yet. The notion terrified me. How much damage would I do before I got my body under control?

“Don’t say a word,” I warned Lex when I realised she’d followed me. “Don’t say a blasted word.”

To her credit, she remained silent as I retrieved my bag and checked its contents. My kindle was in one piece, thankfully, although one of my bottles of foundation had exploded inside its carrier bag. It was my favourite one too, one of my few designer brand luxuries.

I really loathed Conn O’Dowd. Dior foundation wasn’t cheap.

After discarding the remains of that mess, I stomped out of my room without looking back. Glancing at what I left behind would’ve meant tears, and I couldn’t bear the shame of crying, not when I already felt disgusted at myself for capitulating to threats and manipulation. I just wanted to get my rehoming over with. Then I wanted the next three years to fly by so I could regain some control over my life.

I didn’t open any other doors as I stomped past; not to say goodbye to the beautifully rendered portrait of my great-grandmother in her youth, which dominated one wall of the room which had been hers, nor to touch my grandmother’s half-finished embroidery one last time, which had remained on its frame since she died. I couldn’t bear to let my life go, so I intended to leave the house as if I could come back at any point, without a fuss.

James and Glen already waited by the door when I reached the foot of the staircase. Glen backed up a step under my furious glare, but James stood his ground, stepping in front of me and halting my forward march. He didn’t say anything at first, standing there just to prove he could; just to show me who was in charge.

He could kiss my ass, quite frankly.

“Are you going to shift out of my way, or shall I see just how far my new strength can throw you?”

“You’re not that strong yet, girl,” James scoffed. “You don’t even have your fangs.”

My lip curled in an automatic snarl, but he continued to chuckle, not in the slightest bit intimidated by my uncharacteristically animalistic display.

He continued without commenting on my antagonism; “Now listen carefully. You’re going to do exactly as we tell you. There’s a silver Mercedes outside, that’s our ride. You are going to walk straight to the back passenger side door and get in, no deviating course. If you take even a step out of line, Glen and Lex will presume you mean to flee. They’ll drag you to the car by force, understand?”

“Perfectly.”

I followed his instructions to the letter; confident I’d make it to the car without incident or being rugby tackled by immortal predators. Luck was not on my side however, and while my fanged babysitters were given no reason to pounce on me, my neighbour did pull up just as I reached my garden gate.

“Darcy!” Andy called cheerfully as he lifted a stack of pizza boxes from the passenger seat. “You’re going away for the weekend?” he asked, eyeing my holdall. “Shame. I was just going to pop over and ask if you wanted to join me and Sal for a few...”

The offer trailed off as he caught sight of my companions. He couldn’t have known what they were, but the presence of so many supernatural predators triggered some instinct in my still thoroughly mortal neighbour. He backed away, almost falling off the kerb as he tried to put distance between himself and the approaching vampires.

“Are you alright?” he managed to sputter as he clutched his pizzas to his chest like cheesy, herby smelling shields.

I would have answered, but the greasy boxes in his hands proved more distracting than I could explain. The food smelled fantastic, the pungent aromas of the herbs mixed tantalisingly with the sweet fragrance of pineapple, the rich scent of the cheese, and the tang of tomato. I’d never been able to separate scents so clearly before, picking each, individual note out from many. When I inhaled, my stomach growled, hunger pangs digging their claws into my stomach.

How long was it since I’d eaten? A day? I felt famished.

There was something else as well; another scent which had my mouth watering and my gums aching with the need to bite...

Oh. No!

Andy smelled delicious – his blood rich in his veins – and a burst of spice wafted up with each twitch of his pulse, tempting me with each surge of his life around his body. The sound of his heart pumping in his chest was music to my ears, and my senses homed in on what my newly corrupted nature craved. It would be so easy to step forward, to use my new vampire strength to pull his head sidewise and bare his throat.

But I had no fangs, my teeth were still human.

That hadn’t stopped me biting Conn, had it?

“God, your eyes,” Andy murmured as he plastered his body against his car, but I had no idea what he meant.

A hand wrapped around my upper arm, dragging my attention away from the man I’d lived next door to for five years, ever since he and his wife moved in. When Lex tried to pull me towards the Mercedes, I resisted. I didn’t want her to guide me away from my prey. I wanted to feed. I needed to feed.

“Salix, you need to get in the car now. You’re not ready for human blood, but we’ve got more of Conn’s. We’ll give it to you as soon as you get in the Merc.”

Conn’s blood. That would be so much better than Andy’s. It contained so much more power.

Raw hunger tore into my abdomen and desperate need gripped me. A snarl vibrated in my throat, yet I wouldn’t have recognised the growl as mine if Lex’s eyes hadn’t widened in surprise. Something was wrong, something wasn’t right with me.
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