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​Chapter One: The Keto Diet From Hell
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The alarm went off at 6:45 PM.

For thirty-four years of her life, 6:45 had been a morning time. It was a time for lukewarm coffee in a travel mug, frantic searches for matching toddler socks, and the crushing existential dread of commuting into the city for a marketing job that involved way too many discussions about "synergy."

Now, 6:45 was Becca’s dawn. And the dread was entirely different.

Becca groaned, a sound that was less "sleepy suburban mom" and more "reanimated corpse underneath floorboards." Which, to be fair, wasn't far off. She slapped the snooze button on her iPhone, her hand moving with a speed that would have alarmed her six months ago. The phone skittered across the bedside table and embedded itself in the drywall.

"Dammit," she hissed, pulling her hand back. No pain. Just annoyance.

She lay still in the pitch blackness of the master bedroom. When she bought the house at 404 Hemlock Terrace three months ago, the real estate agent, a woman named Sheila with panicked eyes and a scent like nervous sweat and peppermint, had heavily emphasized the "state-of-the-art localized eclipse blackout shutters."

Becca now understood why Sheila always looked like she was vibrating. Selling houses in Whispering Pines required a very specific skill set, mostly involving looking the other way when a client tested the structural integrity of a support beam with their pinky finger.

Becca sat up. The hunger hit her instantly. It wasn't the polite rumble of needing toast. It was a cavernous, clawing emptiness located somewhere behind her sternum, a primal scream that demanded immediate satiation. It was the feeling of being hangry multiplied by a thousand, with a side order of homicidal ideation.

She threw off the 1,000-thread-count Egyptian cotton duvet—one of the few creature comforts she’d managed to salvage from her divorce from Gary, the cheating tax attorney—and padded across the plush carpet to the en-suite bathroom.

She didn't turn on the light. She didn't need to. Her night vision was currently better than an owl on performance-enhancing drugs. She stopped in front of the massive, gilded mirror over the double vanity.

Nothing.

Well, not nothing. She could see the marble countertop, the ridiculously expensive bottle of anti-aging serum she no longer needed (irony was a cruel mistress), and the shower curtain behind her. But where Rebecca Sterling, age thirty-five, mother of one, and recent divorcee should be, there was just a blurred vacancy.

"Still weird," she mumbled to the empty air.

Doing her hair and makeup had become an exercise in faith and muscle memory. She brushed the air where she assumed her shoulder-length blonde bob was, applied mascara by feel to eyelashes that never seemed to fall out anymore, and hoped she didn't look like a toddler who got into Mommy’s makeup bag.

She threw on a silk robe, tied it tightly around a waist that was frustratingly snap-back perfect now that she was undead, and headed downstairs to the kitchen.

The house was silent. Her fourteen-year-old daughter, Chloe, was in the guest room down the hall. Chloe was currently enjoying the "teenager phase" of sleeping until the absolute last second possible before school. Becca had about twenty minutes before she had to wake her up and perform the daily pantomime of Being A Normal Human Mother.

The kitchen of 404 Hemlock was a monstrosity of white marble and stainless steel, an operating theater disguised as a culinary space. Becca walked past the six-burner Wolf range she’d used exactly twice and opened the Sub-Zero refrigerator.

It was stocked with the staples of a health-conscious single mom: organic spinach, almond milk, free-range chicken breasts for Chloe, and twelve liters of human blood disguised in opaque green bottles labeled "Suja Organic Cold-Pressed Celery Detox."

Becca grabbed a bottle of the "Celery Detox." The label claimed it was packed with electrolytes and vitamins. It was actually packed with Type A-Positive, sourced from a very sketchy medical supply guy named Renny who operated out of the back of a vape shop three towns over.

The Whispering Pines HOA handbook, Section 4, Paragraph B, clearly stated: “Community Sourcing is strictly prohibited. Any resident caught feeding on delivery personnel, door-to-door evangelists, or the meter reader will face immediate expulsion and a fine of $50,000.”

Becca cracked the seal on the bottle. The scent hit her—metallic, rich, intoxicating. Her fangs, sharp little needles she was still learning to retract without slicing her own tongue, dropped with an audible click.

She needed to make this civilized. She was a monster, maybe, but she wasn't a barbarian.

She grabbed a crystal champagne flute from the cabinet—a wedding gift Gary’s aunt had given them, which Becca had spite-kept—and poured the thick crimson liquid in. She added a splash of freshly squeezed orange juice.

The O-Negative Mimosa. Breakfast of champions.

She took a long sip, sighing as the burning hunger began to recede, replaced by a buzzing rush of energy that felt like drinking four espressos straight.

"Okay," she whispered to herself, leaning against the cold marble island. "You are Rebecca Sterling. You live in the suburbs. You drive a Volvo hybrid. You are going to PTA meetings. You just happen to have a severe sun allergy and a very restrictive liquid diet. This is fine. This is totally manageable."

The lie tasted almost as good as the blood.

Six months ago, her biggest problem was Gary sleeping with his paralegal, a twenty-two-year-old named Tiffany who dotted her 'i's with hearts. Becca had gone on a rebound blind date set up by a well-meaning friend. The guy, Marcus, had been handsome, charming, and deeply interested in her neck. They’d gone for a walk in the park after dinner. He leaned in for a kiss, bit her, panicked when she started screaming, and ran off into the night, leaving her bleeding out on a jogger’s path.

She woke up three days later in the county morgue, scaring the living daylights out of an attendant named Steve, and feeling better than she had since college.

The transition had been... messy. There were confusing urges, sudden bursts of strength that resulted in ripped doorknobs, and an unfortunate incident with a raw steak at a grocery store.

Finding Whispering Pines had seemed like a miracle. An exclusive gated community nestled in a heavily forested valley outside the city, advertised on the dark web forums she was now frequenting as a "Sanctuary for the Nocturnally Inclined." It was expensive, sure. The HOA fees were extortionate. But it offered safety. Community. A place where everyone understood that you couldn't put the trash bins out at 2 PM because you’d burst into flames.

She finished her mimosa, rinsed the flute meticulously, and checked the time on the microwave. 7:15 PM. Chloe time.

She walked up the stairs, making sure to step heavily so she didn't appear beside her daughter’s bed like a phantom. She knocked on Chloe’s door.

"Bug? Time to get up. School."

A groan from beneath a pile of blankets that smelled intensely of Bath & Body Works cucumber melon spray. "Mmph. Five more minutes."

"No, five more minutes. The bus will be here in twenty. I made you avocado toast."

Lying to her daughter was the hardest part. Chloe knew something was wrong. She knew Mom and Dad split up, and that Mom got "really sick" for a few days, and now Mom had this weird skin condition that meant she couldn't go in the sun and had to work the night shift doing "remote data entry consultant work."

Chloe sat up, her hair a blonde rat's nest mirroring Becca’s own invisible one. She squinted at Becca in the dim hallway light.

"You look pale, Mom."

"It’s the lighting in here, sweetie. And the new foundation I'm trying." Becca smiled, careful not to show too much tooth. "Up. Now. Or I'm singing the 'Wake Up' song."

The threat was effective. Chloe scrambled out of bed. "No. Please God, no."

Twenty minutes later, Becca stood by the front door, holding Chloe’s backpack while her daughter tied her sneakers.

"Got your lunch?" Becca asked.

"Yeah. Turkey sandwich." Chloe wrinkled her nose. "Are you sure you don't want one? You never eat real food anymore. Just those gross green juices."

Becca’s stomach gave a phantom lurch at the thought of turkey. "Keto, Bug. Intense keto. It’s working, isn't it? I feel great."

"You're weird," Chloe stated, grabbing her bag. She opened the heavy oak front door.

The evening sun had just dipped below the horizon, leaving the sky a bruised purple and violent orange. It was safe. Becca stepped out onto the front porch, taking a deep breath of the cool evening air. It smelled of pine needles, damp earth, and something else... something uniquely Whispering Pines. A faint, coppery undertone hidden beneath the scent of premium mulch.

The neighborhood was picture-perfect. Manicured lawns that looked like green velvet. sprawling McMansions made of stone and cedar, each positioned strategically so no window looked directly into another. Gas lamps flickered with a charming, old-world glow along the winding streets.

It was dead silent. No birds singing. No crickets chirping. The nature here knew better than to make noise.

"Bye Mom," Chloe said, heading down the slate walkway toward the bus stop at the corner.

"Phone on! Be home by five! Love you!" Becca called out, waving.

She watched until Chloe was safely at the corner with two other teenagers—kids whose parents were also "night shift workers"—before she let her posture slump.

One hour of pretending down. Twelve to go until sunrise.

She turned to go back inside, eager for a second mimosa and maybe a binge-watch of The Great British Bake Off (watching people eat cake was weirdly comforting), when a voice sliced through the evening air like a chilled scalpel.

"Rebecca. Darling. A moment?"

Becca froze. Her claws nearly popped out again. She slowly turned toward the house next door, 402 Hemlock.

Standing at the edge of the property line was Countess Valeriana von Croft.

Valeriana looked twenty-five but was rumored to have personally known Marie Antoinette. She was stunning in an aggressive, terrifying way, with porcelain skin, jet-black hair pulled into a severe chignon, and eyes like shards of obsidian. She was wearing a silk gardening jumpsuit that probably cost more than Becca’s car, and she was holding a pair of silver pruning shears that looked suspiciously sharp.

Valeriana was also the Vice President of the HOA.

"Good evening, Valeriana," Becca said, forcing a bright, neighborly smile. "Lovely night for... pruning in the dark?"

Valeriana didn't smile. She floated—she never seemed to walk, just glide millimeters above the grass—toward the property line. She stopped exactly where her perfect zoysia grass met Becca’s slightly-less-perfect fescue.

"One must tend to the night-blooming cereus when they call," Valeriana said, her voice a smooth, Transylvanian-adjacent purr. She tapped the shears against her thigh. Snip. Snip. "Speaking of tending to things. I noticed your recycling bin was still at the curb at 5:43 AM this morning."

Becca felt a cold sweat break on her forehead. "Oh. Was it? The sun was coming up so fast, I must have just missed the cutoff when I brought it in."

"The cutoff is 5:30 AM, Rebecca. Dawn breaks early this time of year. We cannot have refuse bins cluttering the street when the sun is up. It looks... pedestrian."

"Right. Sorry. Won't happen again."

"See that it doesn't." Valeriana leaned in slightly, her dark eyes narrowing. Becca could smell her perfume—something ancient, musky, and laced with the scent of dried blood. "We have standards here in Whispering Pines. We aren't like those communes out west where they sleep in dirt and wear denim."

Becca nodded furiously. "Absolutely. Standards. Big fan of standards."

"Good." Valeriana straightened up. "Then I assume we’ll be seeing you at the quarterly HOA meeting tonight? At the Community Clubhouse. Midnight sharp."

Becca’s stomach dropped. She had seen the email but had been planning to fake a migraine. The thought of being locked in a room with fifty other apex predators discussing mailbox uniformity regulations was terrifying.

"Oh, tonight? I, uh..."

"It is mandatory for new residents," Valeriana said, examining the tip of her shears. "We’re voting on the new measure regarding the werewolf compost issue. The Hendersons down the street insist on using bone meal that is... insufficiently processed. It’s attracting ghouls. Very unsanitary."

Werewolves. Right. Becca still hadn't met them, but she’d heard the howling on full moon nights, muted by triple-pane glass.

"I'll be there," Becca said faintly.

"Excellent." Valeriana turned her gaze to Becca’s front garden. "And Rebecca? You might want to do something about those hydrangeas. They look thirsty. Perhaps a little... iron supplement?"

She winked, a terrifying gesture that involved too many muscles in her face, and glided back toward her mansion.

Becca stared at her hydrangeas. They were wilting slightly. She realized with horror that Valeriana wasn't suggesting fertilizer.

She fled back inside her house, locking the three deadbolts behind her.

This is fine, she told herself again, leaning against the door, her heart hammering a slow, powerful rhythm against her ribs. Just a normal suburban mom going to a normal HOA meeting to discuss normal neighbor disputes involving bone meal and ghouls.

She needed another drink. And maybe something to wear that said, "I am a responsible homeowner who recycles correctly," but didn't say, "I have no idea how to defend myself if things get violent over Robert's Rules of Order."

She spent the next few hours nervously pacing her house. She folded laundry with manic speed. She replied to three work emails from her boss, Dave, who thought she was an insomniac workaholic.

Dave: Hey Becca, great work on the Q3 projections. You're crushing it on these overnight turnarounds. Get some sleep!

Becca: Thanks Dave! Just in a good rhythm. You know how it is.

She deleted the draft where she typed: I crave the vital fluids of the living, Dave. Send help or a medium-rare intern.

At 11:30 PM, she stood in her closet. What did one wear to a vampire HOA meeting? Black seemed too cliché, but pastels felt wrong. She settled on a navy blue wrap dress that was business-casual enough for a meeting but loose enough to allow for sudden athletic movement if she had to flee.

She checked her reflection—checked the lack of her reflection—one last time, grabbed her purse (containing her phone, keys, and a lipstick taser she’d bought online that she was 90% sure wouldn't stop an immortal being), and headed out.

The Whispering Pines Community Clubhouse was a grand, sprawling structure built in the style of a hunting lodge, all dark wood beams and massive stone fireplaces. It was situated in the center of the neighborhood, surrounded by an impeccably maintained park that no one ever used during the day.

As Becca pulled her Volvo into the parking lot, she saw it was full of luxury cars. Mercedes, Bentleys, a vintage hearse that had been immaculate restored. She parked between a Tesla and a Jaguar and took a deep breath.

The air around the clubhouse was thick with power. It was a physical sensation, a pressure against her eardrums. She could smell them before she saw them—dozens of different scents, all underpinned by the metallic tang of blood and the cold, damp smell of something that shouldn't be walking around.

She walked up the grand stone steps to the double doors. They swung open before she touched them.

Inside, the clubhouse was dimly lit by chandeliers fitted with flickering electric candles. The main hall was set up with rows of folding chairs facing a raised dais with a long table.

It looked like every other community meeting she’d ever attended, except the attendees were all terrifyingly beautiful, impeccably dressed, and radiating an aura of apex predator menace.

A man in a tailored Italian suit was standing near the door, holding a clipboard. He had slicked-back blonde hair and a smile that looked like it cost more than Becca’s house.

"Name and address?" he asked, his voice smooth silk.

"Rebecca Sterling. 404 Hemlock."

He checked a list with a manicured finger. "Ah, yes. The new arrival. Welcome, Ms. Sterling. I’m Julian, the HOA treasurer. Dues are payable by the fifth of the month. We accept wire transfer, crypto
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