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Staring into the darkness, I held my breath and raised my gun, forcing my  body to remain calm and still. She was out there, my target, the vampire I was supposed to destroy. She had eluded me for long enough. I had to end it. I could hear movement, but it wasn’t her. She was too clever, too strong, too determined. There was a draft blowing through the cracked window to my left, and I felt the cold air whipping across my face. It stung where the vampire had hit me. My skin was stiff with dried blood, and sticky with more as it oozed from my wounds. I was beginning to lose consciousness. No, I could not give in. If I collapsed now then she would win. She would kill me. I was not ready to die.

With a terrifying scream the vampire leaped out of the darkness, hit me again, and I flew backwards, landing with a heavy thud on the concrete floor. It stunned me momentarily, and I panicked when I lost my gun. I tried to reach for the silver knife sheathed on my left leg, but I was too slow, groggy with the pain and shock from my wounds. The vampire crouched over me, her silver eyes glowing in the dark. It was those eyes that had been my undoing. That and my inexplicable attraction to this woman when I first met her. It was no good. I was fading fast, gasping for breath and fighting to stay alive. My body could take no more abuse. 

“I could end this now, Hannah,” the vampire said, “All it takes is one more kiss.”

She reached out a slender finger and lightly stroked my face. I flinched and tried to move away, but I couldn’t. I saw her fangs gleaming in the moonlight that streamed through the broken window. My nose wrinkled as it detected a smell of damp, mixed with the cold, dead stench of vampire power. Just one more kiss. It would be so easy. She would kiss me, just like she always did, and the world would simply melt away. We would be alone, wrapped in each other’s arms, for eternity. My head lolled back, exposing my bleeding neck, and she moved closer, hovering above me as she savoured the moment. I closed my eyes.

“Mummy,” a little voice called from a distance.

The vampire was kissing me...

“Mummy!” my daughter shouted insistently, “Where are you?”

My eyes snapped open. The room spun. Blinking rapidly, I looked around. I was in my kitchen, standing by the worktop, idly stirring a mug of tea that was beginning to cool. It had happened again. The flashbacks were more frequent, and now it seemed they were lasting for longer. Shaking my head, I stepped away from the worktop and turned towards the door.

“I’m in the kitchen, sweetheart,” I called out in a voice that shook very slightly.

“Mummy,” my daughter called.

I heard her footsteps in the hallway, and then she appeared in front of the baby gate.

“Mummy, I need the toilet,” Lottie announced.

I sighed heavily.

“Of course you do,” I replied.

And just like that, my daily routine continued. 
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I used to be a vampire hunter. Yes, I know, it sounds crazy. But it’s true. Vampires exist, but most humans don’t know about them, and it was my job to keep it that way. That was, until I met Elaine Fareham. She was different. She was my lover. She was the first and only woman I fell in love with, and she ripped my heart out, almost literally. I was only saved because she was interrupted at the last moment, but by then I was unconscious so I don’t know what happened. 

I remember that final showdown, in the abandoned office building where I had chased her down. We were alone, I remember that much, because my hunting partner had been diverted by another vampire. He killed that one, but not before it inflicted a fatal wound on him. I remember Elaine trying to persuade me to become one of them. She wanted to turn me into a vampire so that we could be together. When I refused, she became angry, and threatened to kill me so that I could never belong to anyone else. I still don’t know whether she would have turned me into a vampire that day or not.

I had woken up in hospital, with vague recollections of blue flashing lights, paramedics and noisy medical equipment. My colleagues had tracked me down and alerted the authorities to save my life. The vampire had disappeared. The woman I had been romantically involved with for the past three years, my target and my lover, was gone. I was heartbroken. I was distressed. I was badly injured. It took several months to recover from my wounds, and even now I walk with a slight limp due to the severity of the beating I took. I was what the doctors called ‘one tough cookie.’ I didn’t feel like that at the time. I felt weak, and stupid, and humiliated because I had failed so spectacularly at my job.

The elders were sympathetic. My mentor and friend, Professor Robert Black, had tried to console me. He said that this wasn’t unusual. He blamed himself, saying he should have stopped the whole affair months ago. He had known I was attracted to Elaine, but I always convinced him that it was part of my plan to destroy her. I know now that I had been kidding myself all along. She seduced me right from the start, and I fell for it. I fell hard. I took one hell of a beating, and now, nine years later, she was haunting my dreams. Or rather, my daydreams. I still missed her. I still wanted her. I still wondered where she was now, what she had been doing, and if I would ever see her again. 

“Mummy, I’m hungry,” Lottie announced while I watched her wash her hands.

“Alright,” I said, grabbing the hand towel,  “I’ll get you a snack. Go and play for a minute.”

As she trotted into the living room, I heard a wail from upstairs. The baby was awake. I was back to reality, my current life; mother and housewife. My vampire hunting days were long gone, and all I had left was the memories. Those, and a cache of weapons I kept securely hidden in a storage container.

My hunter kit was specialized, and I could never bear to part with it. I had two specially crafted silver swords, weighted perfectly for my own personal use. I had four silver knives that fitted into sheaths designed to be strapped on my thighs and wrists. In the kit were two police hand guns, quite plain and standard issue to look at, but the bullets were pure silver laced with pellets of oak wood. No vampire would heal a wound from one of those bullets. None, that was, until I met Elaine. I had shot her. I had stabbed her. I had even tried to set her on fire. Nothing worked. She simply kept going, and her anger only made her more attractive, more irresistible, more determined to turn me into a creature of darkness. 

The baby’s cries grew louder and more insistent, and I sighed heavily again. I love my children, but a small part of me still remembered the good old days, when I was a vampire hunter at the top of my game. I have killed dozens of the creatures. For a woman so young and inexperienced in combat, I was impressive. But it all ended on that fateful day, when my vampire lover tried to kill me. 

And now, I am a wife and mother. I love my husband. He is a good man. He works hard to provide for us all, and he never asks questions about my old life. I told him I worked for the civil service and couldn’t share details, and he accepted that without question. He cuddles me and kisses me, and never seems bothered by the scars dotted around my body, or the nightmares that wake me up on regular occasions. He holds me in his arms, rocks me gently, and waits until I calm down and can go back to sleep.   

Yes, I have a good life now. A better life. But, how different it could have been...
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“Are you happy with me, Hannah?”  

Frowning, I turned and looked at my husband as he lay in bed watching me. The TV was switched on, and James had been flicking channels trying to find something to watch. Having finally settled the children, I was sitting before my dressing table brushing out my hair. Elaine had loved my natural blonde curls. She used to caress them, kiss them, and tell me how lucky I was to have such luscious tresses. Her black hair was stuck in the short, fashionable bob of the 1920s, the time when she was turned into a vampire. She was sexy and stylish, and of course she could wear a wig, but she missed the ability to grow out her hair if she chose.

“What do you mean?” I asked curiously,  my heart pounding so hard I was sure he could see it leaping in my chest. 

I turned round to face him, still sitting on my stool.

James’ dark eyes were sad, and they were heavily shadowed, showing me that he was not sleeping properly and he needed a holiday. He was still incredibly handsome, however. He shrugged, and I admired the bulk of muscle across his naked shoulders and upper arms.

“You seem distant,” he said, “Quiet. And your nightmares are getting worse.”

A cold shiver ran down my spine, and I looked down, fiddling with my finger nails.

“I’m fine,” I said, “Just tired with the kids, you know.”

“And you’re not bored?” he asked.

I looked up sharply.

“Why do you ask that?”

“Well,” James said tentatively, “I mean, you know, you never planned to be a housewife. Did you?”

I smiled now, and laughed softly.

“No,” I replied, “I never planned this. But then, I never planned my old job either.”

“And you really can’t tell me what it was?” James asked.

I shook my head.

“Sorry,” I said, “But you are safer if you don’t know. Trust me.”

He watched me as I returned my attention to the mirror, applying face cream and smoothing lotion onto my hands. It was a nightly ritual, my own mini pampering session, before the night-time feeds and disturbed sleep resumed.

“What about the children?” James asked.

I looked at his reflection in the mirror and took a deep breath. This conversation was becoming a regular thing, and it was a little irritating.

“What about them?” I asked with forced calm.

His expression hardened as he grew stubborn. I knew that it bothered him about my mysterious former career. The very fact that I couldn’t talk about my work, and the myriad of scars across my body, sent his imagination and his ego into overdrive. 

“Are they in danger?” he asked, crossing his arms.

I shook my head.

“No,” I replied.

“How can you be sure?” he asked.

Moving very slowly, I stood up and approached the bed. 

“I am sure, James,” I said firmly, “My old job is dead. It’s finished, and it will never come back. It wasn’t even in this town.”

He squinted at me, but I knew he was already defeated. He was too tired to argue any more, and finally he lay down properly and turned away from me. 

“Fine,” he mumbled, “Goodnight Hannah.”

Shaking my head, I moved around the room picking up clothes, tidying and folding. Then I found myself lifting the curtain to stare out of the window. There was a waxing moon high in the sky. Our modern housing estate was quiet, all the families asleep or settling down for the night. I could see mine and James’ cars parked next to each other on the double driveway below. A black cat sauntered across the road. I recognised it as belonging to our next door neighbour. 

Staring out across the roof tops, I wondered if Elaine was out there, somewhere. Would she ever come looking for me? Would she find me? And would I finally end her existence once and for all, as per my original brief from the vampire hunting agency? I went to bed with a heavy heart. I dreamed about her. I woke with a shout, James soothed me mechanically, the baby woke up, I fed her and returned her to bed, and I slept dreamlessly for the rest of the night. Yes, it was just another regular evening in the Oakley household. So far removed from my old life.
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“I think we need a family day trip,” I announced on Saturday morning.

“Huh?” James mumbled as he raised his head slowly from the pillow.

I looked at him, lying face down on his side of the bed. I was sitting up with baby Rose in my arms, breastfeeding her. Lottie was bouncing around on the bed, jumping across my legs and trying to rouse her father.

“We need to go out,” I said, “As a family. Have some time together.”

“OK,” James replied, “Just give me a minute.”

He buried his face again and began to snore. Lottie bounced on his back, pulled his hair and tugged his arms.

“Come on, Daddy,” she shouted, “I want to go to the beach!”

I smiled and tickled James behind his ear.

“There you go, darling,” I said sweetly, “Your daughter has spoken. Time to get up.”

An hour or so later we piled into the car with picnic food, buckets and spades, a kite, and two very excited children. The weather was warming up nicely, and while it wasn’t quite sunbathing temperature, and it was a little cloudy,  it was pleasant enough that we couldn’t risk missing out on a day at the beach. Living in south Cheshire, we could be on the North Wales coast within two hours. I did love the seaside. It was refreshing, and it always calmed me when I felt stressed. Also, I thought James could do with a break. He worked long hours as a logistics manager at the nearby airport, often doing overtime on weekends at short notice. The money was good but it left me alone with the children almost constantly. So in a way, I suppose I needed a break too.

We were on the motorway and I was in the passenger seat. I had been passing food to the children in the back seat, and as I twisted back round to face forward, I glanced at James. My heart skipped a beat and then pounded heavily as the world spun around me.

“What is that on your neck?” I asked sharply.

James glanced at me and then checked his mirrors as he moved into the middle lane.

“What?” he asked absently.

“That,” I said, “On your neck.”

I reached across and gently touched the mark on his skin. It looked like two small, neat puncture wounds. A vampire bite. Shit.

James touched the bruise, winced, and then shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said, “I must have cut myself shaving.”

“That is not a shaving wound,” I said. 

He glanced at me again and frowned.

“Why are you so upset about it?” he asked curiously, “It’s nothing.”

I stared at the tiny wound as my whole world flipped upside down. Was it Elaine? Had she finally found me? Or was it another stray vampire? One thing was certain; I had to return to work. This one had to be destroyed before it came for my whole family. Gathering my senses, I shook my head and smiled.

“Oh, forget it,” I said lightly, “It looked more serious at first, that’s all. But, if it doesn’t hurt then it doesn’t matter. Can you see the sea yet, girls?” 

I watched James closely for the rest of the day. He was tired, but that was normal. He seemed sluggish, and his reflexes were slow. He struggled to control the girls’ kite, a task which he normally performed with expert handling. When Lottie requested a shoulder ride he had to cut it short because he was out of breath and feeling faint. His body was struggling with the effects of the vampire attack. The symptoms were classic. I should know; I had been there enough times in my life. But now, how did I get round it?

I had to try and feed him iron-rich foods to replenish his blood supply, and I knew he needed to drink lots of water. He grew a little suspicious when I kept offering him snacks and drinks, but he accepted them happily enough and soon forgot my strange behaviour. I was alert all day, looking for suspicious people, even though we were far from home and I knew the vampire would stay in and around our home town, for now at least. They were creatures of habit, and when they found new territory, they generally liked to stay there for a while, until the humans became suspicious or the vampire hunting authorities came in.

On the drive home I asked James about his activities that week, to try and establish when he been bitten. At first he was cheerful and happy to talk, and I listened patiently as he told me about the dramas in his office, and in the warehouse from which he oversaw the dispatch of goods as they were shipped in on planes and distributed around the UK. He told me about arguments with his superiors, disputes with colleagues, and a myriad of conversations, interactions and games with his mates. None of it seemed suspicious. I wondered if the vampire had gotten into the building and attacked him in the warehouse. But there seemed nothing unusual in his report to me, at least not that I could detect. 

“Did you come straight home last night?” I asked idly.

James glanced at me, frowning.

“Yes of course,” he said, “Why do you ask?”
I shook my head.
“Just curious,” I replied, “I wondered if you’d maybe stopped for a drink at The Smoker on your way back from work.”

“Oh,” he said more easily, “No, we went at lunchtime. Friday treat, you know.”

My head snapped up. He had been at their local pub yesterday. The vampire might have attacked him there. 

“Was it nice?” I asked.

He glanced at me again, and this time he looked more uncomfortable.

“It was ok,” he said slowly, “same as ever, really.”

We were quiet for a minute, and I checked on the girls. They were both asleep in the back seat, exhausted after a fun day on the beach.

“Do you want to go out with friends or something, Hannah?” James asked.

I smiled and shook my head.

“No, no,” I replied, “I’m ok thanks. Just being nosy, that’s all. Wife’s prerogative.”

I winked at him and he laughed. But he seemed uneasy. Something must have happened, and he obviously didn’t want to tell me about it. My mind was whirling. I needed to locate the vampire. I needed to destroy it. But first, I needed backup. It was time to reawaken some old friendships. 
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Monday morning began in its usual chaotic ritual. James dived out of bed at five in the morning while I was feeding Rosie for her third time that night. I put the baby back to bed and tried to get a bit more sleep between six and seven, and then Lottie came bounding into my bedroom demanding her breakfast and bouncing on my bed at around seven thirty. I dropped her off at nursery school and then found myself driving out of town towards the storage facility near the motorway. 

Putting the baby into her pushchair, I walked through the huge yard and signed in at reception. Then I stood before the door of my personal secure freight container. My heart was pounding as I swung open the rusty metal door and stood for a moment as sunlight streamed into the room. There was an overhead light, a simple unadorned bulb, and I switched it on. 

“Don’t tell Daddy about this, Rosie,” I murmured as I pushed my daughter into the room. She simply gurgled and squeaked the toy doll she held in her hands.

There was a locked metal drawer unit across from the door, a metal table in the middle of the room, and stacks of cardboard boxes and plastic containers. These were the contents of my old life. Boxes full of memories in the form of photographs, notebooks with details about the vampires I had hunted and slain, and assorted clothes that for some reason I had been unable to dispose of when I retired. But those were not what I wanted today. Ignoring the memories, I strode over to the locked drawers, pulled out the small key I kept concealed on a necklace, and opened the unit.

Glancing at my daughter, who gazed at me and grinned when I made eye contact, I returned to my task. I removed two handguns from the drawers, found two clips of bullets, and retrieved my holsters. Placing them on the table I stared down at them for several long minutes. Stroking my fingertips along the leather and over the shaped metal of my weapons, I shivered with anticipation. I was anxious, yes. I was also excited. I missed the thrill of the chase. Motherhood was a whole new world to me, and one that was both exhilarating and boring. I ached to be back at work. I needed the drama. Looking at Rosie, I began to strap the holsters to my body, underneath my clothes.

“I’m doing this for you, kid,” I told her grimly, “For you, your sister, and your daddy.”
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An hour later I walked into a busy coffee shop in the nearby city, about twenty miles from my home town. Looking around quickly, I located my friend seated at a corner table, surveying the room with a cool, sharp gaze. Smiling, I pushed Rosie in her pushchair across the room, navigating through tightly packed table legs, offering apologies to the patrons whose bodies I collided with as I attempted to get through.   Life had been so much simpler without children. Right on cue, Rosie began to cry, a wailing sound that quickly escalated as she decided to express her distress because she was hungry and needed feeding right now. I reached the table in a fluster, my hair dishevelled, my body sweating, and my baby screaming. 

“Good to see you again, Hannah,” Robert said with a wide smile, “And this young lady must be your daughter. She has your lungs.”

He winked and offered a hand to Rosie in a gentle attempt at a greeting. She stopped crying and eyed him curiously, and then she grabbed his fingers and bit down. He yelped and withdrew his hand, and Rosie promptly screamed again.

“Sorry,” I said hurriedly, rummaging in the changing bag, “She’s teething.”

I found the small plastic tub which I carried at all times, stocked with baby biscuits. Offering one to Rosie, she looked at it suspiciously, snatched it from me, and then shoved it in her mouth happily. I sighed gratefully and sat down with a thud on the chair opposite Robert. 

“Ah,” I said, “Peace at last! How’s your finger?”

He smiled and shrugged, picking up his coffee cup.

“I’ll live,” he replied.

Robert offered me a menu.

“Well, Hannah,” he said, sitting back in his chair and regarding me over his square framed glasses, “It has been a long time. And you have been busy.”

He indicated my daughter and I laughed.

“You know me,” I said lightly, “Can’t sit still for five minutes.”

This was our first meeting in almost eight years. I had cut all ties with my former life after my affair with Elaine Fareham. Robert had been my confidante, my colleague, and my friend. I felt bad for abandoning him, but at the time I convinced myself it was the right decision. He had never been awkward about it, never tried to contact me, never seemed concerned. But he made sure I knew how to contact him. And now I had. And my heart was pounding as nerves got the better of me.

A waitress walked over and stood in front of Rosie’s pushchair. The young woman ignored my child, apparently indifferent to her, or perhaps she just didn’t like children. I choked down the familiar knot of anger that always surged in the face of such reactions to my offspring, and I smiled politely as she requested my order. Robert waited patiently while I ordered a large caramel latte, a chicken Panini, and a shortbread slice for Rosie. He also ordered another coffee, and I noticed he was still drinking black Americano. We waited for the waitress to leave before we spoke again. 

“What brings you to me now?” Robert asked finally, regarding me with professional eyes and a neutral expression.

I chewed my lip and glanced around the room, checking for suspicious people or creatures before I replied. Satisfied that everyone in here was human, except perhaps for the male witch in the far corner, I looked directly at Robert.

“My husband has been bitten,” I said quietly.

Robert’s eyes widened.

“You think she has found you?” he asked after a moment.

I shook my head.

“I don’t know,” I said, “Surely not. I mean, it’s been nine years, and I’m a long way from where it all happened. Don’t you think?”

Robert rubbed his chin as he considered this, and we both shifted our attention when the waitress returned with our drinks. 

“There are no known vampires in the area at present,” Robert said when we were alone again, “So if this isn’t the handiwork of Elaine Fareham, then we have a problem.”

I nodded and sipped my coffee. If James had been bitten by another old vampire, one that had slipped through the surveillance net of our hidden UK authorities, we did indeed have a problem. Old vampires were very hard to destroy. They knew every trick, had evaded every vampire hunting attempt, and literally seemed indestructible. The older a vampire grew, the stronger it became.  

“How and when did it happen?” Robert asked.

I shrugged.

“Sometime in the last three days, I think,” I said, “Possibly last Friday, at a pub near to the airport. James works over there. He was in the pub at lunchtime. The Smoker. It’s popular with airport workers.”
Robert nodded.
“I know the place,” he said, “I will send someone over to investigate.”

“The bite is on his neck,” I said, “He thinks he cut himself shaving.”

“Ah,” the professor said, “That old trick. Classic vampire method. I see why you think it could be her.”

Younger vampires seemed a little squeamish about biting humans on the neck. They preferred to slash the wrist or bleed their victim from a more discreet place, such as the breast or upper thigh. My vampire lover had been old-school. I had a very unattractive scar above my collarbone to prove it. Elaine had fed from me so frequently on the same vein that my skin refused to grown back properly, and now it was lumpy and disfigured. I could usually conceal it with high-necked tops or scarves. 

“I don’t know what to do now, Robert,” I confessed, “I mean, should I hunt this one down myself?”

He shook his head.

“That would be unwise,” he counselled, “You have been out of practice for such a long time, and you will not be as skilled as you once were.”

Pride brought a swift retort to my tongue.

“Just because I have had two children, does not make me incapable,” I declared, “And besides, I never stopped my fitness training.”

Robert smiled and sipped his coffee.

“I didn’t know you had two children,” he said, “And you know that was not what I meant.”

I smiled and looked down, embarrassed. The waitress returned with my sandwich and the shortbread. I located a highchair for Rosie, settled her at the table, and gave her some food. She tucked in happily, chomping on pieces of chicken and bread. 

“Sorry,” I said, “I’ve been a bit defensive lately.”

Robert stared at me curiously as I bit into my sandwich. His shrewd eyes missed nothing.

“You miss the old job,” he said, “Don’t you?”

A lump of bread stuck in my throat and I coughed, chewing and trying to swallow. I nodded as I finally dislodged the food.

“Yes,” I replied, “I do. Motherhood is crazy. I love my family, but I’m... bored.”

“Still,” Robert said, “You are not in a position to go hunting a vampire. There are procedures, requirements.”

“I’m armed,” I said quietly, leaning across the table.

His eyes widened. 

“You kept the weapons?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Of course,” I replied, “I knew she would return one day. I wanted to be ready.”

Robert pursed his lips.

“Wow,” he said softly, “You really do miss the chase. But still, I cannot authorise your return without the proper
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