

Chapter One

			I stride into the bar, looking around. It’s seedy, dank, dark, and smells of BO, piss, and stale peanuts. It’s exactly the sort of place a vampire would hunt for prey. The sort of bar where people could disappear, and the next day, everyone would forget who they’d ever been. It’s one of my favorite places to hunt.

			In any other city.

			This is the fifth bar I’ve checked out, and everyone inside seems to be an old drunk. I spent a good part of the last year clearing out Toledo, and when someone went to any seedy bar there, they had—at least before I was there too long—a good chance of catching the eye of a leech. They were everywhere, then, feeding on the desperate junkies who made up half the city. Maybe that was why they’d gotten so careless.

			But I’ve been in Toronto for three days, and I haven’t found so much as a whiff of a vampire. I know they’re here, I have a good lead, even if it’s old enough to have gone cold, and there are other hunters in town. I’ve kept my distance, but I’m starting to run out of other options. Someone has to know something, and I need answers. He came here fourteen years ago. It’s taken me this long to track him down. I’m not losing him.

			I walk over to the bar, taking my hat off as I sit.

			The bartender takes his sweet time coming over to me, so I take another look around the place. It’s even uglier than before. To my right, there’s a fat man in a tank top barely able to keep himself in his chair. Behind me, there are a few older men laughing and drinking. At a table to my left is a couple actually eating in this dive. No accounting for taste.

			The slob at the bar turns, seeming to notice me. He waves, his movements so sloppy that he bumps into a bowl of nuts and knocks over a cup of toothpicks. I pick up the eleven, individually wrapped toothpicks, put them back in the container, and right it. “I think you’ve had too much to drink,” I say.

			“Must’ve,” he slurs. “Maybe you should take me home.”

			It is better than I tended to get in Toledo, but I don’t feel it’ll help my search. “How about we call you a cab?”

			“Oh, don’t mind Otto,” the bartender says. He’s an older man with grey hair and glasses. It’s possible he’s been here long enough to have some answers.

			“I don’t want to see someone drink himself to death.”

			He looks drunk Otto up and down. “Let me call you a cab.” He turns back to me. “And what about you? Can I get you anything, or did you come here to scare my customers off?”

			I’ve had to grow used to it to avoid suspicion, but I’ve never developed a taste for alcohol. “Sure, a Coors.”

			He grabs a bottle from under the bar, pops off the lid with his bare hand, and hands it to me. Neat trick. I could do it too, but his hands look calloused from years of practicing. “That’s quite an accent you’ve got.”

			“I suppose so.” I sip the beer, trying not to let the discomfort show on my face. It’s weak enough that the taste isn’t quite revolting, but I cannot understand how people ever grow an appetite for the stuff.

			“Where you from?”

			“Toledo,” I say.

			“That in Afghanistan?”

			I sigh but force a smile. “It’s in Ohio.”

			He nods, his eyes narrowing, taking me in. I’m wearing jeans and a long-sleeve shirt with a leather jacket, so there’s not much to see, but that never seems to stop old guys from judging me. He apparently decides better than to ask whatever wretched thing crawled into his head to make him ask all that in the first place. I was used to far worse back in the States. “What brings you to our fair city?”

			Finally, an excuse to get information. “I’m looking for this man.” I take the crumpled photo from my pocket and slide it onto the bar. In it, a platoon of American soldiers sit together in mostly full uniforms. One’s missing a shirt and another has his unbuttoned. They’re posed with their weapons at the ready, grinning like lunatics at the camera. I tap the one with the open shirt.

			He stares at the picture, his eyes narrowing. “Who is he?”

			I can’t tell if there’s any recognition. He has a good poker face. Another skill I had to learn to get by in America. “He owes child support.” Barring a few assholes, which I have no way of knowing if this guy is one, it’s a story that works with most people. No one likes the idea of a kid being left to starve because his father is too much of a coward.

			“You the mom?”

			“It make a difference?”

			He grunts. “I can’t say I recognize him.”

			Is he lying? I stare at him, studying his eyes. They’re brown, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say they looked honest. He has laugh lines all around them. I nod. “All right.”

			“You’re sure he’s in town?”

			“He was. I haven’t heard anything in a long time.” If I am honest about the date, it will raise some questions on the child support, so I keep it vague.

			He purses his lips, studying me before finally nodding. “It’s a big city.”

			“So I’m learning.” It has been three days, and I haven’t learned a thing. I bought a new machete and some flex cuffs but barely have enough money left for a few more drinks. “Know any good poker games in town?” I ask with a light chuckle. I can’t exactly get an ordinary job, and it’s looking like I’ll have to bribe a lot of people to get the slightest bit of information. Three days, so many questions, and not a single vampire. It doesn’t make sense. What makes Toronto so special?

			“I usually go down to Windsor. They have a nice casino there.”

			It is doable in a pinch. I should’ve stopped on the way when I saw the casino, but I wanted to hurry. I’d been so sure I finally had him. Years of killing vampires and hunting for this bastard, and I finally have a clue where he is, only for it to all be fruitless. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

			“Hell, maybe your ex is there. It’s where I’d go if I wanted to avoid everyone and had to make sure I didn’t have money.”

			I want to throw up at the idea of him being my ex. Or maybe it’s the beer. “Thank you.”

			“Anything else I can get you?”

			I gaze meaningfully at my drink as if I strongly want another but am trying to resist. “No. I have work to do. Thank you, though.” I stand, pay my tab, grab my hat, and walk back outside.

			No one even follows me.

			What does it take in this town to find a vampire? Sighing, I put the hat on and stare at the starry sky. It’s a perfect night for a hunt. They should be out in numbers.

			I can practically smell the blood in the air.

			But there’s nothing.

			It doesn’t make any sense. I kick the gravel of the parking lot, knocking up dust. I’ve been in dozens of towns, and none of them have been this empty. Three days is plenty of time to at least catch a hint of something supernatural.

			Could it be because that monster was here? He didn’t seem like he had any sort of control when I met him. It couldn’t be possible that he’s managed to corral a mass of leeches into any semblance of order. But what else can make Toronto so unusual?

			I’ll just have to find that out, won’t I? Since no one seems to want to attack me, I climb into my beat-up old Chevy pickup and hit the road. There are plenty of places to still look, and with how weird Toronto is, it might not be dangerous to do so.

			That makes it boring, but it could make finding things out easier.

			I drive to the nearest blood bank. It’s always a gamble, but maybe it will explain why all the hunting grounds are empty. I suppose I’ll have to hope that it’s not as useless as they tend to be.

			





Chapter Ten

			Dorenia

			 

			The door slammed in my face. It was the fourth one in a row, and I barely stepped back in time to avoid having my tray knocked to the ground. One of the jars sloshed and threatened to tip over, but I pressed the tray against the wall and grabbed it before it fell, panting. I could’ve sworn they were getting worse. It had never been easy making these sales, but people seemed to only be growing more hostile. It was never a good sign. We’d probably need to move soon if we didn’t want to be driven out of town.

			I secured the strap to my shoulders, making sure the toys and drinks stayed in place as I stood. There was no way they’d take kindly to my leaning against their house.

			I went a bit farther up the street, hoping that this neighborhood was just worse than usual, and found a house a few roads down with the gate to its front yard open and a cobblestone path heading right to the door. It was massive, far bigger than anyplace I’d normally try selling to. I’d gone farther than I meant; this was the wealthier part of Liverpool.

			 

			Kalila stares at me, her light brown eyes narrowing. “What on earth does any of this have to do with my question? I asked who I had to kill, not for your life story.”

			“I’m getting there. It’s important that you hear the whole thing.”

			“Then get there faster.”

			I sigh. The story needs to be told a certain way to have the proper flair, and if it doesn’t have adequate impact, I doubt I’ll make it out of this business relationship alive. She may kill him first, but I’d rather avoid being killed second. Or third. “I will, I promise, we’re almost there. You need to know the context to understand how important this is.”

			 

			I looked at the door and back down the road. We needed the money. But what were the chances they’d want anything? They could buy far nicer from anywhere else.

			Though any alcohol would be weaker. I’d focus on that. Maybe I couldn’t beat the impossible quality of the goods they could order, but I could certainly beat the strength. The prices weren’t labeled, so I could easily raise them to match the sort of expectations they’d have. Novelty and strength, I’d focus on that, and try to get a sale.

			The path was impressively smooth and maintained and led up to a polished oak door. Taking a deep breath, I knocked.

			The better part of a minute flew by without any sound coming from the other side. I was ready to give up when finally, it flew open, and a woman in a gown made of fabric that had to cost more than I’d make in a year looked out at me. “Can I help you?” she asked. It wasn’t what I expected. She wasn’t throwing me out, but it also wasn’t the formal greeting that I’d assumed one would receive at a place like this.

			“I was hoping to help you, actually.” I smiled. “I have a number of goods for sale, including some rather potent alcohol from the East.” Technically, the still was east of here, so it wasn’t a lie.

			“I…” She looked behind her. “I’m not sure the master of the house will be interested.”

			I tried to contain my disappointment. It was better treatment than I’d received in a while, even if it wasn’t a sale.

			“But we might be. Come around back to the servants’ entrance and let us see what you have. We so rarely have time to go out to do our own shopping.”

			A smile pulled at my cheeks. That was the best news I’d had in days. “I’ll be right there.”

			The servants’ entrance was in a recess at the back of the house, but it was easy enough to find, and the door was open and waiting for me. They marveled at my selection, poring over everything. A few kids jumped at the chance to have some proper toys, grabbing a doll and a carved horse and carriage while the men grabbed bottle after bottle of alcohol. The cloths I had didn’t seem to interest the women, but one begged for me to read her palm. I’d never learned the trade, but I’d seen it done enough times that I wasn’t willing to say no.

			She sat by the counter, and one of the men pushed a chair over for me, so I sat and took her hand. I muttered a few words, like I was trying to figure out what it meant, and then simply repeated the same thing I’d heard my cousin tell a customer, explaining how this line meant she’d have a long life, how this meant she’d find love, and the usual nonsense people loved to hear.

			Of course, this only excited more of them, and I didn’t manage to get out of there until I’d had to make up some outlandish fortunes and been given a bag of more money than I’d ever seen.

			As heavy as it was on its own, my tray was so light now that I was practically skipping on the road home. I’d have to come back the next day. I’d always stuck to poorer areas, where it seemed like people would be more interested, but I’d apparently been overlooking an under-served market, and I would not do that again.

			The coins in my blouse were enough for everyone. We wouldn’t have to worry for weeks. They were going to be thrilled. There’d probably be a party in my honor.

			I chuckled, the grin no longer enough to express my joy. Everything was perfect.

			I turned down the road. It wasn’t dark or empty. There were plenty of people on it, but they were wealthier, and I was well below any of their notice. Home was only an hour’s walk away, maybe forty minutes at the rate I was going, so I wasn’t overly worried.

			But one of them started following me.

			It was an older man, with gray hair, a frock coat, and a cane that rang out on the cobblestones. It was what first made me notice him.

			The sound hadn’t meant anything at first. People had walking sticks, and they made noise; it was no different than anything else I’d hear on the road, like footsteps, hoofbeats, and shouted slurs. But unlike all of the other noises, it didn’t go away as I kept walking.

			I didn’t want to look, but it kept thudding, never getting any farther away.

			He was keeping pace with me. I tried speeding up, pretending I was still skipping merrily along. For a moment, the sound grew fainter, and I thought maybe I’d been paranoid over nothing, but then it got closer again.

			It kept thudding. Beat. Beat. Every few steps, never growing any farther.

			I risked a look back and saw the proper older man in a frock coat. Nothing about him seemed interesting. He didn’t even react when I looked. But he was the exact same distance he’d been when I’d first noticed him.

			A pit formed in my stomach. I tried turning off to a different road, but it didn’t change. That same sound kept following me at the same distance.

			Could he have been the owner of that house? Maybe he thought I stole something? Was that why he was following me?

			I turned again, and it stayed exactly as far away. It just kept coming. No matter what I did, he was following me, and I’d been dumb enough to turn into a village street I didn’t know as well.

			I’d been here a few months earlier. The houses were all wooden, with thatch roofs, and sides that seemed ready to cave in, with tarps in places to keep out the draft. There were people on the roads, as evidenced by one spitting at my feet, but I didn’t know anyone here. There were no other Rroms I could turn to or anyplace I could go.

			Part of me wanted to try knocking on a door to sell something, but standing in one place with him behind me felt like a terrible decision.

			But I had to do something.

			I turned back onto the main road, and he didn’t stop me, but when I looked back, I swear he was the slightest bit closer. Nowhere near arm’s reach, still a good ten paces away, but he’d been farther before, hadn’t he?

			I kept walking. I was maybe half an hour from home after that detour. I could make it.

			He was only eight paces away now. What was he trying to do? Why hadn’t he said anything? “Is there something you want?” I finally asked, turning, trying to smile but knowing the fear took it from me.

			His eyes finally met mine. They were cold, lifeless things that somehow still seemed to show joy at the look on my face. “Good evening,” he said.

			I glanced up at the sky. The sun was barely hitting the horizon. Evening seemed a bit early, but if the worst he was going to do was be wrong about the time, then I could hardly complain. “Good evening,” I repeated, not wanting to correct him. “Do I know you?”

			His teeth showed in a mockery of a smile. They were white, straight, and far too sharp. “No, I don’t believe you do.”

			I took a step back.

			His cane echoed again as he stepped toward me, seeming to cross the entire distance between us in a single step. “It is a lovely night for a walk, isn’t it?”

			I opened my mouth, but no words came out. A lump seemed to have formed in my throat, and I couldn’t force anything past it.

			“Oh, it’s quite all right.” His finger pressed against my lips. “You don’t need to say anything more. Ever again, in fact.”

			I snapped on his finger hard enough that the bone crunched, and blood sprayed into my mouth. It popped free, and I felt the vile digit loose in my mouth, rolling against my throat and only adding to how badly I wanted to vomit as I swung my tray at his head, jars and toys flying off and smashing on the ground.

			He caught it. “Oh, I do wish you hadn’t done that.” He yanked the tray from my hand with so little effort, I might as well have been a rag doll. He snapped it over his knee, then flung it to the side. “We were playing a simple game, and you had to ruin it.” He stared at his missing finger, then picked me up by the throat.

			It was the strangest thing I’d ever felt. It hurt, of course, like nothing had ever hurt before as his fingers crushed my windpipe, and I gasped for air, but he was holding me in the air in a single hand. I’d compared myself to a doll, but I hadn’t realized how true it was. Whatever this monster was, I was merely another toy to play with.

			He pressed against my broken trachea as I tried to scream, but nothing came out except his finger, and it fell to the ground. Those fangs he had for teeth sank into my throat, and I knew I was going to die. I reached under my shirt, feeling the bag of coins but moved past it. I knew I still had it. I had to. I wouldn’t have lost it.

			My hand clasped the hilt of the knife my cousin had given me. It was little more than a letter opener, but it was all I had. I drew it and stabbed into his chest, and blood sprayed out with so much force, I could taste it.

			I thought he’d at least be surprised enough to drop me, but he only tightened his grip, and the world went black as I finally dropped to the ground.

			That was how I died. The first vampire I’d ever met stalked me and tormented me, then left me dead on the side of the road.

			But I’d tasted his blood. He hadn’t meant for it to happen, but it was enough to make sure I didn’t stay dead. I was quite possibly the first vampire to ever accidentally become one, but at the time, all I knew was that I’d been attacked and left for dead on the side of the road. I had no idea that I’d become the same sort of monster that had killed me.

			





Chapter Eleven

			Dorenia

			“That’s not possible,” Kalila says.

			“What isn’t?”

			“You can’t…no one is turned like that. Vampires choose to do it. I’ve been hunting them for over a decade, and I’ve never heard of anything like this happening. It doesn’t make sense. He should’ve been fast enough to avoid any of that. You’re lying.”

			I need her to believe me. What can I possibly do to get through to her? “I’m not.”

			“Then why are you wasting my time with this?”

			“I need you to understand who he is and what he can do. He’s a serious threat, and you don’t want to go in blind.” It’s the best way to pitch it. The story is obviously to get her sympathy, but if I treat it like a tactical necessity, maybe she’ll keep listening long enough for the truth to sink in.

			She crosses her arms and sits back but doesn’t say anything. I take it as a sign to continue.

			 

			I woke up on the side of the road, the sun well below the horizon. I felt my belly to find the bag of coins still there. No one must’ve wanted to touch me. Their loss.

			I felt my throat, expecting the same pain as before, but it seemed whole and unbroken. There wasn’t even a tear where his teeth had bit in. I tried speaking, and a noise came out. “I’m all right?” I asked no one and received no answer.

			My tray was still broken on the ground, and blood still clung to my face and blouse. It hadn’t been a dream or any sort of hallucination. I was attacked. I was killed. But I was fine.

			I rubbed my throat, knowing that there had to be an injury, that something had to be wrong, but it was perfect. It was like nothing had ever happened.

			I pulled myself to my feet and ignored my fallen goods. I’d made enough money that it wasn’t a huge loss.

			Home was so close. All I had to do was walk, but as I began moving, I felt a pain in my belly. At first, I thought it was an injury I’d overlooked, but as I began licking my lips, I realized that I was starving.

			I hadn’t eaten all day, so that made sense. Someone back home would probably have saved me some food. It should give me the motivation to make the walk.

			But as a woman walked by, I found myself staring at her neck, unable to look away. She smelled more delicious than any food I’d ever smelled. It was like a succulent roast mixed with the most flavorful wine, but somehow more than that. I was drooling.

			I tried to fight back, to keep from moving toward her, but she was already within arm’s reach.

			She turned to me, shock and revulsion clear on her face. “Get away from me, gy—”

			My teeth sank into her.

			I blinked, barely managing to keep from pulling away and taking her neck with me. What was I doing? Why was I doing this? I released her and stepped back, licking my lips and barely managing not to moan at the taste. She ran, and I had to fight every instinct to chase her.

			What the hell was going on with me?

			I wiped my face and rubbed at the blood on my shirt. It was too dry to come off, but I needed to get rid of it. What was I? I had to look like a monster, and it didn’t seem far off from the truth.

			That man, that thing that attacked me. Was I like him now? He had bitten me and left me for dead. Why was I like him? What was he?

			Maybe someone back home could tell me. All I could do was keep from hurting anyone. I had enough money to help out, and they’d hide me if that woman ran to the police. We’d probably have to leave town sooner than I’d imagined, but at least we wouldn’t do so penniless.

			In mere minutes, I was there. I looked around in confusion. It had been farther than this. I thought back to how even as I ran, he was always right behind me. Was this part of that too?

			I wanted to talk to someone, to ask what was happening to me, but I couldn’t do it while looking like this. I headed for my wagon only for someone to start calling my name. The words were loud and rang in my ears, but I turned to face the one who said it. Her image was so sharp that I couldn’t recognize her at first, but she coalesced into my cousin, Mala.

			“God, Dorenia, you look like hell.”

			“I’m fine,” I lied. I only wanted to get cleaned up, to not have them all see me looking like a monster.

			“You’re covered in blood. What happened to you?”

			“It’s nothing.” I shook my head and tried to move around her, but she grabbed my arm, her pleading eyes meeting mine.

			“Dorenia, what happened? Did someone hurt you?”

			I shook my head.

			Her grip tightened. It was nothing like his. She was so weak. So human. Unlike whatever I was now. “You’re covered in blood and coming home well after midnight. You’re not leaving without answering me.”

			I sighed. Was it really that late? How long had I lay on the side of the road? “Fine, I’ll tell you, but can we please go to my wagon? I want to get cleaned up.”

			She held my gaze for a long moment but finally nodded. “All right. I’ll fetch some water, but as soon as I get there, you’re telling me everything.”

			I did. She helped me clean off, and I told her every detail of what had happened, from how he’d followed me, to how I’d bitten off his finger, to how I’d died and woken up hours later in the dirt.

			“What the hell?” she finally asked when it was all done. Because she, unlike some people, was capable of not interrupting a story.

			“I don’t know.” I sobbed. Tears had blocked my vision halfway through the story. I tried to wipe them away, but they kept coming. “He’s turned me into something. After I woke up, I…” I trailed off. Could I truly say it? How would she ever look at me again? “I attacked someone. I was so hungry. I needed her blood. I bit her throat, but when I saw what I’d done, I released her, and she ran away, screaming. She’s probably gone to the police already to say that one of us attacked her.”

			“Shit. Okay, don’t tell anyone else about this. They always say we’ve attacked them. Stay in here, and I’ll ask around and see what I can find out.”

			I followed her advice. The next day, police came, beating people, asking questions, demanding what we’d been up to, and I heard every second of it while I hid in my home, not willing to risk facing them. I felt like a coward, but Mala was right. If the woman could identify me, it would only make matters worse. And until we knew what I was, there was little we could do for it.

			That night, Mala knocked on my door, and I let her in. She wouldn’t meet my eyes and seemed unwilling to speak.

			“Mala, what is it?”

			She shook her head, tears falling. “You attacked someone, Dorenia.”

			My heart dropped. I knew what she was going to say.

			“They’re talking about kicking you out of the caravan. Tsura is saying that you sound like a strigoi, an undead monster that feeds on blood. I told her she was wrong, but with what you said, I don’t think she is.”

			“I didn’t mean to be…” What a pointless thing to say. When had my desires ever mattered?

			“I know.” She blinked away tears and threw her arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Dorenia.”

			I hugged back, my tears falling onto her shoulder. “It’s okay. I don’t want to bring harm to all of you.”

			“It’s still not fair. You don’t deserve this.”

			I nodded, but it was hard to agree. I’d attacked someone. I could’ve killed her. This was precisely what I deserved. “Did she say anything else about strigoi?” I asked, pulling away.

			“Only that they’re corpses that rise at night to feed on the living, and supposedly, they can turn into animals. Can you do that?”

			“I haven’t tried.”

			She chuckled. “You could turn into a cat and stay in my wagon. Then you wouldn’t have to leave.”

			I imagined myself as a cat, but my body didn’t seem to do anything. “I don’t think I can.”

			“I figured. But it sounds like you need to drink blood fairly often or else you could get dangerous. She did say one other thing. I didn’t want to mention it, as it was rather mean, but she said that you were too much of a risk to keep here, that if you didn’t feed regularly, you’d lose control and be unable to keep from eating your family.”

			I nodded. “That sounds like what happened before.”

			“All right.”

			I stared at her. “What?”

			She brushed her hair back and smiled at me. “You need to eat. If we’re kicking you out of the caravan, I’m not sending you out there starving. You’re my best friend, and you’re still family, no matter what they decide—though it sounds like they’ve already decided—so eat.”

			“You don’t mean…”

			“I do. I trust you. You won’t kill me. Drink enough to satisfy you. You can have more whenever you need. I know you’ll always be able to find me. That way, we can keep people safe.”

			I wanted to say no, to insist that it wasn’t worth it, that I’d end up killing her, but before I could form any of the words, my teeth were in her throat. I hugged her, moaning into her neck as I drank her life, the flavor the most intoxicating thing I’d ever encountered. Nothing could compare to it; it was like the ambrosia of myth. I knew that I’d never be able to stop. That she’d die, and I wouldn’t even care. I’d just keep drinking from everyone until there was nothing left.

			I could see my family dead at my feet, and I knew it would happen. If there had been any doubt that they were right to expel me, it was gone.

			I managed to release her, panting.

			She covered her neck with her hand, but she didn’t recoil from me. I didn’t deserve that kindness. “Do you feel better?”

			I nodded, unable to take my eyes off her. I needed more. I wanted to keep drinking until it was all gone.

			“Whenever you need. Though give me a few days to recover first.”

			I wasn’t willing to open my mouth lest it latch on to her again.

			She smiled at me. “I’m going to try to talk them into letting you stay. You’re not a danger.”

			I shook my head. It was all I could manage.

			“You stopped yourself from killing me and that girl, when you knew what leaving her alive would cost you. That should be enough to convince them. Just wait. I’ll manage. You won’t have to leave.”

			“It’s too dangerous,” I finally said.

			She rolled her eyes. “As the food here, I think I get to decide what’s too dangerous. You’re family. We’re not turning on you simply because someone attacked you. None of this is your fault.”

			I sighed and leaned against the wall, trying to keep myself from biting her again. I reached into my shirt on the floor and pulled out the money. “You all need this. I should leave. I can take care of myself now. There’s no reason to bring it onto our family.”

			“And you think there’s any chance that they won’t blame us anyway?”

			I pursed my lips.

			“Dorenia, as far as they’re concerned, we’re all the same. Whether you’re out there or in here, you’ll be treated as one of us by everyone else. You didn’t do anything wrong. And especially when you come home with enough to feed everyone for…” She took the purse. “Goddamn.”

			“I found a better place to sell.”

			“Then stay. You can keep doing that, and we won’t have to worry about food anymore. And since you don’t need to eat, we can take your needs off the table.”

			I glared at her.

			She smirked. “I’m plenty for you. But fine, you can still have supplies too, I guess, if you must receive anything from your money.”

			I crossed my arms and rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but smile.

			“That’s better. Not talking about how you need to leave now.”

			“It’s still the better option.”

			“No, it isn’t. You’re just trying to sacrifice yourself for everyone else, like you always do. So I’m going to go tell them to shove it and that you’re family. With any luck, they’ll understand, and you’ll get to stay. If not, I guess I’ll go with you, and we can find someplace new to live.”

			“You’re not—”

			She held up her hand. “It’s my decision. And I’ve made it. You’re family, Dorenia. And I’m not losing you.”

			Without another word, she strode out of my wagon, and I could hear her chewing out the elder from across the camp. It was a miracle that he didn’t throw us both out, but somehow, she convinced him to let me stay, and the next day, I went out selling my goods like any other day.

			 

			“What does any of this have to do with him?” Kalila snaps. “I assume it’s the guy who turned you, right? Now I know. I don’t need to know everything that happened after.”

			She needed to know that I haven’t killed people and that I have family. “I’m getting to it. He’s coming back into the story, don’t worry. I can’t skip to it. I’d rather not go straight from the worst thing that ever happened to me to the second one.”

			She huffs but lets me keep going.

			 

			It was uneventful. The sun was bright and unpleasant, but beyond making me squint and itch where it hit my exposed flesh, not much had changed. We hit the richer part of Liverpool again and made easy money almost like before, only this time, no one tried to murder us on the way back. Though, I suppose “tried” would suggest he’d failed, and my heart didn’t seem to be beating anymore.

			The next few days, we kept going like that, and everything was perfect. We were making more money than our family could’ve imagined, and anytime I grew hungry, I had food, even though the knowledge that if I ever went too far, that food would die, and I’d lose my dearest friend, ate at me as much as I ate her.

			Around a week later, however, when Mala came to get me, I could barely move. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

			I stared at her and forced myself to sit up. I was in my bed in my wagon, and it felt like I was lying in a pit of spikes. “I…”

			She took my hand. “Do you need blood? You fed last night. Are you getting hungrier? I can ask someone else.”

			I shook my head. “I don’t think…it’s that.” The words were torture to get out. “It’s like I’m falling apart inside. Maybe death finally caught up with me.”

			Mala stared at me, biting her lip and looking behind her as if she couldn’t bring herself to abandon me.

			“It’s okay.”

			She nodded. “I’ll get Tsura. She might know something.”

			I could hear her calling through the camp. They ran back, their echoing footsteps ringing in my head and making it throb. I closed my eyes. The meager light through my curtains was too much. The sounds were too much. Moving was far too much. I lay there, willing the pain to go away even if it meant I had to die again.

			Steps thudded on the wooden floor as the two of them entered. “Dorenia, what seems to be the matter?” Tsura’s voice came.

			I tried to open my eyes but couldn’t. “It hurts.”

			“What hurts?” She sounded concerned.

			“Everything. I feel like I’m dying again.”

			I could feel her looking me over, leaning above me, searching for an answer. “Has anything changed? What could’ve prompted this? Have you fed?”

			“She ate last night,” Mala answered.

			“Then what’s different?”

			I tried to shrug and failed. “I didn’t do anything. I came home last night, had a bit of soup—and Mala—and washed my bedding and went to sleep.”

			“Could it be the soup?” Mala asked. “Maybe there was something in it that strigoi can’t eat?”

			“That’s possible,” she muttered and made a contemplative noise. “Had you cleaned your bedding before then?”

			“Once a week, all my life.”

			“I meant since you became a strigoi.”

			“Oh.” I wanted to stare at her, to cock my head, to blink, to react in some way other than with a pained groan, but that was all I could manage. “I don’t think I had.”

			I could picture her sitting there, stroking her chin, staring at the curtain of my window like she could see out of it as she went over the myths in her head and what they could mean. “I’ve heard it said that strigoi have to sleep in the dirt where they were buried.”

			“I wasn’t buried.”

			“But you were left on the side of the road. Tell us where.”

			Where had it been? I’d left that village and turned back toward home. That was where he’d grabbed me, wasn’t it? “It was on the main road. There’s a village I’d been to only once before, maybe half an hour from here, and it was just past that, toward here.”

			“Maybe there’ll still be evidence of your fight?” Mala said. “Unless you can be more specific.”

			I tried to shake my head but only managed to move it the barest inch.

			Mala ran from the wagon, and Tsura followed her, walking slowly. I lay there in agony, barely able to move and knowing that without that dirt, there was nothing I could do.

			When Mala came back hours later, she had pockets full of different dirt, and we used all of them. It felt gross, and I woke up dirtier than when I went to bed, but it worked. We managed to narrow it down over time and not make so much of a mess, I didn’t wake up in pain anymore and could function exactly like I used to, but faster and stronger and with an insatiable need for blood.

			For years, other than sleeping in dirt, drinking Mala, and eventually another cousin’s blood every few days, it was like nothing had changed. We worked, we ate together, we had parties and evenings drinking. If it wasn’t for the fact that I could smell every human for the better part of a mile, I’d have thought it was all a dream. Until I saw him again.
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