
		
			Chapter One

			Smoke billowed from the raging torches being held by the cloaked and hooded figures beneath the arches of the replica Acropolis. The heavy beat of the drums rang out like a heartbeat, a steady rhythm that coursed through the veins of all who gathered to take part in this ancient Beltane Fire Festival.

			“Daisy?”

			Daisy MacDougall moved through the dancing and singing crowds atop Calton Hill in Edinburgh to find the best spot to watch the players in the festival. The smell of the smoke from fires and the torches lit everywhere around gave her a sense of what the festival would have been like two thousand years ago.

			It was only when she bumped into a group of teenagers who were waving glowing light sticks that she came back to the present day with a bang.

			“Daisy? Can you hear me?”

			She turned around and saw her friend Skye. “Sorry, what?” The shouts as well as the singing and drumming didn’t make communication easy.

			“This looks like a good spot,” Skye said.

			Daisy walked over to Skye and her other friends, Zane and Pierce. Together, Daisy and her friends were Monster Hunters, a team they formed at university to explore all things paranormal. Their vlogs and website were essential watching and reading for all those who were interested in finding out if the myths and legends of paranormal beings had some substance to them.

			Of course, since meeting and befriending Amelia Debrek and Byron, the Principe of the Debrek vampire clan, she knew the truth about the paranormal world. It was all real, but she could tell no one, as she had promised Amelia and Byron.

			But even though she knew the truth, Daisy still felt her friends’ goal to document different mythical legends and sightings was worthwhile—plus she liked spending time with her friends.

			“Okay, let’s set up,” Daisy said. Zane, their camera guy, came up close and tried to take off the scarf she wore around her neck. She tensed and took a step back. “Don’t, Zane.”

			“We need to see more of you. It’s a warm spring night.”

			“Just get ready to record, Zane. It’s up to me what I wear,” Daisy said.

			He pursed his lips in anger but then backed off. It was a warm May evening, but she had to wear this warm scarf to cover the bite she had received from Victorija Dred. Victorija was the leader and Principe of the Dred vampire clan—a clever and remorseless killer, and enemy to the Debrek clan.

			Much to Daisy’s horror, she and Victorija Dred were now blood bonded. The night Victorija attacked Amelia Debrek at The Sanctuary, a club where paranormals and humans mingled, Daisy protected her friend, and Victorija had tried to drain her blood at her neck. But instead of killing her, Victorija recoiled at the first taste, and they’d shared a moment in time that Daisy still didn’t understand.

			Afterwards, when the bite mark didn’t heal as it should have done, Daisy came to understand that her DNA was compatible with Victorija’s, and she had become blood bonded to her, just like Amelia was to Byron Debrek.

			Byron explained that Victorija now needed Daisy’s blood to survive, just like Byron needed Amelia’s, or she would plunge into madness. Of course, Byron and Amelia loved each other and gladly accepted their bond.

			Victorija was a homicidal killer and she would only use and abuse Daisy for blood. Daisy had been keeping a low profile at Byron’s insistence for a few months, but she couldn’t miss going to the Beltane Fire Festival in Edinburgh. It was one of the best nights for paranormal events in the calendar, and one where Monster Hunters had to be.

			So together with her team and the two guards, Owen and Trista, whom Byron insisted watch over her, she travelled from London to Edinburgh yesterday. Pierce, their sound man, walked up to her and said, “Zane takes every opportunity, doesn’t he.”

			“To touch me? To get too close? Yes,” Daisy said with frustration.

			“I’ll talk to him. He’s besotted with you, has been ever since we met at uni.”

			“Would you, please? When he’s filming me, I feel like he’s undressing me with the camera lens,” Daisy said.

			“Don’t worry, honey. I will. Who are these weird Men in Black who’re following us?”

			Owen and Trista stood behind Skye and Zane, to protect her from Victorija, because she would be out there somewhere, plotting to get Daisy and use her as a blood bank.

			Daisy couldn’t tell Pierce the truth, so she said, “Byron got some threats from…some terrorist group, and she thought because I’m so close to Amelia, I should be protected”—she had to distract Pierce from her wafer-thin explanation—“and they’re not in the way, are they?”

			Pierce looked back at them and grinned. “No, especially the big guy that looks like a rugby player, what’s his name?”

			“Owen, and the woman is Trista. Maybe you could do your best to distract him so he’s not breathing down my neck all the bloody time.”

			Pierce waggled his eyebrows. “I’ll gladly distract him anyway.”

			Skye, the team’s director, said, “Let’s start filming now—the main players are just a minute away.”

			“Okay.”

			“Good luck, babe,” Pierce said.

			Both Pierce and Zane were ready with their equipment. Daisy closed her eyes and let the beat of the drums get her into the right headspace. She ran over a few of the lines she had written for her piece to camera, but with her eyes still closed, she felt someone’s breath on her neck and in her ear.

			She jumped and looked around for anyone who could have done it, but the groups of people around her hadn’t moved. The bite Victorija gave her started to tingle, and she felt the urge to give herself to her blood bond. It was a feeling that had dogged her ever since that night at The Sanctuary. Sometimes it was light like now, and sometimes overwhelming. Daisy assumed that it was the same for Victorija.

			“Daisy? You okay?” Skye shouted.

			“Yeah, let’s do it.” Daisy tried to shake off the feeling.

			“In ten, then,” Skye said and started counting down.

			Daisy put on her bright smiling face, and began, “Hi, monster hunters. We are lucky enough to be at the Beltane Fire Festival in Edinburgh. It’s April the thirtieth and a very important time of year on the Celtic calendar. It’s said that the veil between our world and the land of the gods, the dead, and the monsters is thin and allows them to visit our world.”

			She turned around and indicated to the large crowds. “Adults and children all come to see this display, a reinterpretation of an ancient Iron Age Celtic festival. Beltane means bright fire, and the Celts would come together to celebrate the return of spring. It marked the turning of the wheel of the year, fertility, and hope.”

			Daisy walked up close to the camera and beckoned their audience closer, then whispered, “And rumours are that the paranormal and monsters that we search for come out to play on Beltane night and mix unnoticed with the painted players and reenactors of this festival. Let me introduce you to some of the actors in this drama.”

			“Cut,” Skye said. “Brill, Daisy. Perfect as usual. The actors will be here in a sec.”

			Something made Daisy look around, and she caught a flash of blond hair, but then it was gone. Her heart beat faster, and her bite mark tingled.

			Owen and Trista must have noticed because they came up to her, and Trista said, “Did you see something?”

			Daisy felt something when she saw that flash of blond. Blond like the hair of her blood bond, Victorija.

			“No, nothing. Just a loud bang of the drum.”

			“Daisy, they’re here,” Skye shouted.

			She looked and saw the entourages of the two main players coming towards them, dancing and singing. People covered in red or white body paint interacted with the crowd as they went.

			“Okay, start filming, Skye.”

			Zane brought the camera up closer, and Daisy began, “The red characters are creatures of chaos and misrule and represent the Horned God. The people in white dresses and white body paint are the court of the May Queen. Let’s follow them.”

			The group followed the crowds and the procession down to a stage area. The May Queen, a woman in white with an elaborate headdress, got up on stage followed by a man in green body paint, the Horned God.

			Daisy nodded to Zane to begin filming again. “The May Queen embodies purity, strength, and potential for growth. The Horned God sees the May Queen, and he realizes that to be with the woman he loves, he will need to undergo a huge change. He surrenders his life to her. Then the May Queen gives him life energy and brings about his new spring form, the Green Man. He represents the life that grows on earth. They cannot exist without each other.”

			The shouts and chants were building up to a crescendo. Then the crowd surged, and Daisy found herself carried along by the crowd away from her friends. She began to panic as she felt crushed in the throng, but she managed to push her way into some space.

			Daisy leaned over, putting her hands against her knees, and tried to get her breath back. She was claustrophobic at the best of times, but that was horrible. Then she felt someone brush past her, and they set her whole body tingling. This was what her friends lovingly called her spidey sense.

			Whenever Monster Hunters were to meet someone claiming to be a paranormal being, in their quest for the truth, they knew if the person didn’t set off Daisy’s spidey sense, then they weren’t the real deal.

			It was an intuition she’d had from birth, and she had been ridiculed mercilessly as a child for talking about it. She’d learned to keep it to herself until she met her Monster Hunter friends, because they were open to that kind of thing.

			Daisy stood up quickly and saw another flash of blond hair, and someone in a gothic black jacket carrying a cane. “Victorija? It can’t be.” But her bite mark was telling a different story. She got a sharp pain and a longing, deep inside, to present herself to Victorija, if it was her. She looked around and saw none of her friends, and no Owen or Trista. They’d be furious with her for it, and Byron would be too, but she had to get to Victorija, had to understand this bond and if there was no way to break it.

			Daisy saw the blond figure stop, but they kept their back to her. Daisy broke into a jog and made her way towards the blonde, pushing past the people who got in her way. But just as she got within ten yards, a group of drummers got in her way, and by the time they cleared the path, the figure was gone.

			She jumped when she felt a hand on her shoulder and turned around. It was Trista, with Owen coming behind her.

			“Are you okay?” Trista said.

			“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Just got caught up with the crowd.”

			“Follow us back to your friends,” Owen said.

			As she walked back, the pain in her bite got fainter. Was that you, Victorija? Why didn’t Victorija grab her and run? She could have done.

			* * *

			The bedroom was dark, but the moon outside the window was glowing light through the open curtains. Victorija Dred sat in a basket chair across from Daisy’s bed.

			It was insanity coming here. But Victorija just had to see Daisy in the flesh again, no matter how hard it was.

			Now that they were blood bonded, Victorija could only be satisfied with Daisy’s blood, and if she didn’t drink from Daisy, she would slowly slip into madness. Every impulse she had was demanding she drink from her.

			Normally she wouldn’t have given it a second thought, would have taken what she needed, but Daisy MacDougall was different, she was special. When Victorija first felt the effects of the blood bond, she needed to know why she was unable to take Daisy’s blood.

			Victorija found out Daisy was a descendent of the Brassard family, and her whole world came crashing down. Angele Brassard was the one woman she had loved in her life. They were star-crossed lovers, the Brassards being French vampire hunters, and the Dreds, a royal clan made up of born vampires.

			She heard Angele’s voice in her head. Promise me, you will never hurt or drink the blood of my descendants without consent.

			She remembered the words she’d said in return. I swear on my life. It’ll be the only vow I ever keep. I swear, Angele.

			And that vow was now coming back to haunt her. She felt her hands start to shake with the knowing hunger inside of her. Victorija quickly pulled out a hip flask, containing whisky mixed with a potion given to her by Anka, a dark witch who was aligned with the Dreds.

			It helped with the symptoms, helped her bear the pain of not drinking the blood of her bonded soul. As she put the lid back on the flask, she saw the other physical symptom of her body’s rebellion. The blue veins in her wrist had been changing slowly to green, inch by inch.

			This wasn’t another symptom of the blood sickness. Her father had been cursed with blood sickness, too, and she’d never noticed this happening to him. She had told no one about this. Not her Duca—her second in command—Drasas, nor the witch Anka who made her potion.

			She was showing enough weakness as it was. If her clan saw she was further compromised, then they would be less fearful, and less willing to follow. Victorija had already heard whispered wonderings about her continuing state of poor health. They weren’t stupid. And it wasn’t just the blood bond that was turning her life upside down. She was dealing with the cascade of her formerly repressed emotions that were released just before she murdered her grandmother, the Grand Duchess Lucia, the matriarch of the Debrek clan.

			The Dreds were once part of the Debrek clan, until Victorija’s father, Gilbert, would not accept the Debreks’ sacred vow of only taking blood by consent. In response, Gilbert set up the Dred clan and took Victorija and his wife with him. He emotionally and physically abused them, and Victorija felt abandoned. She blamed her former family, especially her grandmother, for failing to protect her and her mother.

			But just before Victorija killed her grandmother, the former matriarch had apologized for not being there for her and touched her cheek. When she did, Victorija was swamped by emotions, by memories of the loving, happy times that she’d spent with Lucia and her Debrek family in Venice. But still Victorija’s anger and need for revenge overcame her, and she ripped her grandmother’s heart out.

			Lucia said that a small part of Victorija’s soul had a chink of light still there. Of course Victorija didn’t believe that, but when she killed her grandmother, some of the walls that she had erected to prevent her abuse from destroying her started to crumble. That and the new blood bond were destroying all the certainties she had about herself.

			Every fibre in her being was telling her to drink from Daisy, but she couldn’t escape the vow she’d made to Angele. Victorija was in utter torment. She had loved Angele, and the pain she suffered now proved how wrong love was.

			Victorija got up and walked across the room and looked down at Daisy. She was different from Angele in many ways, but she recognized Angele in Daisy’s bone structure.

			She had spent many days as a seventeen-year-old vampire lying with Angele in a grassy field, away from the bother of their families, and memorizing every inch of her. Her nose, her eyes, everything, and now looking at Daisy, as much as she was different—Daisy’s hair was dark, while Angele’s had been a strawberry-blond—there were similarities, especially her little nose.

			But she wasn’t her Angele and never would be. Victorija hungered, and to make matters worse, Daisy moved in her sleep and bared her neck. Victorija’s mouth watered, and the fangs in her mouth ached.

			Victorija reached a shaking hand towards the neck of Daisy’s nightie. She had a silver chain around her neck, and when Victorija pulled the collar of Daisy’s nightie down slightly, she saw the same familiar necklace that had stopped her in her tracks when she had bitten her when they encountered one another in The Sanctuary bar.

			Angele had worn it. It was a Brassard heirloom, one that protected the wearer from a vampire’s compulsion. Angele had always worn it, apart from one fateful day when her life changed. Gilbert had caught Angele early one morning without the necklace. He compelled her to go to Victorija, and he slit her throat in front of her.

			The incident destroyed Victorija, and her heart and soul turned dark with no light still remaining within her, or so she believed.

			Victorija stroked Daisy’s hair softly. “I’ve got no way out, Daisy MacDougall. I need your blood.”

			But even as she contemplated sinking her teeth into Daisy, she could hear Angele’s words echoing in her ears.

			Please don’t do this, Torija.

			She closed her hand tightly and brought it firmly against her forehead in frustration.

			“I need to do it, Angele.”

			Victorija used every ounce of her will to turn around. She urged herself to think, just think, and take a deep breath. She had never been taught to resist her urge for blood. Victorija learned from her father that she could take whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted. The last time in her life when she had denied any kind of physical impulse was when she was falling in love with Angele.

			Angele brought light to her soul, and Victorija was happy to let her lead the pace of their relationship. And here she was, generations later, trying to talk herself out of draining her descendant of blood.

			Victorija ran her tongue over her fang and said, “I can’t do this.”

			She was just about to turn around and take what she needed when she spotted something that looked familiar on Daisy’s dressing table. She walked over and recognized two things she hadn’t seen for a very long time. A beautiful gold hand mirror and brush, which she had gifted Angele for her birthday. It was quite a shock to see them again after all these years, and she was surprised that they were still in the Brassard family.

			Victorija reached out and touched them, then closed her eyes. In her mind’s eye she saw Angele and she said clearly, This is my family, Torija. Don’t hurt her.

			She opened her eyes and, without taking her hand off the mirror, looked over at the sleeping figure of Daisy. Before she could change her mind, Victorija sped out the way she’d come in, through the open window.

			* * *

			Daisy woke with a gasp. She looked over at the basket chair and was relieved to find it empty. She covered her face with her hands. “My God.”

			She’d had the most vivid, terrifying dream that Victorija was in her bedroom, about to drain her blood. Daisy could have been killed in her sleep and never woken up.

			She tried to calm her breathing and reason this out. Victorija needed to keep her alive, to be a blood servant to her. But Byron had explained that the longer a vampire went without their bonded’s blood, the more their mental health started to break down.

			Who knew what a starving, desperate Victorija would do?

			Daisy slipped out of bed and put on her slippers. She needed coffee. Daisy shivered now that she was out of the warmth of her bed. She looked around. The window was open, and a feeling of uneasiness spread through her.

			She was certain that she never left the window open last night, especially after her experience at the festival. Daisy hurried over and closed it quickly.

			Daisy tried to convince herself—she must have gotten up to go to the bathroom during the night and opened it.

			She shook it off and walked towards her bedroom door. As she passed her dressing table, she realized her brush and her hand mirror had been moved, and she felt uneasy. They were antiques, purely decorative. Her granny kept them here in her old room, on her dressing table. They’d been passed down to her from the French side of her family.

			She used to be fascinated by the brush and mirror as a child and remembered playing with them when she watched her mum get ready for her work trips. Her mum and dad quite often went away on business. Daisy missed them a lot, but she enjoyed staying with her granny while they were away, until the day they didn’t come home.

			She brought her hands to her eyes. No, don’t go there. Daisy could be caught up in her grief so easily, and the hurt was too much to bear. She touched the mirror and brought it up to her face.

			Her eyes looked red as she tried to hold back her tears. Daisy gazed at her neck. The wound was red and angry this morning. Some days, the wound seemed to be receding, but on other days it flared painfully.

			Daisy gazed at her reflection and touched her fingertips to her wound. A waft of cold air made her shiver and she saw a shadow. Then, as clear as day, she heard a voice whisper, “Help her.”

			She jumped around and looked behind her. There was nothing there, and nowhere the blast of cold air could have come from. “Bloody hell.”

			Her heart hammered in her chest, and she dropped the mirror back onto the dressing table. Daisy was an expert at paranormal situations. With Monster Hunters, she had spent nights in haunted houses, gone into graveyards after dark, met people who claimed to have poltergeists in their homes, and interviewed individuals who claimed to be anything from a werewolf to a necromancer. But nothing made her as scared as she was at that moment.

			“It’s just this bite freaking you out,” Daisy told herself.

			She quickly left the bedroom and hurried downstairs. Daisy slowed when she heard her granny on the phone, sounding worried.

			Daisy crept along the hall and stopped outside the kitchen and just listened.

			“I knew this day would come, Sybil.”

			Sybil. That name rang a bell with Daisy, but she couldn’t place it. It was an unusual name nowadays.

			“She tried to say the mark was from an accident at work, but I know a vampire bite when I see one, and one of them was here last night,” her granny sighed.

			Daisy was shocked. Granny knew? How did she know about the existence of vampires, and how did she know what a bite looked like? Her grandmother had always discouraged Daisy from her interest in the paranormal and laughed because Daisy actually believed in it.

			Then it hit her. Her dream was real. Victorija had been here, in her bedroom.

			If it was real, why hadn’t Victorija taken her? Victorija needed her as a permanent blood dispenser. There must be something else going on.

			Her grandmother continued, “I can’t lose her, Sybil. I’ve lost too much already.” She took a big breath. “I know, I know. Fate is a hard monster to fight. I better go—she’ll be up soon. Bye, Sybil.”

			Daisy felt frozen to the spot. It felt as if a locked door in her life was starting to creak open. Her granny obviously knew what was going on with her. Granny sounded scared, and that was unusual. Daisy came from a long line of strong women, and Margaret Brassard, her granny, was one of them. Did she really believe in the paranormal world?

			She cleared her throat, alerting her granny she was there. Daisy walked into the kitchen just in time to see her nearly drop a plate.

			“Morning, wee Daisy-bell,” her grandmother said nervously.

			“Morning, Granny.”

			Margaret Brassard was as far away from the image of an old granny as you could possibly get. She had a short modern hairstyle and wore clothes that belied her sixty years. She had worked in the Ministry of Defence straight after university, just like her mum before her. But when her daughter, Daisy’s mother, died, her grandmother shifted to part-time working, so she could look after Daisy. But since Daisy had left home, Granny was back working for the ministry on a consultancy basis.

			“Did you sleep well, sweetheart?”

			Daisy slid into the kitchen chair. “I had a really vivid nightmare.”

			“Oh? What about?”

			Daisy lifted the packet of granola and poured some in her bowl. “I dreamed there was a vampire in my room, standing over me.”

			She could see the tension on her granny’s face, and her knuckles went white around the two coffee cups she was holding. “What happened then?”

			Her granny knew something.

			“She touched my necklace, and then—”

			“Then what?” Her grandmother brought both their coffees over and sat down.

			Daisy shrugged. “I can’t remember after that.”

			She began to eat her granola as an awkward silence set in. Her grandmother tapped her nails nervously on the side of her cup. “Have you thought any more about coming back home to Scotland?”

			If Daisy wasn’t suspicious before, she certainly was now. Every time she visited recently, Granny asked this question. “What is this all about? You encouraged me to go to London. I said I would get a job in tailoring up here, but you said go. Go and learn as much as you can, and enjoy the social life in London. Now, since…” Daisy tried to think about when her granny started to change her tune. Then it hit her. She snapped her fingers. “Since Byron Debrek came on the scene and started going out with Amelia, you want me to come home.”

			“Don’t be silly. I just miss you, that’s all. Why would I care that your friend is going out with a banking billionaire?”

			Daisy shook her head in frustration. “Nah, I don’t think so. I mean, I know you miss me—I miss you, too—but you’re still busy with work, and when you have free time, you jump on the plane to London to see me.”

			Her granny looked down at her coffee and sighed.

			“It is about Byron, isn’t it? You know about them, don’t you?”

			Her granny looked up sharply. “Know about them? What do you mean?”

			Daisy hesitated. She had become used to Amelia’s world and talking about vampires like they were completely normal, but saying it to her granny was a whole different thing. “That the Debreks are vampires. I heard you on the phone just now,” Daisy said.

			The silence was deafening. “Yes.”

			Daisy shook her head and felt anger course through her. She jumped out of her seat and started to pace. “I can’t believe it. All these years you made me feel silly for believing in the paranormal, for wanting to investigate it with my friends, and all the time you knew?”

			“I’m sorry. I was trying to protect you.”

			“Protect me how?” Daisy said angrily.

			“To protect you from the same fate that befell your mum—and dad.”

			Daisy’s anger abated, and instead a ball of worry grew in her stomach. She walked back to the seat and sat down. “Dad had a heart attack, and Mum was killed in a car accident.”

			“I’m sorry, but they weren’t. They were killed by a vampire.”

			Daisy’s legs turned to jelly. She grabbed the corner of the table for support and fell back into the chair. She tried to speak, but all she could manage was, “Why?”

			“I understand you’re angry, but if you let me explain, you’ll see I was trying to protect you.”

			“Tell me,” Daisy demanded.

			After a few moments, her grandmother said, “Your mum and dad were tracking a vampire when your dad was killed, and then years later the same thing happened to your mum.”

			“What? Why?” Daisy was completely confused.

			“They were vampire hunters.”

			“Vampire hunters?”

			“Yes, it’s a calling, a task, handed down through the Brassard side of your family. My grandad was one, my mother was one, I was one, and your mother. A long time ago a witch named Lucia gave us the gift of touch. It’s a strange buzzing feeling when you touch a paranormal, which helps us track vampires.”

			“I have it. I call it my spidey sense,” Daisy whispered.

			“That’s it.”

			“Wait,” Daisy said, “is it the same Lucia that was Byron’s great-grandmother?”

			“Yes, that’s her. A wise woman whose power for love changed the world and turned around the ethos of the Debrek clan. She saved many millions of lives because she loved Byron’s ancestor, Cosimo.”

			Daisy rubbed her forehead. It was all too much to take in. “Was Dad a hunter?”

			“Your father didn’t have the gifts your mum had, nor the necklace around your neck, but he believed in her cause—to protect humans from vampires who had no care for the life of a human.”

			Daisy pulled the necklace from under her collar. “This?”

			“That necklace stops you from being enthralled by a vampire. It was passed down through the family and helped and protected us in our cause. It was originally one of five necklaces, but they were captured, one by one, until that was the only one remaining.”

			“Why have you not told me any of this before?” Daisy asked.

			“When your parents died, I wanted to protect you. The Brassards had given too much to the cause. I thought if I didn’t tell you, then you’d always be safe.”

			Daisy got up and walked to the kitchen window. She stared out, trying to make sense of all this new information. Her whole world had been turned upside down.

			“You should have told me.”

			“I know that now. I didn’t want to lose you, but obviously the power of destiny was too strong. You ended up studying the paranormal with your friends, and now…here we are.”

			“You did this, too?” Daisy asked.

			“Yes, I’m a Brassard, your mother was a Brassard, and now you are.”

			Then Daisy had a thought. “The work you do at the Ministry of Defence. Was that a cover for you and Mum to hunt vampires?”

			Her grandmother joined her at the kitchen window. “No. We—your mother and I—worked for a secret agency within the ministry. One that monitors and protects the public from vampires, werewolves, shapeshifters, dark witches, and many more.”

			“The government knows about this whole paranormal world?” Daisy asked.

			“Not all of it. The agency has a level of secrecy that even the prime minister and their cabinet don’t know about.”

			“Why doesn’t the prime minister know? That’s who we vote for.”

			“Their position is only temporary. We can’t risk them knowing. They might eventually share their knowledge for political gain or monetary reasons. Besides, would you trust our current incumbent? It would be in the tabloids the next morning.”

			“And why wouldn’t that be a good thing? People deserve the truth. I’ve searched for the truth with Monster Hunters for a long time, and our followers are hungry for the truth.”

			Her grandmother turned to face her. “People, countries, would try to use paranormals for their own gain. If a tyrant or a dictator had knowledge of this world, they could gain unquestionable power over everyone else. Not to mention that the public would be so angry this secret had been hidden, and all their beliefs and certainties would come crashing down. There would be civic unrest, and a dark time would be ushered in.”

			Daisy thought about it. Byron had said pretty much the same to her, about protecting their work. She supposed that some humans would seek to leverage the paranormal world to gain an advantage over others, and life wouldn’t be the same.

			“So, how did they die?”

			“Your dad was killed in Munich while helping your mum with a case. He was a brave man. Your mum was tasked with tracking a particularly vicious vampire who was killing with impunity.”

			Suddenly the thought came into her head, “It wasn’t Victorija Dred, was it?”

			Her grandmother shook her head. “No, although she has killed many around these parts. No, we don’t believe so. She always gave our family a wide berth for some reason. We really don’t know why.”

			Daisy felt all the air sucked from her lungs. Victorija’d had a reaction to her that night in The Sanctuary. If only Daisy had known then what she knew now, she could have…Well, she didn’t know what, but she’d have done something.

			“I need to know everything about this, Granny. It’s my destiny.”

			“I know that now. I will tell you, but you must tell me everything you know, too.”

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			It was taking every bit of Victorija’s will and strength to look as if she was well and strong, thanks to Daisy’s blood. She made her way up the throne room, where the ball was taking place, and noticed the uneasy looks of her turned vampires at her presence.

			Oh, Drasas, what have you done?

			“Principe,” Drasas called from the dais. She was certainly getting very used to the dais where the throne was. Victorija climbed up the steps to meet her Duca. “You look strong and well, Principe.”

			“I feel it, Duca.” Victorija looked out at the room of guests, some dancing, some partaking of blood, but all having a good time.

			Drasas snapped her fingers at a server with a tray of drinks. “Would you like champagne, or blood? I know it’s not your blood bond’s but—”

			“Blood, Duca. It may not be the perfect blood for me, but I can still indulge.”

			Victorija wasn’t going to drink anything, but simply hold her goblet, as there might be something in it to weaken her. She pretended to take a sip, and the other corner of the dais caught her eye. The ritual fire had been lit. The one where Gilbert had burned her mother’s heart, and where Victorija had burned his. Her fate was clear.

			She was meant to die this night, but Victorija was determined that was not going to happen. If she died, so did Daisy, and she was not going to let that happen, for Angele’s sake.

			“Thank you for such a wonderful party, Drasas.”

			Drasas smiled. “You are welcome, Principe.” Victorija walked down the steps and into the crowd. A worried-sounding Drasas said, “Anka will be here soon.”

			“A dance and some fun are all I want, Drasas. There will be time for Anka.”

			Victorija handed her goblet to an attendant and pulled a vampire towards her. They began to dance sensually, and then Victorija kissed her. She acted her way through the kiss, but again, she felt nothing. The only time she felt her body come alive was when she was close to Daisy.

			Victorija took the vampire’s hand and pulled her out of the group of dancers. She kissed her again and compelled her to calmly follow her.

			Victorija looked up to Drasas and said, “I’ll be back.”

			“But Anka—”

			“Ten minutes and I’ll be back with you.”

			Victorija guided the vampire she’d picked down the corridor and into an empty room. There she looked into her eyes and said, “You won’t remember our dance, or me bringing you here. You will wake up with no idea how it happened.”

			“Yes, Principe.”

			Victorija quickly snapped her neck, and she fell, knowing the vampire would wake once her body had healed itself. “So far, so good.” She felt a sharp stab in her guts that nearly made her throw up, but she forced herself to calm. She did and made her way to a door on the other side of the room. She took a couple of deep breaths. It was adrenaline that was keeping her going at this point.

			This door led to corridors and stairs used by the staff, where she was less likely to be challenged.

			She just hoped Daisy was ready.

			* * *

			Daisy paced back and forth in the dungeon. She thought every noise she heard coming from outside the jail door was either Jacque, or Drasas coming to kill her, if Victorija’s plan went wrong.

			How ridiculous it seemed to her to be rooting for Victorija, when not long ago she would have been running from her. The time she’d spent in here had confirmed to her that their blood bond deserved a chance, her one chance to do the right thing.

			From what she’d heard and had seen of Victorija, she didn’t have much discipline for her impulse for blood, so stopping herself from feeding on her was a big gesture. Angele must have really made a big impact on her.

			Finally, she heard keys in the lock. She held her breath, and the door opened slowly.

			She let out a long breath when she saw a young man smile at her and say in a thick French accent, “Mademoiselle Daisy?”

			“Jacque?”

			“That is me. Come, please.”

			She followed him out the door and was unnerved when the two beefy guards didn’t even look at them or react to any sound they made. Compulsion was an extremely powerful gift. Daisy held her necklace that protected her from compulsion, and thanked God she had it.

			“Come quickly, please,” Jacque encouraged her.

			He led her down some very quiet corridors. They only passed a couple of staff on the way. He opened a door to what looked like an old armoury room. There were swords and spears adorning the wall, and some suits of armour that appeared to be for decorative purposes, but it was a big room, and she was sure it would have been full of guards back in its prime.

			Jacque pointed over to a huge double door on the other side of the room. “We go out here.” He stood by the door and put his finger to his lips, then listened for any activity outside. When he was apparently satisfied, Jacque slid open a couple of bolts and opened one of the huge doors.

			She followed him, and they were out at the east wall of the house.

			“Come this way,” Jacque said. Down at the corner of the house a honey-coloured horse waited. “You wait for the Principe here, okay?”

			“A horse? We’re making our escape on a horse?”

			“The Principe asked me to have everything ready. We wait for her.”

			Daisy thought this was probably the worst idea ever. How were they going to outrun the Dreds on a horse? She heard movement up above her. Daisy looked up but couldn’t see beyond a window ledge in the dark.

			Before she knew it, Victorija landed in a crouch beside her with a thump. She stood up slowly, trying to not show her pain.

			“You organized a horse for our getaway? I know you lived through the medieval period, but there are quicker conveyances than horses, nowadays.”

			Victorija held her stomach, clearly in pain, but then straightened herself up and pulled herself together. “Horses can go places motor vehicles cannot.” She walked over to the horse and stroked her neck. “We can get lost in the forest on her and buy us more time. Besides, this horse is special.”

			“Why?”

			Victorija rubbed its muzzle and said, “This is Angel.”

			The penny dropped and Daisy said, “Angel is going to carry us, carry you, to freedom.”

			Victorija didn’t respond, but that was clearly what was happening here. She turned to Jacque. “Is everything I asked for in the saddlebags?”

			“Yes, Principe.”

			She patted him on the shoulder and went into her pocket. “Thank you for your faithful service, Jacque. I wish I could say goodbye to your father, but alas, we must go. Tell him I will miss him.” She handed him a set of keys. “Take your father and mother and get far away from here. These are for two safety deposit boxes at my bank. There’s money, and jewellery you can sell. It’ll be more than enough to start a new life, Jacque.”

			Jacque looked really touched. Daisy’s heart ached unexpectedly. Was this the bloodthirsty vampire who, Amelia said, referred to humans as lunch? Or was this Torija, the vampire who Lucia had helped unlock those long-buried emotions?

			Angele was right, Daisy thought. Victorija did have a chance. She could be redeemed.

			“Thank you, Principe. You are kind.”

			Then Victorija handed him a bottle and started to speak rapidly in French. Jacque nodded in understanding.

			What did Victorija not want me to hear, Daisy wondered.

			Victorija jumped onto the horse easily and offered Daisy her hand. “Come on. We don’t have much time.”

			“Jump? I’m not a bloody vamp—I can’t just jump,” Daisy said with exasperation.

			“Take my hand.”

			As soon as Daisy grasped Victorija’s hand, she was on the horse. “Thank you, Jacque. Good luck.”

			“The same to you, Principe.”

			Daisy felt terrified. The horse was a very long way off the ground. “Is this a good time to tell you I’ve never been on a horse before?”

			“Just hold on tightly to me. I’ll take care of everything.”

			Daisy felt a warm glow in her stomach, and without fear she wrapped her arms around Victorija’s middle.

			“Let’s go, Angel. We have a Brassard to save.”

			With that they were off at a canter. Daisy closed her eyes and held on as tightly as she could.

			If only Byron and Amelia could see her now.

			* * *

			Drasas was getting nervous. Victorija had been away for a while, and Anka was due any minute. She had promised to produce a healthy born vampire in Victorija, and for that she would be rewarded.

			“Leo, go and find the Principe.”

			“Yes, Duca.”

			Almost as soon as Leo went to find their Principe, the doors to the throne room opened, and in walked Anka in a gorgeous ballgown, her aide Asha, and a large group of her followers. Drasas gulped in fear. Not only was Anka herself extremely powerful, but she was also backed up by a mixture of dark witches, vampires, werewolves, fae, and other paranormals.

			The Dred vampires that were dancing and having a good time stopped and parted to allow Anka and her group through. There was a tension in the room—Drasas felt it most acutely. She had to deliver Victorija.

			“Drasas, this looks like a wonderful celebration of our new alliance. Where is your Principe?”

			Drasas gulped. “Leo has just gone to fetch her. She was otherwise engaged with a female.”

			Anka smiled. “Ah, I see. What a wonderful way to celebrate her return to health.”

			Leo came out of nowhere with speed to arrive at Drasas’s side. She clearly wasn’t expecting to see Anka already there, as his worried look showed. “Duca? A word in private, please?”

			Anka walked up the steps to the dais and said, “You will speak in front of me.”

			Drasas nodded when Leo looked for permission. “The female is recovering from a broken neck. She has no idea how she got there.”

			Drasas started to panic. She raced off to check the dungeon on a hunch. Leo followed her. Drasas opened the door and found it empty. She screamed in frustration and grabbed one of the guards at the door. “Where is our prisoner?”

			“In there? No one’s passed us.”

			“Compulsion.” Drasas snapped his neck in anger.

			Anka arrived by her side. “Where is Daisy MacDougall?”

			“Gone.” Drasas was terrified of Anka’s reaction.

			“Everyone leave us,” Anka said firmly.

			Drasas’s rarely beating heart was pounding like a human’s. This must be how humans felt when faced with her. When everyone had gone, Anka backed her up against a wall. Anka didn’t have to say anything to make Drasas fearful—her silent stare into her eyes was enough. In fact, Drasas would probably have preferred screaming and shouting.

			Instead Anka gazed over her face, examining her carefully. Then she drew a finger slowly down Drasas’s cheek. “You wanted me, Drasas, you wanted power, the power I could give you, and all I asked was that you give me a healthy Victorija, so I could have a born vampire’s power, and finally”—Anka stood back and continued—“I needed you to secure Daisy MacDougall. She is a descendant, who, along with Amelia Debrek, are the only two who can stop mine and my master’s plans. It is crucial that she is killed. Not only have you lost her, but you have lost my born vampire. How
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