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CHAPTER ONE

‘Any last requests?’ I yell at the cheering crowd in front of me.

This gig at the Underworld in Camden is the last my bandmates and I are playing for two weeks and, so far, it’s been one of our best performances to date. The tickets for this grungy venue sold out days ago, but judging by how tightly squeezed together everyone looks, I’m sure a few extra people snuck in.

‘“The Less I Know the Better”!’ is screamed back at us, but we expected it. Our version of the Tame Impala hit has been requested at almost every gig we’ve played since the beginning of last year.

Fallon, our lead singer, wipes his face with the towel that lives on his shoulder, then lifts his free hand to grab the beam above the stage. ‘Sorry, what was that?’

‘“The Less I Know the Better”! “The Less I Know the Better”!’

The crowd moves as one, punching their hands in the air while they throw themselves up and down. They chant Fallon’s name too – mostly the girls, which he revels in.

‘All right, all right …’ He drops his hand, smirking at the rest of us. ‘Let’s goooo!’

I tighten the hair tie around my locs before teasing the first few chords on my bass guitar, enjoying my own moment of hype. Once I start for real, though, and Kyle hits the drums, everyone sings along with Fallon, and the pillars holding up the roof begin to shake.

Playing here is always a vibe but tonight has been especially wild.

I’m deafened by screams as Fallon seduces his mic, softly singing half of the first verse, until Kyle picks up the tempo on the drums, and his harsh, guttural growls arrive.

I lose myself with the crowd, miming along with Fallon as I caress my bass strings. Beads of my sweat join theirs on the floor with each jerk of my head, adding to the well-used, musky scent in here. And with each inhale, the more aroused my senses become.

This is what I live for: the high that comes with the rush of adrenaline in my blood. These moments have gotten so much better since I turned eighteen a few months ago, so … intense.

But before I begin to dwell on all the other strange things that have been happening to me, I block it from my mind and encourage the crowd to clap their hands in time with Kyle’s drums.

Since I picked up my first instrument – a keyboard – when I was seven, playing music has come naturally to me. Same went for my transition to a guitar at ten and, eventually, my first bass at fourteen. Then, it just became a part of who I was.

Playing bass always saved me in one way or another too, whether it was how learning new music or techniques soothed my loneliness, or how certain melodies would lift my mood. The deep sounds spoke to me in a way that no other instrument could. And even more so now.

I’m as buzzed as our audience is when we finish the song, but once Fallon thanks everyone, I make my usual excuses to leave. Now that I don’t have the distraction of playing my guitar, it’s a struggle to keep the overthinking at bay.

Particularly about Kyle.

‘Oh, come on, Gabby,’ our guitarist, Mads, complains when I tell her my plan to head home. ‘We’re not gonna see each other for two weeks. You can’t kick it with us for one night?’

I clip my bass case closed. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to …’ Of course I want to party at Freddie’s place. It’s always a good time when we chill there, but it wouldn’t be a good idea with how I currently feel.

‘Boring,’ Kyle sings, coming over with Fallon. ‘One drink, and I’ll pay for your taxi home. You haven’t hung with us outside of these gigs for ages.’

Kyle’s tanned skin looks so good against all that black he’s wearing …

It used to be so easy to see him only as my bandmate, regardless of how cute I thought he was but, recently, I’ve found it pretty much impossible to keep my thoughts about him professional. Not only does he always smell good, but he’s been growing his hair out, and I’ve often wondered what it would feel like to run my—

Stop.

‘That’s not been on purpose,’ I retort, feeling conflicted. ‘I’ve had a lot going on.’

He rolls his hazel eyes. ‘So you keep saying.’

Fallon, though, he’s suspicious. ‘Have we done something to upset you? Is the next step you quitting on us?’

‘Not at all.’ It hurts he would think that, but I don’t blame him. I can’t exactly tell them about all the crazy things I’ve been feeling – hell, I can’t make sense of them half the time. But I also can’t keep lying – my well of lies has run empty.

‘So, come for one drink,’ Mads says, grinning like I’ve already conceded.

I roll my eyes. ‘Just one.’

I have to force myself to breathe deeper so I can settle my pounding heart and the sudden rush of desire caused by Kyle smiling at me.

He playfully punches my arm, oblivious to my torment. ‘Now that’s more like it.’

Despite giving in, the band didn’t seem convinced that I wouldn’t back out of going to the party at the last moment. Kyle even insisted on driving me home and waiting for me to get ready. He might not have said anything directly to my face, but it’s obvious he’s feeling some kind of way about me not hanging out with him and the others anymore.

Kyle and I would spend a lot of time together outside the band before my birthday, but he was the first thing I had to cut out when the … weirdness started happening. But it didn’t stop my attraction towards him.

I try to remember the last party I’d been to – or raves or music festivals, all the things I’d be first in line for – and can’t. Now all I seem to do is worry about the next lie I’ll feed to the people I care about. My parents are still suspicious after I skipped Metal Fest this year, and I know they didn’t believe it was because I ‘couldn’t get tickets’.

I have a quick shower and change into a black, oversized hoodie and ripped jeans, but I wear the same boots because they’re my favourite. They’re leather with a two-inch platform, and they’re super comfortable. I’d bought them to match a dress I had with huge cut-out slits that would show the ink on my arms and back, but I don’t wear things like that any more.

Being a gothic black girl always makes me stand out, as do a few of my more unorthodox facial piercings. That doesn’t bother me, though. My parents have always made me feel comfortable with expressing my alternative style. However, being different means attention – and that is currently a problem.

‘All good?’ Kyle asks, once I’ve got back into his Sprinter van. ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ I feign being cold when he glances at my outfit. ‘Thanks for waiting on me.’

‘I wanted to.’

He’s quiet for a little while he drives, but he fiddles with the chain on his jeans’ pocket. ‘The gig was wild tonight, huh?’

I smile as I remember it. ‘It was. Nice that the fans showed up for us, though, especially as it was the last one for a few weeks.’

‘Right …’ He glances my way. ‘Got any plans for the time off?’

I shake my head before staring out of the window, my heart racing after meeting those hazel eyes. Don’t be weird … ‘Nah. What about you? Have you planned anything?’

‘Spending some time in the studio, might hit the skate park.’ He gestures at the stereo, nudging me to play some music for the drive. ‘Apart from that, I guess I’ll just go with the flow.’

‘Sounds good.’ I connect my phone and play ‘Raining Blood’ by Slayer. We both like this band, and soon we’re both nodding our heads along to it. It helps me relax, too, and I actually start looking forward to the party we’re on our way to.

Freddie’s parties are always epic because he knows a lot of people and his parents’ place is huge. He lives in a cul-de-sac called Grange Gardens, which is a stark contrast to the rough council estate I’ve grown up on. It has, like, seven bedrooms, a handful of bathrooms and a heated pool out the back.

When we arrive, there is a ton of people out front and whatever calm I’d felt dissipates. It’s weird given how much time I’ve spent at Freddie’s. Kyle and Freddie have been friends for years and the rest of us became friends with him too, since this is where we’d practice when we were first setting up the band. Freddie makes his own music too, so he has an in-house studio that became a second home for the rest of us.

‘Come on,’ Kyle says, once he manages to find somewhere to park his van. ‘Let’s get you that drink.’

He leads me into the house, helping me squeeze past couples making out and groups drinking and dancing in the crowded hallways. The music isn’t my preference: pop music is playing currently, and the further inside we get, the more I regret my decision to come.

Kyle eyes me when we arrive at the drinks table in the kitchen. ‘Rum? Vodka?’ He looks me up and down and raises an eyebrow. ‘Cider?’

I roll my eyes. Last summer, we ended up getting drunk on cider in the park. I drank way too much of it and threw up on my minidress – something he’s never let me forget. ‘Vodka and Coke would be good.’

He smirks, reaching for a cup. ‘You sure? Freddie should have some around here—’

‘I can leave.’

His expression falters. ‘I’m just kidding. Damn, you’re so stressed these days.’ He hands me my cup. ‘Wanna talk about it?’

‘Nah, I’m good.’ I sip my drink, but it doesn’t relax me at all. If anything, it makes me more jittery and I think he can tell.

He leans closer. ‘I recorded that new track I told you about. Wanna hear it?’

‘Hell yeah.’ That switches my entire mood. Not only can I finally hear this ‘masterpiece’ he’s been banging on about, but it means I can get away from all these bodies.

All these scents are making me—

‘Come on, then.’

I follow him upstairs to the studio, away from the thumping music and confined spaces. To my relief, I finally begin to chill the hell out.

‘This better be good after you’ve hyped it up so much,’ I tease.

He chuckles as he leans over the chair to make a few clicks on his laptop. ‘It is.’ Then he straightens when an intro heavy with cymbals plays, quickly joined by the bass drum.

Wow … He wasn’t lying …

I nod my head as soon as the full beat kicks in, and then I’m smiling up at him. ‘I love this.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’ I’m already imagining my own contribution to it.

His eyes light up. ‘You should come over one day next week and jam with me.’

‘Yeah …’ I do miss chilling with him here, and it’s been obvious he’s missed it too. I just wish I knew why I’ve suddenly started to feel so differently about him.

No one told me I’d suddenly have a bunch of intense emotions to deal with when I turned eighteen. Emotions I don’t have names for.

Don’t go there.

I think back to how good I felt at the Underworld earlier instead, to take my mind off the confused emotions, then I start visualising the chords I’d play while strumming my air bass. ‘We should play this at our next gig.’

That makes him laugh. ‘Yeah?’

I screw my face up and strum my imaginary strings with more enthusiasm. ‘Definitely.’ But when he just stares back at me, with that cute-ass grin, I start wishing my bass really was between us.

His lips look so soft.

His gaze drops to my mouth and my insides clench with the way he licks his lips, and then the thirst I’ve been pushing down for months suddenly makes a reappearance with a vengeance.

Just one taste …

‘Gab,’ he says quietly, but that’s all that is said, because then we’re kissing, and even when my surprise passes, I still honestly have no idea who started it.

He pulls me closer, clutching the waist of my hoodie in his hands while slipping his tongue between my parted lips. I gasp and hold him back just as fervently, because the taste of him makes me ravenous.

So much so, I experience a sharp pang in my stomach.

More.

Our teeth clash when he starts walking me backwards, but amongst me almost tripping, I taste something coppery on my tongue.

Oh god …

I gasp as a warm shudder ripples up my spine, and it’s as if every cell in my body ignites before it explodes to awaken something within me that only compares to lust. The thirst that’s been tormenting me escalates with it and, before I know what’s happening, my gums are tingling and I’m sinking my teeth deeply into his juicy bottom lip.

A part of me is shocked, but I can’t stop, especially after my mouth is flooded with his blood. What I experience with it is better than any high I’ve ever had. The metallic, slightly bitter taste, the sickly-sweet smell, and the way my body reacts, leaves me with no doubt that I’ve been irrevocably changed.

I choke on a moan as I desperately suck to get more. It’s the most incredible thing I’ve ever tasted and beyond the feeling of pure ecstasy, there’s also a wave of relief. The craving that has tortured me for months finally feels like it’s being quenched.

But no faster am I satiated than I’m served a harsh dose of sobering reality when my right mind returns, and I realise what I’ve done. All the sound I’d been blocking out floods back in and Kyle is … screaming.

I release my grip on him and he’s holding his mouth and yelling. His eyes are wild, and he’s backing away … like he’s scared of me.

‘Kyle—’ The tip of my tongue catches two sharp points when I speak, and then my eyes are drawn to the red liquid dripping from his hand as he attempts to stop the bleeding.

‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ he screams, and with that, I’m fully snapped back into my body.

Oh god, what have I done?

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and it comes away covered in blood. ‘I-I’m sorry. I don’t … I didn’t—’

I sob as I bolt from the room, barely remaining upright when I rush through the crowded hall. I crash into a girl coming up the stairs, but I don’t even stop to apologise before leaping down them two at a time.

The front of the house is a little quieter now, but I can still hear Kyle’s screams, so I sprint past everyone into the street.

My lungs burn with each desperate stride, bringing a wave of light-headedness, but even when I trip over an uneven dip in the path, I daren’t stop.

My mind is playing out all kinds of scenarios about the mess I’ve just gotten myself into, and all the questions I’ll be asked …

Why the hell did I do that?

My heartbeat is deafening as I think about everyone at the party rushing to Kyle, learning what I’ve done. When my palms begin to get clammy and my hands tremble, the panic becomes unbearable.

Breathe …

But I can’t.

I gasp for my next breath, but no relief comes; and with the next attempt, a sudden heat spreads across my arms and legs. I’m forced to stop then, because my skin warms, and then my staggered whimper is silenced by amber clouding my eyes.

What the—?

A shrill scream is ripped from my throat as I’m thrust into the air, so high above the street that my heart attempts its own escape. I reach my hands out to grab something – a tree, a lamp post – but I’m swiftly silenced when I see flames dancing across my arms.

I turn and catch my reflection in the windows of the houses as I hurtle past, and even though I frantically slap the flames to put them out, they don’t so much as flicker.

How can this be?

None of my clothes are burning, and although my skin is hot, the fire doesn’t hurt …

What the hell is happening to me?

I continue to fight myself past the rest of the houses on the street, lighting up the night sky more than the moon the harder I try to pat down the flames.

I’m going to die …

Mum and Dad will be heartbroken, and so ashamed. They’ll forever be known as the parents of the freak who bit her bandmate to drink his blood and then went and set herself on fire.

I’m so sorry.

The flames on my arms splutter and spark as my chest aches, until I’m jolted to the right and start hurtling above entire housing estates. Across parks, fields, and busy, illuminated roads, until I realise I’m headed in the direction of home.

It barely takes a few moments before I see my bedroom window through my amber vision, but I can’t slow down, let alone stop, so I squeeze my eyes shut.

I’m gonna crash—

Glass shattering all around me makes me wince with how I’m going to explain this to Mum and Dad, but when I land on the carpet and open my eyes, I’m more relieved that I’m no longer a flying human inferno.

I scramble up from the floor to check myself in the mirror, thankful that whatever just happened to me is over. Thank god, I still have my locs, and no burns, no pain anywhere … Just the scent of smoke in the back of my throat, and the faintest tingling over my skin.

But I’m alive …

However, the relief is short-lived, because I hear my parents rush out of their room.

‘Gabby?’ Mum blinds me with the light when she switches it on, and then I feel sick to the point of vomiting when her and Dad look down at the carpet at a burn mark there.

It appears that although I wasn’t harmed by the flames that covered me, nothing else is immune.

I follow Dad’s gaze to the busted window.

How the hell am I going to explain this?




CHAPTER TWO

I’ve read plenty of books on strange and questionable subjects, and had a curious mind about esoteric topics since I was a young girl, but even I didn’t think that it was really possible to wake up in an alternate reality.

Nothing seems real anymore.

Mum and Dad have just sat me down at the kitchen table now that I’ve finally managed to drag myself out of bed. It’s late afternoon and I’m exhausted, which they seem to sympathise with when I yawn.

They’re almost, almost, acting as if last night didn’t happen.

But it did.

My boarded-up window greeted me with glimpses of light the moment I opened my eyes, and when I tried to will it away by rolling over, I was met with the ugly scorched ring etched into the carpet. The melted, crispy fibres scratched beneath my nails when I sat on the floor beside it, bringing back every tiny detail—

‘There was no trace of your bag,’ Dad says. ‘I’m sorry, love.’

‘Don’t worry.’ I didn’t expect him to find it when he said he’d go and look for it last night, and truthfully, I’m relieved he didn’t. Ordering a new bank card is easy. Ignoring phone calls and texts – not so much. I hate to think what kind of abuse I would’ve woken up to. ‘Thanks, though.’

He nods before looking to Mum, beside him. ‘Do you want me to—’

‘No.’ Mum closes her eyes briefly when she shakes her head. ‘Gabrielle, sweetheart … we need to talk about last night.’

‘What about it?’ I ask, hoping that by some miracle she tells me a different version of events. I mean, I have always had vivid dreams … Maybe I drank more than I thought …

Dad reaches across the table to hold my hand. ‘You know what, love.’

The confirmation of my life being over hits hard, but so does something else when I look between the two of them.

Something about how calm they’re being doesn’t sit right. They didn’t even ask questions about what happened when they found me last night. All they did was make sure I wasn’t physically hurt, while giving each other knowing glances that they thought I couldn’t see while Dad boarded up the window.

‘Do you know what happened to me last night?’ I ask.

There’s that look between them again.

‘Yes,’ Mum answers.

‘What?’

‘Why hadn’t you told us that you’d been struggling?’ Mum asks, appearing upset. ‘It started on your birthday, right?’

I scoff. ‘Um, well, maybe because I didn’t wanna be labelled a freak and be locked up in a mental institute!’ Then it hits me. This means they’ve known how tormented I’ve been. That I’d be catching fire and thrown through the air, and they didn’t warn me. ‘I can’t believe you knew …’

My chest aches with that realisation.

‘We didn’t,’ Dad insists. ‘Well, not really. We didn’t notice any of the signs.’

‘Can you stop being so calm about this?’ I ask, irritated by how normal they’re acting. ‘You do know what happened to me isn’t normal, right? My entire body was covered in …’ I grimace. ‘I can’t even say it.’

Dad tries reaching across the table to hold my hand, but I tuck it into my lap. ‘We understand how you must feel, love, but there’s nothing wrong with you.’

I laugh bitterly. ‘Are you kidding? I caught fire.’ Have they lost their minds? ‘I was flying through the sky!’

‘We’re sorry,’ Mum says, remorseful now. ‘We know you must have been so scared.’

‘Scared?’ I scoot my chair back from the table in disgust. ‘I thought I was gonna die. Why am I like this?’ I gape at them both. ‘Does it happen to you, too?’

Dad shakes his head. ‘No, but we knew there was a chance that you might … have the gift.’

‘Gift?’ I frown. ‘Hold on … who else is like this?’

Mum sinks back in her chair. ‘My mother.’

That knocks the wind right out of me. ‘Grandma’s like this?’ No way.

She nods. ‘I’m sorry we didn’t tell you, sweetheart, but after I turned eighteen and didn’t feel any different, we honestly thought she was the last one in our family …’

‘Last one of what?’

Her eyes soften. ‘A soucouyant.’

‘That doesn’t even sound like a real word,’ I mutter, deep in my thoughts. ‘And I’ve never seen her do what I did.’

It would explain why Grandma rarely visits us, though.

‘She has learnt to control that side of her,’ Mum says, cautiously, ‘and you will, too.’

‘How? What is a soucouyant exactly?’

Mum’s and Dad’s faces pale. ‘It’s a shape-shifting creature from our Caribbean culture,’ Mum explains while regarding me closely. ‘The ones in our family have been a little different to what is traditionally written, but the presence of fire and bloodsucking behaviour is—’

‘So I’m a vampire?’ I shriek. ‘Please tell me you’re not serious?’

Mum shakes her head. ‘No. Some have labelled soucouyants as a type of vampire to simplify what it is, but as you will learn, it’s not as simple as that.’

I’m so confused. ‘None of this makes sense.’

‘The gene shows itself around your eighteenth birthday,’ Mum continues, her tone softer. ‘I’m so sorry – you must have been feeling so alone. And you didn’t go to any festivals this year … it all makes sense now.’

She keeps talking, but all I can focus on is the dread inside me that’s suddenly multiplied. That’s what I’ve been craving … The thirst I could never put my finger on, or quench …

Until last night.

A sob slips out as I accept my fate. ‘I’m a freak.’

My parents gasp. ‘No, you’re not.’

‘Yes, I am.’ I’m suddenly furious with them. ‘All this time I’ve been suffering! You should have told me this might happen.’ I wipe my eyes when angry tears burn my cheeks. ‘My life is ruined!’

‘It’s not,’ Dad says, adamantly. ‘You can learn to control the thirst and the shift.’

‘I can’t.’ I try to catch my breath but it’s hard to when my chest feels like it’s caving in on itself. ‘I don’t want to be like this. I …’ I close my eyes, guilt crushing me when I face the fact that what happened last night is even worse than I thought.

I could have killed Kyle.

‘I bit someone last night,’ I confess, but I keep my face covered because I’m ashamed.

‘What?’ they ask in unison. ‘Who?’

‘Kyle.’ I’m met with their horror when I lift my head. ‘It was an accident, I swear. One minute we were kissing, the next … I bit him. And everyone must know what I did by now. My life is over.’

I bury my head in my hands and begin to mourn life as I know it. Including my spot in the band, knowing I’ll never be able to play with them again. I’ve literally lost everything. My friends, my passion, my life.

What the hell am I gonna do now?

Mum and Dad get up to come and rub my back and comfort me, but when they tell me everything is going to be okay, I lose it.

They both startle when I jump up, and that hurts my heart because I can see the fear in their eyes before they mask it.

I can’t even blame them for being scared of me.

I’m scared of me, too.

‘How is this going to be okay?’ I ask, trying to catch my breath. ‘I saw it in your eyes, even you’re scared of me, and you should be. What happens when the craving comes back and I can’t ignore it? What happens when I burst into flames in here?’ The image I get of that last sentence kills me inside. ‘I could burn the house down.’

I could kill them.

I could’ve killed them last night.

‘You won’t,’ Mum insists. ‘Please, calm down—’

‘Stop telling me to calm down!’ I scream, but instead of telling me off for yelling at them, they try to comfort me again, so I pull away. ‘I can’t do this.’

‘Gabby,’ Dad calls after me as I head back to my room.

The sun has set by the time I wake up yet, surprisingly, I can still see quite well in here. I can read the titles of the books on my bookcase, and all the labels on my lotions and make-up.

These visual enhancements would be cool if my life was a film and I was some kind of superhero, but this is real life and, unfortunately, I’m a bloodsucking monster with pyromania tendencies towards myself. I messed up big-time and googled ‘soucouyant’ on my laptop after I came up here, and even though I know you can’t trust everything you read on the internet, I really wish I hadn’t gone looking for answers. I fell into a rabbit hole, almost had another panic attack, and then after I’d obsessed over everything I learnt, cried myself to sleep.

Soucouyants have many different names across the Caribbean and are supposed to be old women who shed their skin and turn into balls of fire. Although some of the descriptions I read are different to what I experienced – like mum said – the fire part and how I feel about blood are the same.

I don’t want a lifelong addiction that could be triggered by the littlest thing. I don’t want to live in fear of catching fire either, or outing myself at any given moment. Perhaps my parents were right when they said I can learn to control it, but I already miss my old life, and what if I end up being a complete recluse like Grandma Noemie?

Soucouyants are supposed to belong in folklore, not real life. And if I exist … what other monsters are out there?

I sit up in bed when I hear Mum and Dad downstairs in the kitchen and instinctively reach for my phone to check the time, forgetting that I don’t own one right now.

Instead, all I can do is think about the past twenty-four hours.

I’ve never spoken to my parents the way I did earlier. The three of us have always been close, and they’ve always been supportive, yet I took my anger out on them when this isn’t their fault.

They weren’t to know, not really. Mum said they thought this ‘gene’ ended with Grandma, which is why they didn’t tell me. And I guess there wouldn’t be any point telling me something that might never affect me.

I know I hid those ‘symptoms’ well, too.

‘Gabby?’ Mum says softly, after there’s a knock on my door. ‘Are you awake, sweetheart?’

I almost tell her ‘no’ until I smell food, and then I feel bad all over again. ‘Yeah, I’m awake.’ I sigh. ‘You can come in.’

Mum appears first, followed by Dad, who’s holding a plate, but they linger by the door.

‘You haven’t eaten,’ Mum says, sending a glance to the plate in Dad’s hands. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘A little,’ I reply, but it’s all the words I can get out before I’m consumed with guilt.

Dad smiles weakly. ‘We made fish. It’s good.’

‘I’m sorry.’ I burst into tears but before I can get up to hug them, they surround me on the bed and hold me. ‘I didn’t mean to talk to you like that.’

‘You don’t have to apologise,’ Mum says, wrapping her arms around me. ‘We understand why you were upset. You were right, and so was my mother. We should have told you regardless.’ She strokes my locs before resting them behind my shoulder. ‘We put you in danger, and for that, we’re deeply sorry, sweetheart.’

I wipe my eyes, but the tears keep coming. ‘I just don’t know what I’m going to do … Nothing feels real one minute, and then it’s all too real the next … My life is definitely over, though, isn’t it? What if what I’ve done spreads around and I’m taken away?’

‘We’d never let that happen,’ Dad says firmly. ‘And your life isn’t over, you just have to learn how to control your gift.’

‘But how? Are you going to teach me?’

‘No,’ Mum says, ‘but my mother can, and we think you should go and stay—’

I pull my hand away from her grasp. ‘You want to send me away?’

‘Of course not,’ Dad says, unmistakeably hurt. ‘We don’t want you to go anywhere, but we can’t teach you what you need to know. Noemie can.’

Mum agrees. ‘You can learn everything you need to know from her, and then you can come back home. She’d love to have you stay with her.’

‘Have you told her?’

Mum nods. ‘I called her, yes, so she knows.’

‘Oh god …’

‘Please don’t worry, sweetheart. She knows what you’re going through, what it’s like. You need support that we can’t give you. Think about it.’

They’re right.

And with Gran, no one will know me.

They won’t know what I did.




CHAPTER THREE

It’s obvious that I’ve landed in the deadest place on earth when I get off the train at Whitby railway station. Here, there is no underground, no need for an Oyster card, and the station itself only has one single platform that looks like it was built in the eighteen hundreds.

It’s also eerily quiet. Only a handful of other passengers got off with me, which is the complete opposite of what I’m used to. The hustle and bustle and barging your way on and off the train isn’t going to be needed at all up here. No bruised shoulders either, or being cussed at for pushing ahead.

It smells a lot fresher here, though, and that is a welcome change. I’m greeted by the salty warm air and I’m excited to see if I can spot the sea as I look for my cab.

As I walk through an arched alley to a car park, I’m halted in my tracks.


BLOODSUCKERS BEWARE!

ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK.

SUCKERS STAY OUT.



The walls are covered with fresh graffiti and weathered posters warning visitors about the existence of vampires living amongst humans in town.

What? People know about vampires in Whitby?

Why the hell would my parents send me here?

My stomach twists. It seems there’s a group that actively seeks them out, too.

NEXT MEETING TO BE HELD AT THE TOWN HALL

I’m hurried through the alley by other visitors behind me, who don’t give the walls a second glance as we exit. Me, though, I can’t get the images out of my head while I wait on the cobbles for a cab.

I thought this would be the most uneventful place on the planet.

Am I the only one who didn’t know vampires existed?

It only takes five minutes for the cab to show up, and I’m relieved that I’m almost at Grandma’s. The train journey took hours, and there were so many people; at least now I only have to deal with one more person.

Thank G— I immediately regret closing the door after I get in the back of the car. I can smell blood. Of all the drivers I could be given, I get one who’s cut himself shaving.

He smiles as he eyes me in his rearview mirror. ‘Alright, lass. Where we going?’

‘Um …’ I drag my eyes away from the cut on his jaw to read out the address Grandma sent me. ‘Apparently it’s not that far—?’

He chuckles. ‘This is Whitby. Nowhere is far. Where you from? That accent isn’t from around ’ere, is it?’

‘No.’ I lick my suddenly dry lips before swallowing hard and looking out of my window. ‘I’m visiting from London.’

‘Ah, I see. Got family up ’ere, ’ave yer?’

‘Yeah … Mind if I open this window a little? I get travel sick.’

‘Help yourself.’

I immediately wind it down and inhale as deeply as I can. It offers some reprieve from the scent of this guy’s blood, but it’s not much, so I have to pull on what Mum told me before I left.

‘Take steady, even breaths, and try not to let your heart beat too fast …’

But that’s easier said than done when that coppery scent triggers flashbacks of tasting Kyle’s blood. How the tang made me shudder, how it quenched the thirst – and how it was the most delicious thing I’d ever tasted.

I counter the desire and current temptation to experience that again by remembering that it’s the reason I’m here. I hadn’t wanted to come when Mum and Dad first suggested it, and I still don’t know if I’m doing the right thing. Part of me feels like a coward for running away and avoiding the consequences of what I’ve done, but a bigger part of me doesn’t know how else to handle the situation, so I figure this is for the best.

My plan was to take a break from gigs and enjoy the summer before starting university in September, and that’s what I focus on. Get through this nightmare, learn to control this … thing, and head off to uni.

I sigh hopelessly as I close my messages on my new phone – Dad got me it so they could call me while I’m away. I’ve been so tempted to download my numbers or scroll my friends’ socials so I can find out what’s being said about me. Every time I almost do, though, I’m terrified of what I might find and chicken out.

This is a fresh start.

Or perhaps not.

I see more graffiti before we head out of town. ‘What’s all this stuff about vampires graffitied on everything?’ I ask the cab driver.

He chuckles. ‘Not ’eard of Dracula before?’

‘Yeah, but he wasn’t real.’

‘Well, quite a few people around ’ere think otherwise. Oliver, our mayor, especially.’

My eyes almost escape my head. ‘The mayor?’

He nods. ‘Been trying to convince people for years.’ He glances back at me. ‘Warn people about them. There have been incidences,’ he mutters. ‘Apparently.’

Is that why Grandma chose to settle down here, after all her years of travelling? To be around people who are different like us?

‘Don’t pay it any attention,’ the cab driver says, sensing my unease. ‘I don’t believe it …’

‘Yeah …’ Neither had I.

I occupy my mind by looking back out of the window, appreciating the mixture of green trees and hills in the distance, instead of nothing but red London brick. There are a handful of shops dotted amongst red and white houses, and some older-looking buildings that appear medieval.

I still can’t believe I’m going to be staying in a three-hundred-year-old manor for the next six weeks. The way Mum described it, though, it sounds more like a castle. My grandma, Noemie, used to be a glorified house-sitter for mega rich people all over the UK, but five years ago she decided to make Whitby her permanent home. I was surprised when I found out she’d chosen this place, and I know my parents were, too, but I suppose that makes sense now, if other bloodsuckers have made this place their home too.

I recall the graffiti and posters and wonder how Gran feels about them, and whether the mayor’s apparent rantings about vampires are more serious than what the cab drivers made them out to be.

‘There we are.’

I blink when I realise the cab driver’s pulled up on a wide drive. ‘Already?’

‘I told you, no where’s that far around ’ere. That’ll be five-fifty, please.’

I hand him six pounds and tell him to keep the change before insisting on getting my suitcase out of the boot on my own.

I’m relieved when he drives away. And then, when I turn around, my jaw hits the ground because of how epic this place is.

Wow.

Grandma lives here?

I experience an array of emotions as I wrestle my suitcase wheels through the gravel towards the towering, dark, stone manor house. I count three floors, but it seems there is another level peeking out from the back. It even has two towers either side with coned roofs, although the charm is slightly ruined by the scaffolding around it.

As I get closer, it appears there’s a lot of work being done on the building. The faint sound of hammering and sawing echoes around the place, and several of the dark stones are missing on the lower floors. There are countless cracks in the structure as well as parts of the main roof, and trees and shrubs close by have managed to weave themselves inside.

There even seems to be a raven’s nest in the right-hand tower.

It’s giving spooky vibes, and when I get inside, it feels it, too. Two chandeliers high above me have broken chains and cobwebs hanging off them, the wooden ceilings themselves are in a drastic state of disrepair, and dust sheets cover various pieces of furniture.

The smell in here tickles my nose, and it takes a few seconds to get used to that. It’s musky and damp, and I shiver as a result, although it’s summertime. Being in here speaks to my soul, though, and although it’s far from visually appearing homely, it feels it.

‘Hello?’ I call out, smiling when the chipped, unpainted walls echo it back to me almost immediately. ‘Grandma?’

There’s no reply, so I leave my suitcase by what looks like a covered dresser and venture further inside, following noises I can hear coming from the back.

I pop my head into several rooms on the way. A study, I think, and a few larders. This place is huge; it’s like I need a map.

This place would be the perfect venue for a gig. The thought reminds me of the band and Kyle, and my heart sinks as I remember why I’m here.

‘Can I help you?’

I spin around, clutching my chest. ‘Yes, actually—’ I blink a few times, because I was expecting to see an old guy from the tone of his voice, but he looks to be around my age. ‘I’m looking for my grandmother. Noemie?’

‘Ah …’ His smile reaches his slightly monolid, dark brown eyes. ‘Gabrielle, right?’

‘Yeah.’ My cheeks warm. ‘Well, I go by Gabby.’

‘Nice to meet you, Gabby.’ He dusts his hand off behind his back to shake mine, and the smile he gives me this time makes my heart beat faster.

Control your heart beat.

‘Nice to meet you, too.’ I chew my lip while assessing his sawdust-covered overalls. It’s even in his hair, which he’s just ruffled with his fingers. It’s a warm chestnut colour that reminds me of my first guitar. Not too long, not too short … I imagine how it would look if he rocked out to some heavy metal, but that visual is ripped away when he smirks.

‘Noemie’s out the back, in the gardens. I can show you the way—?’

I nod up at him. This guy is fine. ‘Thanks.’

‘Don’t mention it.’ He leads me back the way I came. ‘My name’s Ethan, by the way,’ he says, making me feel rude that I didn’t ask. ‘I’m helping with the renovations on this place.’

‘Oh, cool.’ I assess the cracks in the walls in this hallway. ‘How long’s it going to take?’

He glances down at me. ‘As you can probably tell, a while. Renovating these places are slow-going because of all the red tape. Listed buildings, y’know?’

‘Yeah, I can imagine. It’s still incredible, though.’

‘It is. How was the trip up from London?’

‘Long,’ I answer honestly, wondering where his parents are from. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s of mixed black heritage. However, I’m not sure which part of Asia the other part is from …

He chuckles. ‘I haven’t been that far south, but I can’t imagine five hours on a train is fun.’

I thank him when he holds a door open for me. ‘It’s not. I don’t recommend it.’

‘Noted.’ He holds another door to outside, and then he points out a middle-aged guy wearing similar overalls. He’s currently halfway up a ladder. ‘That’s my boss, Josh. He’s a good guy. A hard worker.’

‘Are you here every day?’ I ask, as we step onto the lawn.

‘Eight till five. Except Sundays. So if you’re used to sleeping in, I apologise in advance.’

I chuckle. ‘It’s fine. I’m usually up early.’

He nods before stopping and pointing to a greenhouse peeking out of an overgrown area at the end of the garden. ‘She’ll be over there. See you around, Gabby.’

‘Yeah, thanks.’ I watch him disappear inside.

At least there’s someone my age around here.

‘Hello?’ I shout when I reach the mini forest at the end of the garden. ‘Grandma?’

‘Over here!’ I hear her yell back.

I have to duck under a few branches before the greenhouse comes into view. On a bench beside it, I spot Grandma dressed in a floral dress, hair tied up in a scarf, just closing a book on her lap.

I last saw her at Christmas, so six months ago, but we’ve never spent any long periods of time together, so I won’t say I’m not a little nervous about what she’ll truly be like while living with her. Knowing she’s like me does make me feel a little easier, though.

‘Hello, Grandma.’

‘Gabrielle …’ She gets up to walk towards me, arms spread wide. ‘Sweet Gabby. Oh, it’s so good to see you.’ Her Spanish accent is thick, but it always is when she’s emotional. ‘Are you well?’

‘Yes.’ I hug her tightly, and she holds both my hands as she steps back. ‘Thank you for having me here. I met the builders. You must be busy.’

‘They are. I’m the lady of leisure.’

That makes me laugh. ‘This place is incredible.’

‘It is.’ Her next look is knowing. ‘And peaceful.’

I look around us. Like a sanctuary. ‘I see that.’

She releases my hands. ‘How was your trip? Are you hungry?’

‘A little. I ate a few of the sweet breads mum sent me up here with on the train, but I could definitely eat some proper food.’

‘And you must, to keep your strength up.’ She links her arm with mine as we walk back towards the manor.




HODDER CHILDREN’S BOOKS

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Hodder & Stoughton Limited

Text copyright © LeeSha Shay, 2025

Cover illustration copyright © Charlie Bowater, 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

eBook Conversion by Jouve India Pvt Ltd.

ISBN 978 1 444 98190 2

Hodder Children’s Books

An imprint of

Hachette Children’s Group

Part of Hodder & Stoughton

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15,

D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.hachettechildrens.co.uk


ops/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









ops/images/title.jpg





ops/images/9781444981902.jpg
SUCKE"S

LEESHA SHAY





