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            Chapter One

          

          FLORENCE

        

      

    

    
      ‘It’s your lucky day,’ Cam says, popping his head around the staffroom door with such vigour that his greying curls bounce around on his head like springs. ‘I come bearing gifts. Two gifts, in fact.’

      I peer up at him from the cocoon I’ve fashioned on the sofa from clinic-issued fleece jackets – one bundled up into a pillow, and another tucked around me like a swaddle. It’s not much of a bed but it’s good enough for a breaktime power nap. God knows I need it.

      I’m not normally in the habit of sleeping while I’m at work, but these last few weeks have been, well, they’ve been kind of a lot.

      Far too much to cope with on an empty stomach.

      Cam plops down on the chair to the right of me and slaps a full blood bag onto the low coffee table I’m resting my feet on. ‘Firstly, I was hoping you’d dispose of that for me.’

      I snap upright, the mere suggestion of it perking me up in an instant.

      ‘Rejected?’ I ask, hope flooding through me. I could swear my belly growls in anticipation.

      He nods. ‘Hepatitis B.’

      I’m not generally a person who squeals, but I definitely squeal a yesssss at that, swiping the blood bag off the table and clutching it close to my chest for a few moments before I reach for my rucksack and slip my prize safely into the inside pocket. When I look back at Cam, he’s still grinning.

      ‘There were two gifts,’ I say, and his smile grows even wider.

      ‘This one’s just a freebie,’ he chirps, fishing a full blood-test vial out of his pocket and presenting it to me with a flourish. ‘To perk you up before I ask you to come and help me with something.’

      I raise an eyebrow. ‘How did you get that?’

      He chuckles and adjusts his wire-framed glasses on his nose. ‘From an arse of a patient who came in for her thyroid check just now. Told her we needed to do an extra test to check the opacity of her red blood cells.’

      ‘That’s not even a thing.’

      He shrugs, unrepentant. ‘Oh, no,’ he deadpans. ‘Maybe you should dispose of that one, too.’

      I flash him a grateful smile before twisting off the cap of the vial and downing it in one, like it’s a shot.

      Right, I should probably explain. You see, the thing is that I, Florence Gwendolyn Everett, am a vampire.

      It seems improbable, I know, but I promise it’s the truth. I’m also a phlebotomist, which makes the whole thing both a little easier and infinitely harder. I’m a professional drainer of human blood; I just don’t get to actually consume any of it.

      Well, I’m not supposed to actually consume any of it, anyway. But sometimes it happens that blood fails our stringent safety checks, and if it’s going to be disposed of anyway, I’m not going to say no. Waste not, want not and all that. That’s where my good friend Cameron comes in.

      Cam – also a vampire if that’s not obvious by now – is my oldest friend. Not literally, of course, because he’s only 169, and in our circles that’s relatively young. My friend Elias is over 400, if you can believe that. But actually, I’ve known Cam his whole life. Literally since the moment he was born, since I helped my mother deliver him. I was eight years old at the time, so I didn’t do a great deal other than boil water and wash towels, but I still count it.

      She was a trained nurse, my mother. She’d worked abroad before I was born, but when she found out she was expecting me, she’d been forced to return home to Whitby. The love of helping people never left her, though. She even named me after a fellow nurse she’d worked with in the Crimea of whom she was very fond.

      Yes, that Florence.

      So perhaps it was inevitable that her love of medicine was passed down to me. Even after I was turned, all I really wanted to do was help people.

      It was easier to evade suspicion back then. These days the checks are almost watertight and records are centralised – advances we couldn’t even have dreamed of in the 1800s. The only way it’s even possible for me to work in healthcare these days is by knowing people at the very top.

      That’s when having a friend who’s four centuries old comes in handy. I didn’t realise it before I met Elias in the 1920s, but there’s a whole network of vampires in high places all over the world. In every branch of society, there’s one of us right at the top, pulling strings, destroying evidence, and generally doing whatever it takes to allow us to live our lives undetected.

      Because that’s all we want, really. To live a normal life. Or as normal as possible, anyway. Ok, there are some of us who are really bad news, some who are quite literally out for blood, but that’s true of any group of society, isn’t it?

      Most of us, me included, are just getting on with our lives, drinking our ethically sourced blood, and trying our best to do no harm. I’ve even heard that there are some that don’t drink human blood at all. Cam calls them vegetarians. I’ve given up trying to correct him.

      Anyway, yes, Cam. He worked as a doctor before he was turned. He was a medic in the First World War, and he got to know some of those aforementioned vampires in high places. Not that he realised it when he was human of course, but working in those circumstances turned them into brothers and formed a lifelong bond even when that life turned out to be a lot longer than anticipated. It was one of those brothers that got him the job heading up the clinic here.

      When suspicions about my identity arose in the town where I had been living and I needed to move in a hurry, Cam was the first person I called. He offered me a position here as soon as one became available, and it’s actually kind of perfect. Part blood donation centre, part outpatient blood test service – plenty of opportunities for a pair of vampires to feed without harming any humans.

      Beyond a sharp scratch, that is. But we can’t do much about that.

      ‘So,’ Cam says, taking the empty vial from my hands, ‘we could really use your skills in bay six.’

      ‘Say no more.’ I nod and I follow him out of the door.

      For the record, my skills are numerous, but I’d hazard a guess that what’s waiting for me in bay six is a patient with particularly tricky veins. Probably a patient who’s telling us we need to find a doctor because their veins are so hard to find, which makes all of us laugh because most phlebotomists, or nurses, are far better at taking blood than most doctors, but even better than them? A 177-year-old vampire with a vast array of medical training and over a century of experience. I’ve got something of a reputation for being the vein whisperer now.

      I’ll find that vein, don’t you worry. I’m relatively sure that at this stage I could fling the needle in from the far side of the bay, like a dart, but I can’t imagine patients being comfortable with that. The last thing I need is to draw attention to myself.

      ‘Mr Rowley,’ I say, pulling the curtain back and smiling at the pale, shrivelled husk of a man in the blue pleather chair. He actually looks like he hasn’t got a great deal of blood circulating, if I’m being honest, but if there’s some in there, I’ll find it.

      Mr Rowley considers me for a moment before he huffs a disgruntled breath. ‘Are you a doctor?’

      ‘Florence is one of our most experienced phlebotomists,’ Cam says, in the calm, authoritative voice he uses when patients are being awkward.

      The old man eyes me with suspicion. ‘Experienced? She doesn’t look old enough to have finished school!’

      I try my best to keep my smile pleasant. My forever age – the age at which I was turned – is twenty-six, so Mr Rowley is not the first person to make a comment like that. If only he knew that I actually pre-date blood testing.

      ‘Well, Mr Rowley, appearances can be deceptive,’ I say, scooting my chair over to him and snapping on a pair of gloves. ‘But I’ll tell you what. If I can’t get this placed on the first try, I will personally fetch a doctor to do it for you. Does that sound fair?’

      He nods once, and by the time he’s finished mumbling his reluctant reply, the needle is in.

      ‘Mic drop,’ Cam mutters over the old man’s head, so quietly that only my bat-like hearing picks it up. I stifle a smile and try not to make eye contact with either of them.

      ‘I’ve missed you,’ I whisper back to Cam once we’re done with Mr Rowley’s test, and it’s true. It’s the first time we’ve worked together in decades.

      One of the inevitable challenges of being immortal is the suspicions you raise when you stay in the same place too long and don’t visibly age. You get used to it: uprooting your life, changing the way you look, your home, even your name sometimes. But things move on in your absence. It’s a strange feeling – like being homesick for a place that doesn’t exist anymore.

      It helps to have a friend who knows how it feels. And Cam, he’s more than a friend. He’s family. He might look like he could be my dad, but I’ve always thought of him as a brother.

      ‘You ok?’ he asks, as we both whip off our gloves and bin them.

      I try to smile, but the action falls a little short. ‘Just getting used to being back here.’ I straighten my uniform, unable to meet his eyes as I add, quietly, ‘You know how it is.’

      He hums his understanding. ‘You’ll get there,’ he says, nudging my shoulder with his. It helps, a little. As much as anything can.

      ‘You know,’ he says, ‘I’m going out tonight. You should come with me.’

      ‘Can’t tonight,’ I reply. ‘I’ve got a date.’

      He raises a single eyebrow in a question.

      ‘That bottle of red is not going to drink itself.’

      I see the second he realises that I’m talking about the full bag of O positive in my backpack. His eyebrow hitches even higher. ‘That’ll take about ten minutes,’ he chides. ‘I’m not going until eight.’

      I open my mouth to argue, but he cuts me off before I can. ‘You’ll love it. It’s a vampire-themed bar Elias introduced me to.’

      That makes sense. I’m half convinced Elias knows every person and place in the world. But…

      ‘Vampire-themed?’ I say, unable to keep the scepticism out of my voice, but Cam just chuckles.

      ‘Trust me,’ he says. ‘It’ll be good for you to meet new people, you know? Get out a bit more. After⁠—’

      He doesn’t say it. He doesn’t have to. He’s the only person in the world who knows what the last few weeks have been like for me.

      ‘Fine.’ I relent, and his face breaks into that huge, stupid smile that always takes me back to when we were kids.

      ‘I’ll call past yours just before eight.’
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the shift passes in a blur, that comforting repetition of ‘Confirm your date of birth … sharp scratch … all done,’ which seems so familiar whichever year or town or clinic I’m saying it in. It’s almost enough to make me forget everything.

      That, and the frankly magnificent veins of my last patient of the day. She’s young, barely into her twenties, with perfect light-brown skin and the kind of body that looks meticulously trained.

      I try not to stare as I track the swoop of the cephalic vein along her bicep, the way it takes on a green tinge as it travels under the thin skin in the ditch of her elbow. I know even before I touch it how bouncy it’s going to be, and I can’t stop the small sigh of satisfaction when I’m proven right.

      ‘This vein is a work of art,’ I mean to say in my head, but actually say out loud. As soon as I do, I hear a soft chuckle beside my ear, a familiar brush of cold sweeping past it.

      ‘That was an inside thought, Florence,’ his voice says, in that same easy way that it always did.

      ‘Oh, sorry,’ I mutter in response, making awkward eye contact with my patient. I don’t even know if I was apologising to her, but from the way her smile seems shallow, stretched thin over a layer of terror, it’s probably preferable to the alternative: that I was saying sorry to a person who isn’t there.

      I should probably explain.

      I was in love once, the breathless, giddy kind. The kind that feels like your chest is swelling with so much warmth that there’s a risk it’s going to burst at any moment. I gave Josiah Quinn my whole heart, and then, before we’d even married, he had the audacity to go and die.

      It was decades before I heard him again, faint whispers of his voice in my ear that I passed off as my imagination for more than a hundred years. But four weeks ago I moved back to Whitby – the place where I found and lost him – and the whispers got stronger.

      Is it all in my head? I don’t actually know. But what I do know is that I hear him speak sometimes, somehow, and all I feel is gratitude that I still can.

      Now let me be clear: I don’t believe in ghosts. I believe in science and in medicine and in double-blind trials and in universal constants. I believe in hard evidence and in observable facts, but the fact is that, a century and a half after his death, I still hear him speak, as clear and as close as if he were standing next to me.

      I don’t believe in ghosts, but I can’t deny that there’s a chance I’m being haunted by one anyway.

      After all, I didn’t believe in vampires until the night I became one.

      I feel the echo of Josiah’s voice in my head long after I’ve forgotten the actual words he said, as I finish up with the patient with the beautiful veins, hand over to the next shift staff and gather my things.

      And maybe I really am losing the plot because, as I head for the door, who do I see but my dead fiancé, sitting in waiting area B.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          FLORENCE

        

      

    

    
      The last time I saw Josiah Quinn, he was dead.

      I’m talking no-pulse dead, rigor-mortis dead, sealed-in-a-coffin-and-buried-beneath-six-feet-of-earth dead. You know, dead dead.

      He’d been warned about the dangers of working in the jet mines – I’d warned him myself enough times – but he didn’t listen. He was like that, Josiah. Not bullheaded like it sounds, just optimistic, sometimes to a fault. He was sucked into the wave of demand sweeping the country, the promise of riches, however modest, too tempting for him to turn down. He’d tell me of the places his earnings would take us, the life we’d share, the way he’d care for me till death did us part.

      And in his defence, while he could, he did. How was he to know that death would us part somewhat earlier than either of us had anticipated, just weeks before we were due to marry. He was twenty-six when he was crushed beneath a collapsed mine shaft.

      He was just about alive when they pulled him out, delirious and barely breathing. Cam came to fetch me, said some of the men who’d helped dig for him thought he might pull through, said there was a chance he’d recover, but once I saw him, I knew better. By then, I’d attended enough house calls with my mother to know a death rattle when I heard one.

      He died right there at the foot of the cliffs, every whispered prayer from my lips falling away around us as my tears tracked bold paths across his dusty skin. Three days later we buried him in the churchyard on top of that same cliff.

      So it was ever such a surprise to see him sitting in the clinic earlier this evening. So much of a surprise that I did the only thing I could think to do: I walked straight past him.

      Though if I think back, it might not have been the first time. I’ve been seeing him ever since I moved back to Whitby. It was just fleeting glances before, vague brushes of awareness so easily written off as being my mind playing tricks on me. Even when I saw him at the clinic earlier, he was far enough away that there was a chance I could have been mistaken. But now I’m sitting here, not ten feet from that very same man, and I’m convinced.

      That is Josiah.

      He walked into this bar a few minutes after we did, sweeping round behind the bar like he belonged there. He didn’t stay long, though. Just grabbed a packet of dry roasted peanuts off the strip hanging from a pillar and carried on through a door at the very end of the bar. And all the while I sat, open mouthed, like there’s a chance that the long-dead love of my life is suddenly haunting a community blood clinic and a vampire-themed bar in twenty-first century Whitby. And, perhaps even more curiously, that he’s developed a post-mortem hankering for bar snacks.

      ‘Florence?’ Cam says, so loudly that it’s obviously not the first time he’s called my name. It makes me jump, shocking me back to awareness. When I look at him, there’s a faint smile on his face, a small twist of concern to it. ‘You ok?’

      I nod, stalling for time while my thoughts quieten. ‘Just in my own world for a moment,’ I manage to say.

      I notice the man behind the bar then. He’s one of us; I can tell by his aura. We all have it, but his is faint, just flickers of light that halo around him as he moves. Tattoos span the length of his arms and stretch up his neck, beyond his collar, a stark contrast to his pale skin.

      ‘This is Bram,’ Cam says, as I consider the tall stranger. ‘He’s a friend of Elias.’

      That tracks. A friend of Elias might as well be shorthand for undead. He must surely know every one of us in the world. I’ve never met a vampire with tattoos before, though. We tend to heal so fast that the ink doesn’t stay put. I’m just trying to puzzle Bram out when he grins, revealing the worst pair of fake fangs I’ve ever seen.

      I can’t help my hoot of surprised laughter, and at the sound of it, he smiles more widely.

      ‘It’s the teeth, isn’t it?’ he asks, green eyes sparkling as I nod. It just seems so unlikely that a real vampire with presumably real fangs would need to wear such terrible fakes.

      And that’s the moment I realise what he’s doing.

      ‘It’s actually kind of brilliant,’ I say, returning his smile. ‘Between that and the tattoos, you almost had me fooled.’

      He hums, a low rumble which I can feel vibrate through my body. ‘They were pre-existing,’ he explains. ‘I’m only a newbie – just about sixteen years in.’

      That surprises me. He has such a presence about him that he could be ancient. It definitely explains how faint his aura is, though. Cam must be delighted. He’s always been the most recently turned of anyone we’ve known, but he looks like an old hand now.

      ‘Anyway,’ Bram says, sliding a drink to each of us over the bar. ‘Welcome to Bitten.’ His face turns serious, dark brows pinching. ‘You’re safe here. With us.’

      He doesn’t clarify, but I know what he’s getting at. He doesn’t mean physically safe – we’re immortal, after all, with far more physical strength than the average human – but more that there’s a perfect cover here for us to be our real selves. To let our guard down for a little while. It’s a luxury not often afforded to us. Not in public, anyway.

      I accept the glass of red – actual wine this time – and lift it in a toast. Cam does the same and we clink our glasses gently, my eyes darting over his shoulder to take in the bar beyond.

      It’s predominantly black, but in such a way that it feels styled, with embossed relief on the walls and rich velvet details. The bar top is more rustic, a worn-in wood that makes me think of church pews. And there’s a stained-glass window fashioned into the wall at the far end of the bar which is glowing somehow, despite the fact that the sun set as we were walking here.

      I accidentally catch the eye of the raven-haired woman working further down the bar and she smiles widely at me before turning back to the customer she’s serving. I try not to stare but I can’t help being fascinated by the whole look she’s got going on. She dresses like Queen Victoria in the 90s.

      1890s, I mean. Obviously.

      Movement catches my eye on my other side, and I turn to see Josiah’s ghost open a door just next to the wall of ruched velvet and vanish through it. It draws my spine up straight, a buzz of awareness flooding through me. I’m still looking at Bram, trying to make it look like I’m listening to the small talk he’s making with Cam, but every scrap of my attention is laser-focused on that door. It’s him, I’m sure of it.

      In my periphery, I see Josiah re-emerge and stride back behind the bar, pushing through that same old door at the very end of the bar. But a few moments later he’s there again, clutching something small and shiny in his hand as he disappears through the ornate door a second time.

      That’s when I know I have to follow him. It’s a decision I make in a split second and I excuse myself, slipping off the barstool I’m sitting on. My mind races as I follow him, weaving through the scatter of people drinking and chatting until I’m standing in front of the door I saw him vanish through.

      God only knows what’s behind here, what could be of such grave importance to someone from the spirit world that they would need to visit twice in such quick succession. I brace myself as I reach for the handle. It does kind of look like the entrance to a crypt, but when I swing it open it becomes clear that it just leads to the toilets.

      Now, I don’t spend a great deal of time hanging about in toilets, having minimal need to use them, but the last I knew, they weren’t a common hangout spot for the spirit world.

      Although now that I’m looking, there is another door a little further down the corridor. It doesn’t have a handle, just a small metal lock with a key poking out of it and a faint glow of light underneath. It sounds like there’s a commotion in there, a series of soft thumps followed by muttered curses, which confuses me even more.

      In fact, I’m still trying to figure out what the hell could be happening when Josiah himself stumbles out of the door, hugging a stack of toilet rolls to his chest as if they were a baby. When he sees me, he stops, rearing back in surprise. A strange expression crosses his face before he masks it with the faint hint of a grin.

      Does he recognise me, I wonder? I wait for the sound of his voice in my ear, but it doesn’t come. So instead, I stare. I stare so long and so hard that it should embarrass me, but it doesn’t. It can’t, I’m too locked in for such trivialities.

      I take him in: the sharp cut of his jawline, softened only by the scruff of his stubble; the chaos of his hair, falling every which way on his head; those blue-green eyes, which always reminded me of the water. He looks so familiar that it makes my heart feel like it’s burning in my chest.

      I want to hug him and slap him and kiss him until my legs give out, and shout at him for taking stupid risks and depriving us both of our happy ever after. My heart, which has been silent for years, suddenly kicks out a few beats before it fades to a low hum. The whole thing is so overwhelming that I’m not at all sure what to do with myself.

      ‘Can I help you?’ he asks. His voice sounds a little different from the voice in my head, the voice I remember him having, but I suppose that’s to be expected. It has been well over a hundred years, after all, which he has spent … well, dead. It throws me off so much that for a moment or two, I don’t process what he said.

      Can I help you?

      Is he joking? Those are really his first words to me after seeing me in the flesh for the first time since the nineteenth century. Something like anger bubbles in the pit of my stomach. I’m not sure what I was expecting from him, but it was sure as hell more romantic than ‘Can I help you?’

      I step up to him, my hands clenching into fists at my side. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts,’ I declare, as boldly as I can manage. It makes his face change. His brows pinch with confusion for a moment before his face relaxes into that same smile, just on the wrong side of confident.

      ‘Good job I’m not a ghost, then,’ he says. There’s humour in his voice, and it riles me even more. I really don’t think this is funny. I’m certainly not laughing, anyway.

      ‘Don’t lie to me, Josiah Quinn,’ I snap, my chin tipped up in a challenge. ‘I watched you die.’

      He’s shocked by that, I can tell. I hear it in his sharp intake of breath, in the subtle widening of his eyes. I can even see the speeding rhythm of his pulse in his carotid artery.

      But wait.

      Ghosts don’t have a pulse.

      ‘How, um…’ he starts, a note of vulnerability in his voice now, the humour from earlier totally gone. ‘How did you know my dad?’

      This time it’s my turn to be shocked.

      ‘Your dad?’ I parrot. I don’t even mean to; my mouth just takes the wheel and repeats the last thing it heard. I feel like I’m losing the plot.

      ‘Josiah Quinn,’ he says, his voice sounding tighter still. ‘Was my dad. Looked just like me.’ One hand gestures vaguely to himself like I don’t have every inch of him memorised. He doesn’t add unfortunately to the end of his sentence, but I feel its implication there.

      But now I’m even more confused. Ghosts don’t have children either.

      This makes no sense. Surely his dad couldn’t have been Josiah. My Josiah. Like I said, I watched him die. I washed the mine dust off his corpse and pushed his shattered limbs into his best clothes, and then I watched through my tears as men lowered him into the ground and covered his coffin with earth.

      He was dead.

      But this man in front of me, who looks every bit the same as my timeworn memories of my one great love, seems to be very much alive.

      ‘What year was he born?’ I ask, not that I’m expecting him to say 1847, but I suppose it would be prudent to check.

      ‘1969.’

      And with that, the last spark of hope dies in my chest. This isn’t the long-dead love of my life, even in spirit form. At best, he’s a distant relative who bears an uncanny resemblance to him.

      My Josiah is as dead as he always was.

      ‘So, you are?’ I ask, swallowing down my disappointment.

      ‘Joe Quinn,’ he says, holding out his hand for me to shake. ‘I prefer just Quinn though.’ He shifts his position, as though standing still for this long is paining him. ‘I was actually supposed to be a Josiah too, but my dad was so drunk when he went to register me that he could only get half of it out. It’s an old family name, my grandad said. The firstborn son has been Josiah in our family for generations. It was to honour a brother somewhere along the line who died⁠—’

      ‘In a mining accident,’ I finish for him, and his face twists in surprise.

      ‘Yeah,’ he says carefully. ‘How did you know?’

      ‘He was my fiancé.’

      ‘What?’ His mouth falls open in shock. ‘That must have been a hundred years ago.’

      ‘A hundred and fifty-one, actually.’

      I freeze. Where the hell did that come from? I’m so careful not to tell people my secret, and here I am, offering it up after a ninety-second conversation with this stranger. What’s wrong with me?

      Quinn considers me a moment before his smile returns. ‘Right,’ he says casually, like I just told him something totally ordinary. ‘You’re one of them.’

      I hesitate a moment before I nod, but it doesn’t faze him at all. He’s the only living human who knows this about me, and he’s reacting as if people confess their immortality to him on a regular basis.

      ‘You’re not shocked?’ I ask in a low voice. ‘Not scared of me?’

      His shrug is so casual – the slightest lift of one shoulder. ‘Are you planning to hurt me?’

      I frown. ‘No.’

      ‘Then no.’ His grin tips up on one side. ‘I work at a vampire-themed bar. In Dracula country. What can I say? You’re not my first undead.’

      ‘You work here?’

      ‘Yup,’ he says, popping the p sound. ‘Live here too. It’s actually my night off.’ He nods to the armful of toilet rolls he’s been cradling through our entire exchange, his smile turning a little sheepish. ‘You just caught me in the middle of stealing supplies for the flat.’

      A shocked laugh honks out of me, and the sound of it makes him grin so widely that a dimple pops high up on his cheek. A strange mix of emotions begins to swirl in my chest.

      Josiah didn’t have a dimple.

      ‘He’s not me,’ I hear Josiah whisper.

      I hiss, ‘I know that,’ and it makes Quinn look at me strangely.

      ‘What?’ he asks, a crease forming between his brows.

      I don’t explain, of course. I’ve just jump-scared him, accused him of being a ghost and then told him I’m immortal in the same conversation. Admitting that I’m being haunted by the dead fiancé I mistook him for might be a bridge too far.

      ‘Nothing,’ I say instead, and then I smile at him. ‘Sorry I called you a liar.’

      ‘S’ok,’ he says, one single, lazy word. ‘Sorry I’m not your dead fiancé.’

      But those eyes stay on mine a little longer. Just a beat too long, in fact.

      And with that, something I thought was gone forever flickers to life in my chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          QUINN

        

      

    

    
      Isn’t it just exactly my luck that on the day I run into the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, two things would happen.

      Firstly, that it would fall on the very day that my divorce was finally granted. And secondly, that when I met her, I’d have my arms full of toilet rolls.

      I carried some toilet roll, for fuck’s sake. Not exactly Dirty Dancing, is it?

      Anyway, maybe the universe has done me a favour. Maybe this whole thing is it trying to show me that I should probably steer clear of love for a while. I’ll be honest – I don’t have a particularly strong history of making good choices in relationships. I mean, I did end up here, divorced at thirty.

      To be honest with you, it could have been worse. Robyn was actually the third woman I’ve proposed to in my life, so the fact that I only ended up making it official with one of them is somewhat of a blessing.

      First there was Stella. In my defence, Stella was nice. Maybe a little too nice, in fact. We ended up being engaged for almost six months, because she was too nice to tell me that she was still in love with her ex. He sure as hell let me know he was still in love with her, though. His fists were very clear on that.

      Next was Abby, who, in retrospect, might have been a rebound thing. I remember almost nothing about our time together, other than that we fed off each other’s bad energy. I proposed while steaming drunk, and we were engaged for all of seven hours until we woke up the next morning and realised it was a terrible idea.

      By the time I actually made it down the aisle – or to the registry office, as it happened – with Robyn, I was determined to prove that I had the capacity to be a real grown-up. A husband, no less, and not the stupid kid that most people thought I was. Unfortunately, it turned out that I actually was a stupid kid. We both were. And we made each other miserable for two long years before I finally tapped out.

      Ironically, it was the end of the marriage that taught me that I had the capacity to be a real grown-up. Those months in the divorce trenches were absolute hell, but I treated Robyn with a grace that she very often did not deserve, and I walked away a better man.

      A better man who is trying his best not to jump headfirst into any more relationships, no matter how pretty the woman who just accosted me in a hallway was.

      But God, pretty isn’t even the right word for it. She was a vision there, all glossy brown hair and caramel-coloured eyes, a faint trace of freckles high up on her cheeks and across the bridge of her nose. She had the kind of beauty you might see in a painting, something not entirely real.

      Weird that I obviously have some kind of family resemblance to her late fiancé, too. I always hated that I looked so much like my dad, given how terrible a person he proved himself to be. I sometimes wondered, in my darker moments, if that meant maybe I would turn out to be like him in other ways.

      So it was kind of a relief to discover that I look like someone else in the family, too, maybe someone not quite as flawed. Someone decent.

      He must have been, to deserve a woman like her.

      I sigh, trudging into the tiny bathroom in the flat to stash away my contraband before anyone notices they’re missing. It’s not ordinarily my style, pinching toilet rolls, but hey, needs must. I had a late appointment so I couldn’t get to the shops before they closed.

      I’ve not been feeling myself lately. Just small things, individually, but it was enough to make Emmy – one of the bartenders I work with – look at me with concerned eyes and make me promise to see a doctor. The doctor wasn’t too concerned either, but said he wanted to rule a few things out. So that was how I ended up with the night off and a 6pm appointment for a blood test.

      I’m sure it’s nothing. Probably just a few too many late nights. Or stress. Something like that.

      The test itself, though? Well, that wasn’t exactly nothing. It ended up taking three people to hold me down while I hyperventilated and fought, but they managed to get the samples they needed eventually. And at least no one from my actual life was there to witness my humiliation. I mean me, a full-grown adult, scared of a bit of blood. I’d never live it down.

      I flop onto the sofa, but I can’t settle. I turn the TV on and then back off again. I connect my phone to the Bluetooth speaker but can’t decide what music to listen to. I amble to the fridge, hoping some delicious homemade food has magically appeared there. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it has not.

      I’m just debating whether I should go for a run – something I have yet to do in the entirety of my thirty years of existence – when Sammi, our business manager, pokes her head around the door.

      ‘Quinn, come and meet Florence,’ she chirps, before disappearing from view. She’s only gone a few seconds before her head reappears and she adds, ‘She doesn’t date humans!’

      Never a dull moment in this place.

      ‘Sam, I’m human,’ I say, like there’s a chance she might have forgotten that detail.

      ‘Exactly,’ she says. ‘So she won’t entertain you when you try to propose after knowing her for three days.’

      Ok, harsh.

      But not necessarily unfair.

      It’s like this with Sammi, and with my boss, Bram. The two of them own this place, and they took a chance on me when I was nothing but a clueless kid running from a bad past. I owe them everything, and so I put up with the occasional overbearing remark or meddling in my private life. I know they mean it with love.

      ‘Look,’ Sammi says, stepping fully into the room. Her voice softens, which is quite a rarity for her. ‘I actually think you might be good for each other. She needs a friend and you need a distraction. It’s perfect.’ Her smile, which was earnest a moment ago, shifts into a shit-eating grin. ‘And she’s been alive for, like, two centuries, so maybe she’ll have some great relationship tips she can pass on.’

      ‘I hate you,’ I mumble, but I follow her anyway. Maybe whoever Florence is will take my mind off the beauty that I just met.

      I just about hear Sammi muttering, ‘You love me,’ under her breath as we walk out of the flat, and the most annoying part is, it’s true.

      I realise my stupidity about three seconds after I set foot in the bar.

      It’s her.

      Of course it’s her. ‘Doesn’t date humans’ should have been my clue there. I’m not sure why I didn’t make that connection. How many non-humans did I really think I would meet in one night?

      Ok, fine, I didn’t make the connection because my brain was scrambled. She scrambled my brain. And now Sammi thinks she’d be good for me and she doesn’t date humans.

      ‘Quinn, this is Florence,’ Bram says as I approach, gesturing to the beautiful stranger, who’s sitting at the bar opposite him. ‘And you remember Cam?’ He nods at the older man sitting next to her that I vaguely remember meeting a week or two ago. He was back in town after a long time away; said Elias had recommended he drop in. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but a friend of Elias? Back in town after a long absence? He’s not going to be human either, is he?

      I take Cam’s outstretched hand and he shakes it enthusiastically, his palm cool against mine. Yup, definitely undead.

      ‘Good to see you again,’ he says, his grin so wide it takes over his whole face. He holds eye contact just a beat too long, and it genuinely makes me blush. I’m not even into guys that way, but this dude’s got game.

      I shake off my awkwardness, and then I brace myself and look over at Florence. I feel it the moment our eyes meet. It’s the same as it was in the corridor – that strange hum deep in my chest, a vibration that makes my breath catch. I wonder if she might tell the others that we already met, but she doesn’t. Just holds her hand out for me to shake, the slightest twinkle in her eye as she smiles.

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ I say. It’s weak, in terms of opening lines, but it’s all I can manage. No one seems to notice, though, except maybe Cam, who’s considering me carefully.

      ‘Quinn?’ he asks, his greying eyebrows pulling together, like he’s trying to figure something out. ‘First name or surname?’

      ‘Surname,’ I say, ‘but it’s what most people call me.’

      He nods, still looking at me with that same expression. ‘We knew some Quinns once upon a time,’ he muses. ‘You look like… Florence, doesn’t he look like⁠—’

      ‘Josiah,’ she interrupts, with a nod. ‘He does, a little.’

      I’m entirely unsure what to do in this situation. It’s clearly more than a little given the way she came at me earlier, but she’s giving no indication of that now. I decide to follow her lead and pretend that whole exchange never happened.

      ‘Maybe a distant relative,’ Cam says, and Florence nods again.

      ‘Yeah, maybe.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Cam singsongs, raising his glass of wine in a toast. ‘Here’s to being back in Whitby.’

      Bram slides me a beer seamlessly and I take it with a smile, before raising my glass with the others and trying my best not to spend every last moment staring at Florence.
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        * * *

      

      It’s almost kicking-out time before we’re alone again. It’s Friday night, so by ‘alone’ I actually mean still surrounded by plenty of people. But, just for the moment, no one’s listening to us. Sammi’s deep in conversation with Cam, and Bram’s wife Lucy wandered in a little while ago, so he’s down the other end of the bar trying to pretend he’s not feeling her up.

      I see my opportunity and I seize it.

      ‘So…’

      Ok, so I don’t seize it very well.

      Florence turns to me, a smile playing on her lips. ‘So.’

      I flip through my mental file of conversation starters, but my brain returns nothing. I’m normally so good at this. I’ve never struggled to talk to women, not once in my life, but around her I’m suddenly tongue-tied.

      ‘You don’t date humans,’ I finally blurt out, and I immediately feel regret creep up my throat. I wasn’t really planning to lead with that. Although now it’s out there I can’t deny that I am curious.

      She holds my gaze for a moment longer than I can bear it. I almost panic-blurt something else, but I just about manage to hold it together.

      ‘No, I don’t,’ she says, carefully, and I feel the weight of the words she isn’t saying.

      Not anymore.

      ‘Why?’

      She ponders the question for a while before she finally says, ‘Bad experiences.’

      There’s more to it, that much is obvious, but she’s not giving anything away, and I don’t blame her. Whoever I do or don’t resemble, I’m a stranger, and I know most people aren’t chronic oversharers like me.

      So I don’t push it. Instead, I gasp in mock offence. ‘Hey, don’t tar us all with the same brush.’

      She raises an eyebrow before a smile follows, and I might be imagining it, but I’m sure there’s a hint of relief in there. ‘I heard you’re not dating at the moment anyway.’

      Oh yeah. That was definitely a thing I was supposed to be doing. I think I probably threw that whole idea out of the window the first time Florence smiled at me. But it’s been hours since my divorce was finalised. Hours.

      And I could well do with remembering that.

      ‘No,’ I say ruefully. ‘Not for a little while. Who told you that?’

      ‘Bram.’

      Of course he did.

      ‘Did he tell you why?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she says, her rosy lips pressing into the slightest smirk. I realise I’m staring a moment too late and she catches me in the act. ‘He said you jump blindly into relationships with anyone who shows the slightest bit of interest in you, and that those relationships invariably end up being – what were his exact words? – an absolute shit show.’

      Fucking Bram, I could kill him. If he wasn’t already dead, obviously. And, more to the point, if he wasn’t absolutely on the fucking money.

      I mean, I have the divorce certificate
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