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      Because the room was always dark, it was impossible for Hope to know how long she’d been there. Weeks? Months?

      Lying on the sodden mattress, the musty moisture permeating every part of the room, Hope sniffed hard. The dampness had wormed so far into her body, her sinuses felt like they were clogged with sand. Her tongue was lined with fur, her ears ached, and her muscles quivered with exhaustion.

      She scanned the room. The ceiling was dark, maybe black; it was hard to tell in the poor light. Even when they switched the bulb on, she struggled. They’d been doing that less and less nowadays. Maybe they didn’t want to look at her anymore. Maybe the guilt was too much for them. If Hope were to guess, she would say it was because of her appearance. About how much she repulsed them, rather than how much they repulsed themselves. Without a wash since she’d been there, she now stank of dirt and no doubt looked a lot worse.

      As she lay shivering, she listened to the slow and deliberate footsteps approaching down the hallway. Since Lucien had abducted her and her family, she’d been his whore. If she didn’t behave, she’d never see her parents or younger brother again.

      The footsteps got closer, each heavy click of a heel ratcheting up the tension in her back. This couldn’t go on any longer. She had to fight back. If her family was still alive, she had to free them.

      The boot heels continued across the stone floor. Click, click, click. They stopped outside her door, and her heart went into overdrive.

      The handle creaked, and she heard his clumsy breath. It was another John driven by his libido.

      When he pushed the door wide, his large frame blocked out most of the light. For a moment, he stood there, breathing hard, close to groaning with each exhalation.

      Balling her hands into fists, Hope’s entire body snapped tight when he stepped into the room. The debris of stones and chipped brick on the floor crunched beneath his heavy gait.

      Without a word, he dropped down to his knees at the foot of the mattress. Breathing heavily, he sounded like he’d pass out, but no such luck. He rested a hand on either side of her head and lowered himself down on top of her.

      The thin and dank mattress offered no support beneath his weight. Trying not to cry out, Hope clenched her teeth against the pain, her shoulder blades feeling like they would snap as they were pressed into the concrete floor by his huge mass.

      The smell of rot smothered her when he leant close, his mouth a hole of rancid decay. Saliva rained down the back of Hope’s throat as he pushed his face closer still.

      When he burrowed into her neck, every inch of her skin crawled. His sweat was a fetid mix of garlic and stale beer. Hope guessed he drank so he could blame it on the alcohol. But it wasn’t about the booze. The demons driving him were biological, not chemical.

      Letting her hand fall to the dusty floor, Hope grabbed the half brick she’d managed to break out of the wall earlier that day. Gripping it so hard the sharpness of it dug into her hand, she drew a deep breath and closed her eyes as she waited.

      Then she heard it.

      Having been through this so many times, she now recognized the sound she was once oblivious to. Now it was the only thing she heard. Like a warrior drawing a sword, his incisors unsheathed with a damp slither.

      A red light flashed in her vision as he bit down, his teeth sinking into her. Overwhelmed by her raging pulse, her neck burning, she listened to the wet slurps and gripped the brick harder.

      Releasing an orgasmic groan, the man sucked so hard on her neck it pulled the skin tight and restricted her breath.

      Gasping as she cringed against his bite, Hope thought of her mom, dad, and brother. “This can’t go on,” she murmured.

      The man either didn’t hear her, or didn’t care.

      What else could she do? At least this way she could rescue them. Her life was a small price to pay.

      Taking a deep breath, Hope swung the brick at the side of his head. It connected with a wet crack and he pulled away, her neck on fire from where his teeth had torn at it.

      Looking up at the large man, most of him in shadow except for his wide, white eyes, Hope brought the brick up again. Crack!

      For a second, he teetered on the edge of his balance. Then he tilted to the side, hitting the floor with a heavy thump that shook the room.

      Jumping to her feet, her vision blurred with tears, Hope delivered another cracking blow to his head. Winding up for another one, she stopped herself.

      With her pulse sounding in her ears, and her breath ragged, she looked down at the man. “Not too much, Hope. He can’t die yet.”

      Moving over to him, she pushed her face close to his and her neck bled onto his shirt. Although his breaths were shallow, they were there. She hadn’t gone too far.

      Watching his large chest rise and fall, the stench of his rancid breath wafting up to her, Hope gulped back her excess saliva. Could she do it? It was the only way. She had to meet them on their terms. But could she do it? If she didn’t do it now, what other chance would she get? Lucien would already be furious with her. She had to follow through.

      Drawing a deep breath, a slow heave fighting to turn her stomach inside out, she leant over him, opened her mouth wide, and latched onto his neck.

      A layer of salty sweat sat on his skin. It ran up her tongue, twisting her face. Fighting every instinct in her body, she bit down.

      Without vampire incisors, penetrating his skin was more difficult than she’d anticipated. Battling her weakening jaw, she bit as hard as she could.

      When her teeth eventually sank into his flesh, every atom of her being told her to pull back, but she stayed where she was. Biting again, chewing into his body, she felt the rush of blood fill her mouth. A thick, rich, metallic gush swelled her cheeks. Thinking of her little brother, Ben, she swallowed, tears running down her face.

      As the hot blood slid down her throat, bile roiled up from her stomach, but she pushed on. It was the only way. To beat them, she had to become one of them. To become one of them, she had to be bitten and bite back. She’d heard the first was always the worst. Please, God, let that be true.

      Pulling away, she could see the dark liquid pumping from the chunk in his neck. Should she drink more? There was no way she’d get a chance to do this again.

      Running her arm across her mouth to remove the blood, she leant over once more and drank from his wound.

      After several big gulps, she fell back, his blood swilling in her empty stomach.

      A few minutes passed and Hope saw he was still breathing. Removing the dagger from his belt, she grabbed it with both hands and drove it into his heart.

      The second it punctured his skin, he came to life with a scream.

      Moments later, he fell limp and his breathing stopped. It wasn’t about stakes, garlic, daylight, and holy water. Vampires died like anyone else; you just had to be quicker and smarter than they were.

      Walking over to the corner of the room, she pressed her back against it and fell to the floor.

      Now all she had to do was wait.
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      Shivering as she sat in the corner, Hope continued to watch the dead man as if he could reanimate at any moment. She’d sat there for so long the blood had dried against her chin. Unable to leave until she turned, Hope had no idea how long she had before someone came to see what was up.

      The John that visited her was a no frills kind of customer. He was a straight feeder. A missionary position kind of guy. Some of the things that had been done to her in the months since she’d been locked in the dank room … A chill ran through her as the fractured chaos of her traumatic stay tore through her mind’s eye.

      The problem with them sending him, however, was that they’d expect him out sooner than some of the others. It was hard to guess how long she had before someone realized something was wrong. What would Lucien say
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