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  Chapter 1


Life has never been easy for me, that was an understatement, to say the least. I was raised in an orphanage, unwanted by society because I was more trouble than I was worth. It wasn't as if I caused trouble; it just seemed to follow me wherever I went. My parents were an unknown entity, abandoning me as a newborn onto the steps of a church in the early hours of a winter morning. Wrapped in bundles of sheets and newspapers, I was so new the priest estimated that I was born only a few minutes before. I didn't think it was likely; I figured I was born a few hours before, but no one knew for sure. The doctor at the hospital confirmed that I was no more than twenty-four hours old and with no one coming forward to claim me, I was put into the orphanage. They weren't imaginative when it came to naming me, Mary for obvious reasons and then for the surname it was the priest that found me, Arnold. 
I didn't stand out in the crowd; I looked like so many others which made searching for my parents difficult. Brown hair, blue eyes, fair skinned. I was one of about five kids in the orphanage who had similar traits. When I was sixteen, I was told to get a part time job in preparation for being kicked out at eighteen, because yes, I was still there. As a child, I wondered if I smelled bad or if the mirror was lying to me. I wondered if there was something visually wrong with me that would explain why no one wanted me. But it wasn't just me; there were other children that had been there for a long time. It was a poor town, and there weren't many children that did get adopted. I had managed to get a job in the local supermarket as a night fill which might have made me rather lethargic but allowed me to finish my education during the day. On my eighteenth birthday, I was out of the orphanage and in desperate need of money even though I had also been doing cashier work in the afternoon as well. For the past year, I have been living in a small one-bedroom flat, it's not the greatest of places, but it is sufficient. It is a short walk to work, and it's cheap. Considering that I sleep there and nothing else, I'd say it's perfect.
But my life as it is, is always a challenge. Because I haven't been to work in a week, I'd say I am no longer gainfully employed. I also haven't been to my terrible apartment in that week either. If I weren't a month in advance, I would have lost that by now as well. So, where am I? I'm in the hospital. Nothing odd about that you say? Wrong. How about my reason for being here is several gashes across my stomach caused by a strange beast that was something out of a dark fairy tale? Before you call me crazy, understand that I too thought it wasn't possible. I had dismissed it as a bear attack until the doctor said there were no bears in this part of the country. He had suggested that my attacker was likely to be a male that was reasonably well built but wasn't going to elaborate on it any further and I figured he had no idea.
I was in a room of my own with a two-man team of police officers watching me. I was told that the cop that was permanently placed on the door outside was a standard police officer. I hadn't ever seen the one outside, he or she never showed their face inside my room. The one inside was the odd one out, they were from a department that didn't wear a standard uniform, they just wore suits like a detective would, but they weren't detectives. Or at least I didn't think they were. The ones that sat with me would change every six hours, three of them were on rotation. Always male, always built like the front row of a football team.
My hospital room was pretty standard, a private bathroom, a view out to the murky city and it had a cold and clinical feel that was a stark reminder of this cruel world. There were no flowers or balloons sitting at my bedside for comfort. Just me, Mary Arnold the orphan and her solitary and silent protector in the corner. Today had been the first day that I have felt physically good. Emotionally? No. I think that being emotionally okay was a long way off for me. Today I felt like I was ready to leave the hospital but I remembered that in the hospital I would be fed better meals, had the warmth of the regulated temperature and the company of a nurse that would stop by on occasions. What waited for me on the outside? Two jobs that paid a pittance, no family, no real friends and a terrible apartment. Being hospital was looking a whole lot better.
I don't remember when I first arrived; it was some hours before I was brought out of the anaesthetic. They said it was just twilight sleep that I was in, sleep that supposedly easier on the body yet I was inclined to disagree. Today was supposedly my final day here, the cop in the corner said that his boss was coming to chat with me and that he would have me released whether the doctors agreed or not. I thought it was crazy; I had gashes in my stomach, surely I should remain in the hospital? But that wasn't the crazy part of my day, that was just my life as it always was. The crazy part of my day was the detective. He just walked into the room and quietly moved the table over my bed so that it was closer to me. After opening his briefcase, he removed two small phials and put them on the table. One was a bloodied matted piece of fur; the other was the broken tip of a thick black nail. So, this was my proof that it was a bear, it seemed the obvious choice until the man spoke. He introduced himself as Detective Tim Porter of the Lycanthropic Investigation and Eradication Department. The detective chuckled and added that the acronym was LIED which was not an indication on the department itself, him or any of his co-workers. I smiled politely but couldn't get past his department name lycanthropic. What the hell was lycanthropic?
The willowy figure settled onto the bed beside my knees, rattling the nail in the plastic phial. The man said he had to talk to me before I could be released. I had to listen to what he had to say without getting hysterical, abusive or ignorant. It struck me as odd that he thought I might be ignorant of what he had to say, maybe he had come across others that had been.
“Miss Arnold, before I get started with what I have to say, could I have your version of the event?”
As I took a deep breath, I pulled the bed sheet higher, feeling freaked out. I couldn't remember much, just a set of black eyes that glistened in the glow of the nearby street light. To say that it was scary was an understatement, I wanted to believe it was a bear, but deep down I knew it wasn't. The sounds of the nurses and the doctor echoed through my mind.
'The bears don't live in this area, Miss Arnold. No, we don't have wolves either. I'm sorry Miss Arnold, but I don't know what attacked you, maybe it was a man that had delusions of being Freddy Krueger or Wolverine. You are safe in the hospital Miss Arnold; please do not make us restrain you.' 
It had been my first coherent moments, realising where I was and remembering the attack, understandably I freaked out. It did feel like I was in a horror movie, I was the target that was stuck in a hospital unable to flee for my life, waiting for my attacker to come dressed as the doctor or a nurse, maybe a social worker. My whole body was shaking with the fear; tears were welling in my eyes. The detective didn't seem to notice as he was more interested in rummaging through his bag, eventually finding his notebook and glasses. I gulped hard feeling the pain of my heart beating so hard. Reliving the nightmare again wasn't what I wanted to do today.
“Well,” My voice quivered as I hesitantly glanced up at him “I was walking home after my night fill job ended, five am. Home is just a few steps down the road, at that hour of the morning there are usually joggers around, delivery trucks.” I shrugged as a tear sprung free. “There wasn't anyone around; it was eerily quiet.”
Porter was writing in his little black notebook, the pen scratched over the paper as he frantically made his notes. His brow furrowed a deep line over the hazel eyes; his skin was a little pasty. He was a desk jockey for sure; it looked like he didn't spend much time in the sun.
“Go on.” He murmured, never looking up.
“I pass an alley that is for the loading dock to the shop. It sits between the shop and the neighbouring unit block; mine is the next one along. There was an odd noise, kind of like a trash can being knocked over. I didn't think much of it, it's nothing for a stray dog to be searching for a meal down there, so I passed the alley. Next thing I knew I was being dragged into the alley feeling some serious pain in my stomach. I looked up, but all I could see was its eyes. Big black eyes... scary eyes. I heard a loud bang that I thought was the loading dock door hitting the brickwork. After that, I passed out I guess, and I woke up here. The doctor said I had been attacked by something, but I don't think he knows.”
“He doesn't.” The detective mumbled. “It was a lycan.”
“A what now?” I squinted at him as I wiped the tears away.
“I hope you aren't the squeamish type Miss Arnold.”
Porter reached into his briefcase and pulled out a folder, passing it to me. I flicked it open and looked through the dozens of pictures of a dead creature on an autopsy table. Its eyes were open, lifelessly staring straight ahead, like the ones I had seen. Big and black, they were a wide almond shape. It looked like a tall wolf, one that could stand on its hind legs. This thing was walking muscles; the thighs were huge. It had fur for most parts of it; the palms looked like a matte brown leather. The face seemed to resemble a wolf with the long snout and pointed ears. In one of the photos, someone lifted the lip to expose the rows of sharp yellowed fangs. Long claws on the hands and the feet were black like the one in the phial, sharp and deadly. My wound seemed to ache as if it could see the claws for itself. But I couldn't get past the maw, saliva snaking its way down to the metal bench below.
As the pictures progressed, the fur on it started to shed around the bench and floor and the wolf-like features lessened. Eventually, the pictures were of a middle-aged man. His body was riddled with bullet wounds and so that we're clear, I'm not talking a dozen or so. I am talking of somewhere in the vicinity of fifty. You could play dot to dot on this guy's chest.
“What you are looking at is a dead lycan Miss Arnold, not the one that attacked you but another from a few months back. Fifty-six normal bullets were used before we could finally get him subdued.”
“Dead?”
“Yes, Miss Arnold.” He grinned darkly. “There is no way that we could have housed such a beast. No restraint would ever hold him. Now, how does this concern you I hear you ask?”
Porter gestured to the phials. “The piece of the claw was found in one of your wounds, lucky for you; they were just superficial otherwise you uh, well let's say if we found your body, the government could bury you in a shoe box.”
“Cripes.” I breathed. 
Mutely he nodded and gestured to the other phial. “The fur was found on the corner of an industrial bin; we can only assume that the beast scratched itself in the escape or maybe dragging you into the alley.”
“So, what's his deal?” I nodded my head to the man sitting on the chair in the corner. He would occasionally read or play with his phone but hadn't said anything much. The first day he introduced himself as James. We had a few conversations over the week that I had been here, but James was a quiet one. Today he said he would be here for a few more hours until his boss arrived.
“Well that man there is your protection, the one out the front is a ruse because everyone in this hospital thinks that a human attacked you. Our branch of the government is a secret for a reason. You take this news easily because you have suffered at the hand of the creature, the common man or woman out there has not, and as such, they would react differently. Hysteria, ignorance, acceptance. We even had one try to find them to negotiate a truce, would you like to see the photos of how well the negotiations went?”
Swiftly I shook my head; the dark laughter wasn't a good sign.
“Good call, it wasn't pretty. So back to the man in the corner. The issue is as follows, lycans are focused, instinctive, reclusive and extremely territorial. When you disturbed it by walking past the alley, you disturbed it's feeding.”
“Don't tell me; I don't want to know who or what it was eating.” I groaned.
“No one you knew. So, the feeding, it probably thought you were after its meal when you first walked past but then it figured out you weren't a rival lycan but rather the main course. When it was disturbed, it took off, leaving you behind. Then, of course, the storeman for the loading dock discovers you, calls the cops and the paramedics and the place becomes lit up like a Christmas tree with people swarming the place. The lycan knows that it cannot attempt to retrieve its dinner, there are too many people. Even in their beast state, they understand the concept of keeping themselves a secret. It would have been in the shadows somewhere watching, hoping that they might walk away and leave you for long enough for it to retrieve you but that would never happen. In this time of waiting, the lycan would have slowly returned to its human state, realised what had happened and the complications that would arise.”
“Complications?”
“A survivor.” Porter grinned.
“So, it's going to return to kill me?”
“In all my years, I have never seen a lycan return to kill a human because they have always killed them in the first instance. You are the only one that has managed to get lucky. We are in a grey area here Miss Arnold, this is new territory for us, and we aren't prepared to risk it. However, we are equipped to deal with other issues. Previously there have been instances where humans have witnessed an attack but not been the victim. We have had to house them in seclusion until the lycan is found and removed.”
“Like witness protection?”
“Kind of.”
“Do you want to come straight out and tell me or do I have to guess?”
Porter sighed as he got off the bed, collecting the phials and the folder to return them to his briefcase. “No, I will tell you, I was just summoning the strength to ignore the laughter.”
“You're going to put me in a wolf suit and throw me out onto the street?”
“Interesting.” He nodded rather amused. “You are going to stay with a man. He is an old man but the only one suited for your protection.”
“A cop?”
“No... no, he's not a cop.”
My eyes glanced to the other guy; his stoic position had remained the same. There were no clues to be found with James. “So, what then?” I quietly asked.
“I think it's best that you meet him first Miss Arnold, you know the old saying, don't judge a book by its cover.”
Porter left to find the doctor, insisting that I was discharged as soon as possible. The doctor was reluctant, but with the police breathing down his neck, he authorised my discharge. I had a few steri-strips and stitches, and he mentioned several times that I had to return so that the nurses could ensure that everything was fine. He was saying it to me, but he was looking at Porter. I could see it was a waste of time, I wasn't coming back to the hospital. As soon as the door had closed behind the doctor, Porter muttered that they would have a nurse visit me at the house. A government nurse, one that they knew wasn't a lycan. Because apparently, you can't tell them and a human apart. He dumped a bag onto the bed and removed several items of clothing, ushering me into the bathroom with them. I couldn't help but frown, jeans and a baggy shirt. When I exited the bathroom, it was worse. I was being disguised as a male. Next came the oversized jacket, sneakers, and a baseball cap. I had to tuck my hair up into the cap and pretend it wasn't so glaringly obvious that I wasn't male. No amount of baggy shirts could hide the obvious signs of being a woman. I tightened the jacket over my chest and hoped it wasn't a stinking hot summer day outside.






  
  Chapter 2


The city street whizzed past as James drove us to my safe house. Porter was in the back with me to give a briefing on my protector. I looked out to the mild day, thankfully it wasn't hot, but it wasn't cold either. Porter was muttering as he flicked through his briefcase, I relaxed into the cool leather seat. It didn't surprise me that the secret government department had a fancy SUV, it was almost like the quintessential requirement for their kind. My mind went into overdrive, thinking it had bulletproof windows but it was probably normal glass. 
“There!” He gasped as he pulled out a notebook. It was different to the one that he took the notes of my statement in; this one was almost like a diary.
“Okay, so we are going to William Lancaster, a widower. He isn't fond of today's music so don't be playing it too loud.”
“Tim, I don't have anything of mine, how can I play any music?”
“Oh, sorry. There's a bag of supplies in the boot for you. I'll explain that more when we get there. Now, it would be best if you don't dwell on his past, he doesn't take talking about it lightly, so it's best to avoid it. His kind is rather secretive.”
“Sorry, his kind?”
“Books and covers Miss Arnold.”
“Just wish you'd friggin' tell me,” I muttered.
“Ahh yes, that reminds me, potty mouth. William is from a time where it was considered a vile act to speak so boorishly, so please keep it clean.”
“Frigging, not clean?”
“Miss Arnold there are a few definitions of the term, one of them being a sex act. I ask that you refrain from anything remotely vulgar otherwise you might incur his wrath.”
“Is this guy a pompous prat?”
Porter sighed as he rubbed his brow. He pushed his glasses back up to the bridge of his nose and turned to me with a scowl. Pushing this guy's buttons was fun. I had to find amusement somewhere, right? “Prat is defined as stupid and also a person's backside. Please do not call him a prat.”
“Look at you mister dictionary.” I chuckled. “Okay, so I won't call the weirdo a prat.”
“I appreciate it, though you still have me worried. You do not understand the gravity of the situation. You are in grave danger Miss Arnold and Lancaster is the only one that can help you, even I am useless to you.”
I stared at him rather stunned. How was it that one old man was better than an entire department of police that should be trained to deal with these things? “How do you know this?”
“The hair sample we have traced to a particular lycan family lineage; it is a strong family. There are even some of Lancaster's kind that could not stand up to them. Only him and the strength that he has gained through his many years on this earth can stand up to this family. Like I said, he is your only hope.”
“So, you are saying that some old geezer can stand up to these lycan things?”
Porter laughed like I had never heard; it wasn't the kind of laugh that he thought I had said something amusing. No, this was laughing at my blissful ignorance.
The cityscape fell away as we entered the motorway, the view over the railing was of high-density suburbia, somewhere I had never seen. I had always lived in the city; the orphanage was almost in the centre of it. I had always looked upon the concrete jungle and never to anything like this. The trees were in a pathetic attempt at a park. A few trees that looked like they were about to uproot themselves and walk away, a couple of benches that were covered in pigeon poop and grass that was barely green, hard and littered with ant’s nests. But the view out the window was like a verdant paradise, green trees and pretty gardens, grass that looked lush and soft. I ached to touch the grass for all but a second, just to know the feeling of it.
The houses were old, weatherboard walls and slate for rooftops as far as the eye could see. It looked like it was a mass-produced housing estate where everything had been bought in bulk and hardly anything varied. It might have been conformist but it was picturesque, like every person that lived in these places were determined to have their own slice of homey perfection. If I survived this ordeal, this would be where I wanted to come to. Rather than the cold and harsh city streets, I wanted suburban bliss.
James pulled the car off the motorway, taking the off ramp to a place called East Village. The sun was slowly setting behind us, casting a golden orange glow across the houses and the land. We had hit suburbia, and I was like a kid in a candy store, looking out the window at the houses we passed. People were going about their lives, unaware of the danger that stalked them in the darkness. But still, I couldn't get past the man who was watering his flowers or the children kicking a ball around on the front lawn. This was normality, and I craved it. Instead, I got working two jobs just to pay for the terrible apartment and the astronomical utility bills. I sighed as I flopped back against the seat, there was no way I could ever afford to live in something that was as grand as these places.
“How long before you catch this lycan?” I turned from the idyllic view of the housing estate to Porter who had been writing in his book. He looked up and pushed his glasses up his nose, offering a faint smile.
“We don't try to estimate the time for capturing a lycan Miss Arnold; it can vary from beast to beast. A foundling can be tracked and disposed of within a few days; a pup is a little easier as they are going through hormonal changes and can be fooled with the pheromones of the opposite sex and lured into a trap. Whelps can be trapped with pheromones as they are in the prime of their breeding and with the right scent, it is easy. Of course, finding the right one can take time. A young adult is a beast in his or her physical prime. They are no longer susceptible to our tricks with the pheromones; they are strong, agile and wily. The elder beasts, however, they can take weeks, months.” He shrugged. “They are not so ready to give up on their life, but the body has weakened. But do not be fooled, even as an elder beast they are a handful.”
“So, do you know which one this is?”
“Through the tests done on the fur we were able to learn that it was a male beast that attacked you. We estimated that his human-like age is somewhere in his mid-forties. However, the tests are a basic estimation based on comparisons of previous findings. At that age range, he is what we have determined as a young adult. He will know that we will be searching for him and will make all reasonable efforts to remain out of our view. Essentially what you need to know is this, do not trust anyone other than myself or Lancaster.”
My eyes darted to the man driving us and then back to Porter. “Oh yes, him too I suppose. But you won't be leaving the house until I come to collect you, so there is no issue.”
“I don't want to sound morbid or put an expiry date on your life but what if you are ill or worse, dead?”
“Then a replacement will come for you. Lancaster will be your guide as to who to trust.”
James slowed the car as he turned into a street, the view was of houses that were less maintained. Gardens were overgrown; houses were boarded up. All except the house that dominated the end of the cul-de-sac. Like the others, it had weatherboard sides and a slate roof, its garden was a little odd. It was perfectly sculpted, a low hedge lined the driveway beyond the wrought iron fence. The house was at least three stories high, though I suspected it was likely to be more considering there were several gabled window dormers in the roof. Slowly the gates opened, James carefully drove through. Over the hedge lined driveway was a garden of deep red roses, some of them were dying, some had already withered away into nothing. It seemed odd; this one garden had flowers that were left to die yet the rest of the place was stunning. The rest of the garden could be featured in a magazine, all except this one little garden. My mind flicked back to Porter's words about this guy's past. Maybe this garden had something to do with it, maybe it belonged to his wife or lover, and he didn't want to maintain it anymore.
“Right.” Porter sighed loudly “Please remember you are a lady and Lancaster will have expectations that you behave like one. No profanities, no bad behaviour, sit properly on seats don't lay or slouch on them. I ask you to remember yourself, Miss Arnold, Lancaster isn't an easy person to deal with and we had to beg to get you in here.”
“What?” I frowned. “What do you mean had to beg?”
“Well, he isn't a part of the program that his kind offers. When we identified the line of family that your attacker is from, we knew who would be ideal to protect you and a level one protector is our only solution.”
I looked at the house. It was a quaint place, but it had this dark vibe, an ominous presence of something I could not put my finger on. Something in my mind was saying runaway, runaway real fast. “And there were no other choices available?”
“The requirements and other factors have made Lancaster the ideal selection. Remember I said the lycans are territorial?”
I nodded.
“Well, Lancaster's property sits outside this family’s territory. Other possibilities were either inside or on the border, and I didn't want to take the risk. It is unlikely that the attacker will breach another lycans territory just to find you. But of course, it doesn't mean he won't, and that is why you are here.”
James slowed to a stop beside the steps that led to the wide deck, the eave shadowed the windows. The curtains were drawn across the two bay windows that sat either side of the door.
“Other level one protectors are either unavailable or already looking after a person. Please understand this Miss Arnold; he is doing this for his own reasons as he has had run-ins with this family previously. While he might give off the impression that it is for your safety that he does this, I can assure you that keeping you alive is only to annoy the lycan. Do not piss him off Miss Arnold; he will not care if you are alive or dead.”
“Great, thanks for that.” I rolled my eyes.
James had already rounded the car and grabbed several things from the boot. He passed a large bag to me; it was heavy with what I hoped was entertainment. I looked at the box in his arms with a frown. “What's in there?”
“Food for you, your host does not eat food.” He whispered, taking a careful glance to Porter.
“Take this warning Mary, be vigilant. Porter might think that you will be fine here, but I do not agree. This is like jumping from the frying pan into the fire.”
“What do you mean?”
“Weston, hurry along please,” Porter grumbled at the top of the steps.
“Lancaster is a...” He gulped with a panicked look. His eyes darted to the door that had just opened; a lithe figure stood in the opening with his eyes fixed on me. “Vampire.” He whispered.






  
  Chapter 3


My head snapped to Porter with a sudden swell of anger. He ignored me and gestured for me to hurry along. I could feel the new man’s gaze burn into me as I walked to the steps, slowly trudging up them. Cautiously my eyes lifted up his dominating stature. He wore a black double-breasted suit that hugged his thin frame; his shirt was black with a dark red silk tie. I couldn't help but wonder if he was going somewhere, surely he didn't dress like this to sit around the house? Maybe he was a butler or something; Porter did say that Lancaster was old. This guy looked far too young to be considered old. As I drew closer I could see him better; the thick brown hair was styled into a quiff, not the unruly type that had dominated male hairstyles in recent years but a neat and perfected hairstyle. I barely knew Porter, but for some reason, he was like a shield from the gaze of the new guy, cold blue eyes that would not leave me. He stepped out of the opening and held the door open, waiting for us to pass. The man closed the door behind James, encasing us into the darkened entry. Even through the jacket, I was wearing; I could feel the cold penetrate it, soaking into my skin. Now I was praying this bag contained blankets and jumpers, thick socks and warm pants. 
“Welcome.” He grinned in the fading light. “Please let us sit in the parlour and negotiate the terms.”
He turned into the room behind him before any of us could respond, Porter's mind must have clicked into gear as he quickly chased after the man.
“You have already agreed to the terms; there is no negotiation. Don't play games, Lancaster.”
I stopped and looked at James who shrugged at me. “Vampires don't age; he's about five hundred and something.”
“Far out.” I groaned.
I stepped into the parlour, quietly gasping at the grandeur. It was a long room, at the entry was several leather chesterfields that sat in front of a dominating stone fireplace. The fire had been lit causing the air around us to be stiflingly hot. I peeled the jacket and cap off as I looked down the other end of the room. A black grand piano sat in front of two windows with drawn curtains. In fact, all the curtains were drawn in this room. I quietly padded across the wood floor to the ornate rug, sitting on the seat beside Porter.
“You withheld information Detective Porter; I believe that under the terms of the agreement it allows for renegotiation.”
“What information?” Porter snapped.
“Young and female.” He gestured to me as he sat back into the tub chair. “I do not entertain the young nor the opposite sex. You know we are a society of high morals Detective Porter, and it would be scandalous to have a guest of such morals.”
“Excuse me?” I glowered at him.
“You think that I cannot see the women of today, I will not have my standing in my community lowered for the sake of one human life.”
“What are you inferring?” I snapped. “Are you calling me a slut based on other women?”
“Mary please,” Porter whispered.
“Oh, screw you and your god damned morals, Porter. I will not take this crap.” I stood and tossed the jacket and cap onto Porter's lap. “Take it back, or I'll find something nice and sharp to impale you with, vampire.” I hissed.
William laughed, as he did I could see those pretty little fangs that sat fractionally lower than his other teeth. That was a little disconcerting.
“Such a fighter, no wonder you've got the lycans retreating with their tails between their legs. But sadly, there isn't anything that you could impale me within this house. A smart vampire removes all sharp implements before hosting a guest that might seek their demise. But feel free to venture beyond the fence line in search of something. Shall we place bets on how long you will last? You reek of lycan; I figure an hour at the most. The lycans in this territory will sniff you out, and then it's bye bye little lady.”
He laughed again which was annoying. This guy was a smug bastard, and all I wanted to do was punch him. Lancaster turned back to Porter, the smugness continued. “Time to renegotiate Detective Porter, you require my assistance yet you offer so little.”
“I can't throw any more money at you; the department will be broke.”
“I do not require money Detective Porter; I think that I made myself quite clear on that.”
Porter huffed lightly; I could feel the frustration radiating in waves. “Well then what do you want?”
“How about we leave it open to discussion at a later date.” Lancaster's finger rubbed over his bottom lip as his gaze lingered over me. I glanced at James who was waiting at the door, still with the box in his hands. It was like he refused to go any further. Like he was too scared to. “Once we have determined how well the time has passed and how low my standing in the community has sunk, we can discuss the compensation.”
“I was right.” I turned to Porter. “He is a pompous prat.”
“You know where the door is if you don't like it here.” William grinned as he gestured to the door.
“Fine.” As I stepped through the door into the entry, I heard an odd sound and then the door thudded shut. I turned to see the door to the parlour was closed, James was on the other side, thumping on it in a panic. Then there was the sound of Porter yelling at Lancaster not to do anything stupid. The cold surrounded me, in the thin shirt that I was wearing it felt like it would freeze my body. A low snarl curled through the room, wrapping around me as I turned to look at the entry. There was another closed-door opposite to the parlour, a door sat beyond the set of stairs. Lancaster was in the room, but I could not see him. Porter continued to yell at him as he thumped on the door and jiggled the handle. I began to back away, watching the three closed doors and the set of stairs.
“Tell me; Mary is it?”
I shrieked as I turned around, William was leaning on the door.
“What do you offer to convince me that you are a wholesome woman and not the kind that I see standing on a street corner pervading her wares or the woman who gets drunk in a club and goes home with a stranger? Do you know what those women are good for?” He grinned darkly. “They make a mighty fine meal, Mary, so easily persuaded into following the random unknown man into the alley for a good time.”
He lifted himself from the door and began to herd me to the wall behind, his dark blue eyes never leaving me. “Tell me, Mary, are you one of those women?”
I shook my head frantically; my heart had started beating faster as I backed away. There was only so far I could go before he would have me trapped.
“But what were you doing out at that hour if you aren't? You were working, right? I wasn't lied to, was I?”
“I work at the grocery store.” I stuttered as I finally hit the wall. “Filling the shelves. I was on my way home to sleep, alone. That's all I do, sleep and work.”
He took a deep breath in with the smug smile still in place; his eyes momentarily closed as he enjoyed the fear that was drenched in the air. “But there is no air of innocence with you; you cannot fool a vampire Mary. I can tell you have lain with a man and that is why I have issues with the thought of keeping you here. I understand that you are not aware of the rules of my kind but we believe in strict morals and to have you here would be... detrimental.”
Tears snaked down my cheeks as he finally stepped away from my body. “You know nothing about me.” I hissed. “Fine, you are right, I have been with a man but did your stupid vampire skills tell you that I didn't do it willingly?”
Lancaster turned back to look at me but said nothing. His cold and domineering gaze did nothing to subdue the anger that I felt toward him.
“Where's your high and mighty morals for the fourteen-year-old girl being raped by someone that was supposed to be her carer? Porter said that I wasn't supposed to bring up your past, that I had to be well behaved and polite but what about you? Where is your civility? You called me a slut with no evidence just your hokey vampire senses that can detect I'm not a virgin. It's fine; you know what, I'll tell you. It's not as if I haven't already told the cops or the case worker, dozens of people streaming in and out of my life taking a good look at the freak show that is me. He took four years of my life until I became legal age and then he was no longer interested. I was booted out of the orphanage with nowhere to go, no one to turn to. He made me get a job when I was sixteen, and he took all the money. If it weren't for the case worker finding me the crap hole of an apartment, I'd be living under a bridge. I have never willingly entertained a man; I don't have the time for it. I work to pay the bills and buy food; I go home to sleep and nothing more because I cannot afford it. I work two jobs just to pay for my boring and mundane life. So, mister high and mighty vampire, what do you say about my morals now?”
Silence filled the void; not even Porter was thumping on the door anymore. William took a step closer, tracing his fingers over the tears that streamed down my cheeks. With a soft smile, he turned his fingers over, a little tear shaped drop of ice sat on the fingertip.
“Forgive my terrible behaviour. I live in a world of high morals, the likes of which this world hasn't seen in several hundred years. My kind is yet to awaken to the new world as it is but that does not excuse my bad manners. You are a guest in my home, and I have treated you badly.” He looked at the little ice drop on his finger, then to me again. “Porter said you have wounds.” He said low.
I nodded as I lifted the shirt to show the marks.
“A tear of innocence with a drop of vampire blood and you could be scar free.”
“I won't turn into a vampire, will I?”
He chuckled as he shook his head, opening the door behind me. I followed him into the room; it was as cold as the entry. A large wood desk sat in front of the back wall that was books from one end to the other, reaching as high as the ceiling. To the side of the room, in front of the window was two single seat chairs and a lantern on the table in between them. It did little to light the room. I couldn't help but wonder why he wouldn't turn on the light if he couldn't let the sun in.
“Rest upon the chair while I fetch the blade.”
“Blade?” I gasped.
“Well, I can't exactly bleed without one unless you know of a way to remove blood without cutting myself?”
I rolled my eyes and said nothing, slumping into the chair. William knelt before me, dropping the icy droplet of my tear onto the largest gash. It was cold for about a second and then melted onto my skin. He held the blade to his finger tip and pricked the skin, dropping a drop of blood on the same spot where the tear had melted. He grinned at me as he sucked on the wound on his finger and then stood to his feet.
“It will take time for the wound to be completely gone, and it will only do the wound that it is applied to, the next time I manage to upset you we can do the next one.”
I looked down at the skin, the blood had soaked in, but nothing had changed. When I looked up, William had settled into the other seat. He was quiet on his feet which was worrying, he could sneak up on me, and I would never hear it until it was too late.
“This would be a good time to set some ground rules.”
“I'm staying now?”
“Would you prefer to stay elsewhere? I was under the impression that I was the only level one available.”
“No.” I huffed. “You just said that I couldn't stay because... oh never mind. You are infuriating.”
“And you are hot headed, but you have managed to earn your way back by being truthful. I was... dwelling on the past and had forgotten my manners. So, this is where we discuss your stay and what will happen.”
William shifted in his seat, it seemed like he was uncomfortable and he was pretending to be at ease with having a woman living in the house. He wasn't; it was becoming increasingly obvious. His fingers tapped on the armrest; he would frown and then relax.
“Okay, so we will start with places around the house. If the door is locked then I think it's pretty obvious, wouldn't you agree?”
I nodded quietly. 
“I will have to leave at the fall of the sun to feed, while it isn't ideal to leave you alone, I have no choice. If I do not feed, then I become hungry. I can control my hunger provided I feed regularly. When I am gone, you will remain within the walls of the house. In fact, I would suggest that you not venture out into the yard until the lycan is caught.”
“What if something happens to you when you're out?”
He chuckled, rather amused at the question. “Nothing will happen to me and provided you stay inside; nothing will happen to you either. Now as for your own food, I believe that you have been provided for by Porter as I do not have human food here. There is a kitchen, but it is old and likely to be nothing like what you are used to. I have lived here for fifty years and never used it, so don't look to me for help.” He shrugged. “I warned Porter accordingly, I hope for your sake he has purchased appropriate items. Moving onto your attire, this is unacceptable.” William gestured to the man combo disguise that I was wearing.
“This was to get me out of the hospital. Usually, I'm in a uniform.”
“Well this is not work, it is a house where the women wear dresses. I suspect that bag you were carrying doesn't have many dresses.”
“I wouldn't have a clue, that's all Porter's doing.”
He pursed his lips into a long thin line and nodded. “Dressed appropriately at all times when you are not in your bedroom. I will try my best not to have guests, but sometimes it is unavoidable. If that is the case, I will endeavour to warn you before their arrival, and it would be wise to remain in your room.”
William stood to his feet and held out his hand, warily I took it looking up into a softened gaze. “You will find life here easy provided you follow the rules. Behave like a woman should and remember that I am from an era where women were chaste and quiet. They wore dresses and not pants, didn't parade around in clothes that showed more skin than cloth. They were a desirable creature created by a flutter of the eyes, not by the amount of skin they showed.”
His cold hand gripped mine firmly, slowly pulling me closer. One icy thumb pressed over my knuckles as he drew it to his lips. I could feel the ice pushing through my hand as he pressed his lips to the knuckles, his eyes never leaving mine. The heat rose into my cheeks; I could feel the tell-tale burn of it, wishing that it would flow to my hand. But the desire was there, burning its way through me. I could understand what he meant by desire being created by nothing more than a gesture, not by showing my bits off to the world. A grin curled into the corner of his mouth as he slowly drew away from me, still watching me. The sound of Porter resuming his thumping on the door broke the heat-filled moment, Lancaster released me from his icy grip.
“William will be fine.”
“Okay.” I croaked as my eyelashes fluttered.
He turned on his heels and walked to the door. I could hear the door open and the sound of two men fumbling into the entry. “Gentlemen, we have agreed that the arrangement will continue. We will discuss compensation at the end of the stay.”
Porter looked at me, his gaze burning through me as if I'd done something wrong. I didn't care about anyone’s morals, if they insulted me, then I was going to stand up for myself. If my life in the orphanage and years of abuse has taught me anything, it's that I am a fighter. I took the abuse because I didn't think there was any other option, I was under age. Every time I ran away, I was picked up by the police and taken back to the orphanage. My complaints about the man in charge were ignored as an excuse to explain my running away. I had managed to find one police officer that believed me; she was a victim of abuse herself. But my problem was that the other children in the orphanage were so scared of him, they backed him instead of me. From then on, the cops had me pinned as a troublemaker and a liar. So, there was no point in telling anyone until I was free from him, then I found the cop that believed me. She opened the file again and re-interviewed the children, and some of them had become adults. Adults that were no longer under the influence of an evil man and were able to tell the truth.
“Now, what have you packed? It doesn't seem nearly sufficient.”
James dumped the box to the ground and opened it, I wanted to groan loudly. It was tinned food; tinned meat was a pet hate of mine. I understood that William didn't have food here so understandably he wouldn't have a fridge either but this was ridiculous.
“Could you not have hired a refrigerator for a couple of weeks?”
“And where would they plug it into?” William grinned at me.
“Oh, are you kidding me?” My hands flew up into the air in disgust. “No electricity, seriously?”
“What do I require electricity for? I do not need to heat my meals; they are already warmed sufficiently.”
“Gross.” I sneered at him.
“I do not judge you for what you eat, why do you judge me for what I eat?”
“Fine, what about heating the water to bathe, washing your clothes?”
“I have gas connected and a laundry service, anything else?”
James stood to his feet, hesitantly looking at me and then to William. “There's more in the car.” He was out the door before any of us could say anything which seemed rather odd.
“What's his deal?”
“Had a run in with a particularly nasty vampire a few months back,” Porter mumbled as he picked up the box.
“Didn't you know; we are all the same,” William said sarcastically. “We are all nasty and threaten the lives of every single human we come across. We all want to devour every single human on this earth, not realising that it would end in our demise.”
“He's just scared, don't be nasty.” I snipped. “There's nothing wrong with being scared.”
“Oh, you are right about that, there is nothing wrong with it at all. But not all of us are the same. Not all vampires are monsters just like not all humans are honest.” William roughly took the box from Porter's grip. “Not all humans are trustworthy.” He looked at me “Remember that one in particular, just because they seem to care for you doesn't mean they can be trusted. You may take a room upstairs to the left of the stairs, do not venture to the right. Always to the left.” He stalked to the door beyond the stairs, slamming the door shut behind him.
“Care to explain that?”
“The past that I told you not to ask about.”
The door swung open, James brought in more boxes and dumped them by the door.
“You can wait in the car when you've brought the last of them in.” Wordlessly James nodded and continued back to the car. Porter collected the boxes after checking the contents. “Come on.” He sighed. “Let's get you settled.”






  
  Chapter 4


Porter had tried every single door to the left of the stairs, none of them would open. Angrily he stalked back to the balustrade and looked for William, huffing as he thumped his way down the stairs. 
“Something wrong?”
I gasped as I turned, William was leaning on the wall beside one of the doors. “All of the doors are locked, Tim has gone to find you.”
He nodded and turned the door handle as he lifted his body from the wall, grinning smugly at me. “This room will be better suited to you; it has clothes that you can wear while you are staying here. Likely to be better than anything Porter can provide. Shall we?”
The door creaked open revealing a poorly lit room. It was torture, William was being painful and enjoying the fear that would creep into my mind. He gestured to the open door, waiting with an inane grin on his face. Carefully I stepped into the room, my eyes straining to see through it. The crack in the curtain revealed little. William's presence was always engulfing; I could feel the cold surround me like a frozen jacket. The door clicked shut, I turned to look at him, but he was gone. Now he was playing tricks again, ensuring I understood he was the superior race in the room. Or maybe he liked to frighten already scared women. The coldness started to push on me, a wall of ice pressed against me though I couldn't see anything. Stepping back, I hit the door, feeling the wall of ice breathe a cold soft wind over me.
“Do you not think I am scared enough already?” I whispered. “Do you really need to add to my fear? How can I sleep at night when I fear those that rest under the same roof as me?”
“Well for starters...” He whispered against my neck. “I do not rest of a night time, you have invaded my house during the most important time of my day, and I am tired from a lack of sleep. As for being scared and not wanting any further fear, well I think you do not hold enough fear. I have seen the creature that attacked you, I have gone against their kind. You and I, we are not so different. We might have had our battles end differently, but we have both lived to see another day.”
Tears pressed out of my eyes as I closed them, wishing the lycan had killed me. James was right; I was jumping from the frying pan and into the fire. I could feel the cold moving higher, closer to my neck.
“Word has gotten out of the human that has withstood a lycan attack, many have asked for a moment to bask in your glow.”
“I only survived because of luck; it was interrupted otherwise I would be dead.”
Opening my eyes, I realised how close he was, one wrong move and I'd have a set of fangs in my neck within a few seconds. William moved higher, his eyes meeting with mine as his fingers trailed over my cheek and jaw.
“Do you believe in fate?” He whispered against my skin.
“I uh... I don't know.”
“Mary?” Porter sounded panicked.
William smiled and stepped back, allowing me to open the door. Porter took a sweeping glance at me, quickly assessing that while I might be upset, I was still alive. Which was basically his requirement, I knew he didn't care for the weeping woman. The room started to light up; I turned to see William lighting the fire and then turning to us.
“I ask that when I am in the room, the curtains are drawn. I do not wish to suffer the burns from the sunlight. However, when I am not here, you are free to do as you please.”
I surveyed the room; it was lined with cream wall panels, a large love seat sat in front of the fireplace and by the window. The bed was immense and covered in an exquisite linen that was a cream and gold brocade; pillows consumed the first third of it.
“If you will.” William gestured to the door beside the fireplace. He opened the door that continued to a walk-in robe and bathroom that was larger than my apartment; it was spacious and just as opulent as the bedroom. The wood floor continued through the robe, stopping short of the tiles for the bathroom. “The dresses that we discussed.”
“Sure.” I gulped hard.
They were full on. When William said dresses, I assumed normal dresses, not something that looked like it was from two hundred years ago. I didn't even know how to deal with these things, remembering that there were corsets and ribbon lacing at the back. How was I supposed to dress if it had lacing at the back? Did he have a maid here or something? Maybe I could hide in this room for the next few weeks; then I wouldn't have to dress in clothes that looked like it had been in an attic for a century.
“Alright.” Porter dumped the box onto the floor. “Looks like you're all set, there are some toiletries and uh other stuff in there.”
His cheeks flushed as he gestured to the box, looking anywhere except at me. I stooped to the box and opened it, understanding his embarrassment. This was something I hadn't thought of, but thankfully someone else had. Though being around a vampire, it made me wonder about it. Maybe I might pre-plan a little, get some of those cans and lock myself in here for a couple of days. Surely, he would be understanding if not grateful?
“Gee thanks, Porter.” I scoffed, pretending I wasn't just a little worried.
Worried? No, slightly panicking. Yes, that's the one, completely freaked out.
“Okay so I'd say call me if you need anything but there aren’t any phones here, so I'll see you when your stint in Lancaster jail is done.”
“At least in jail, they have electricity and can use the phone if they are allowed,” I muttered.
“We could put you in jail if you like.” William grinned wickedly.
Porter chuckled as he left the room, calling out his goodbye as he descended the stairs. William turned at the threshold of the walk-in robe, scanning over me with a crooked smile.
“I will be leaving soon; I shouldn't be too long. You should freshen up and select a dress for my return. I would suggest that you alter your sleeping routine to mine so that I can protect you better. Remember the rules. Do not leave the house, do not let anyone in, do not venture and do not pry.” 






  
  Chapter 5


After William had left, I closed the main door and locked it, searching through the boxes and putting things in the bathroom cupboards. I flicked through the dresses; they were all gowns of glittering glory, nothing was simple. Sighing with relief, I found one with a zip. It was a simple burgundy strapless dress; I could only hope it would be tight enough to hold me in. I was a little hesitant about taking a shower but did so knowing the door was locked and that he was gone. It wasn't a pleasant thought knowing what he was going to do. Someone was going to die; some poor innocent soul was going to lose their life to sustain another. I didn't want to dwell on it; it was too morbid. He had to survive, and that was through feeding off the blood of a human. 
Wrapped in a towel, I searched through the draws and found the underwear draw. I was relieved to find the price tag still attached to them. It was one thing to wear a dress that might have belonged to another person but their underwear? No thanks. My hair had been done; Porter had packed hair ties and pins, enabling me to do a simple yet stylish bun. Now all I had to do was get into the dress and get the zip done up, the zip I was struggling to reach. The zip that was doing itself up.
“What made you select this dress?” 
I shrieked and turned, gripping my hand to my chest. 
“Is something wrong?”
“You cannot sneak up on me like that and how did you get through the locked door?”
“Locks and my house, hmm, I wonder how I did that?”
I huffed at him, frowning deeply. “Do I not deserve some privacy?”
“I came to offer my assistance with your dress, if you do not require it then I shall go.”
I rolled my eyes and turned so he could continue to do the zip up. “How did you know that I needed help? How did you know that I wasn't naked in here?”
“I didn't.” The humour in his voice didn't escape me; I turned to see that he was gone.
I went in search of William which navigating this place wasn't an easy task. Beyond the door that sat on the stairs was a corridor that seemed to split the house in two. Doors were locked everywhere I turned, it was a maze of tiny corridors that shot off in every direction, and I was just going from door to door with little luck. By the time I thought that I was lost, I found a door that opened, the kitchen. The room looked outdated and tired, in desperate need of an overhaul but considering its owner was a vampire that never used a kitchen; I'd say that overhaul was never going to happen. I closed the door on the fifties throwback, wondering what the other rooms were like.
“Are we lost?”
I spun around and hit the door behind me, yelping as I looked up at the cold face of an unimpressed man.
“I was looking for you; I didn't know where you were.”
“Dining room, to the left. Always to the left.”
“Uh, okay.” I followed him, scurrying along the wood floors. He might have said to the left, but it was his right, so who was correct here? I inwardly chastised myself; I was being a smart arse. William opened the door to the dining room, the end of the table had been set for one. The room was warm even though there was no fireplace in here; there also wasn't any windows. All the walls were lined with wallpaper that was long vertical stripes, a dark green that seemed to close the room into itself. An enormous black candelabra sat in the centre of the wood table, lighting the darkened room. I hated this no electricity nonsense. William held the chair out and waited patiently; the unimpressed face had not changed.
“It is simple here, to the left. The house is under a spell that will trick the mind if you are folly with your movements.” Slowly and concisely he moved to the left of me, sitting on the first available seat. “Always to the left, never forget it otherwise you will be going in circles for days. Eat up before your food goes cold.”
I looked down at the hulking side of meat sitting on the tray before me, several slices were already cut. It looked like beef, and it was steaming hot. Layered around it was an assortment of roasted vegetables an open bottle of red wine, a glass poured.
“I do not wish to be rude but where did this come from?”
“Are you sure you wish to ask that question, Mary?” His eyes lit up with fascination as he watched me falter, figuring this was his victim's meal. Crud balls.
“Uh no. Thank you, this is generous of you.”
“My pleasure.” The weight of his gaze was heavy upon me; it was like he had never entertained a human before, like he had never seen them eat. I was incredibly uneasy about being watched when I ate, especially by someone who didn't eat at the same time. Though I didn't want to dine with him; somehow I think that I might be either passed out on the floor or vomiting. Either way, there would be tears, hysterical sobbing and a long life of nightmares to follow. Nice thoughts to have while eating. I inwardly sighed, I was over thinking things again. Time to change the subject. But to what? Can't ask about his past, which probably rules out a lot of questions about the house or his life in general. Maybe I could stick to generic stuff.
His cold gaze had changed ever so slightly as I slowly made my way through the meal, it was incredibly good, and I was extremely grateful.
“This is good,” I said when my mouth was empty.
He smiled thinly, one that could barely be called a smile.
“Do you eat or drink anything other than blood?”
“No.”
“Has anyone ever tried? Does it kill you or something?”
William shifted in his seat, was my questioning making him uncomfortable? He frowned ever so slightly. “They have, and it makes us violently ill. The body purges it before death takes hold. Shouldn't you be eating before your food goes cold?”
“Just being polite and making conversation,” I muttered.
When I had finished, I looked at the food that was still sitting there; it seemed such a waste. There had to be enough for at least two people, if not more. It was a worrying thought that two people might have died. Maybe it was a couple that had sat down for a romantic meal only to have the local vampire knock on their door to steal their food and their life. And here I was eating it without a care, more concerned about the glacial glare I was getting from the thief. Charming. William stood from his chair taking the candelabra with him. He held his hand out to me, waiting for me to take it. The light of the candles flickered against his stoic face; they highlighted the darkness in his blue eyes. His thumb trailed over my knuckles, and for the second time in as many hours, I was feeling breathless. The cold invaded my fingers snaking its way up them in a tight coil, slithering over the back of my hand. I wanted to shiver, it reached my wrist, and the hairs stood on end.
“Have you had sufficient?”
“Yes, thank you, but I feel wasteful, what will happen to this food? You don't have a refrigerator.”
“Oh, I wouldn't worry about a little bit of food. Come, we shall retire to the parlour for the rest of the evening.”
I turned back to the table where the food was still sitting; my stomach gnawed with the hunger that would find me tomorrow, wishing I could save it somehow. “But the food.”
“Do not fret; I am sure I could find something for you tomorrow.” He tugged on my hand, leading me out of the room. A small grin curled into the corner of his mouth as we stopped outside the dining room, the door clicked closed behind us.
“To the left,” I whispered with a grin.
“Always to the left.” He repeated with the grin still intact.
When I followed his rule, the layout was a breeze. A few turns and I was back in the entry with no fuss. It was simple, no matter what, turn left. Even if it was a dead end, turn left, because apparently dead ends were just a trick of the eye. Back in the parlour I sat on the chesterfield and looked at the books that had appeared at some point since I had








