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1

Edie




I ran. Faster than I ever thought I could. And I didn’t stop until I was safely inside Ben’s house and I’d locked the front door behind me.

As far as I could tell, Maisie hadn’t followed me and neither had the two knife-wielding idiots. But what had she done to them? Were they still alive? I hadn’t wanted to stick around to find out. Did that make me a coward?

I was fine with being a coward in the name of self-preservation. My options had been to get stabbed, use my powers in front of humans, or become vampire food. Running had seemed like the best option and I stood by it.

Tilly scurried to the front door to greet me, her little claws scratching my legs as she jumped up. I bent down to pick her up and carried her into the front room, getting some comfort from her furry white body against mine.

Sensing my panic, she licked my face.

Mum sat up from her spot on the sofa, where she’d been snuggling with Ben. Her face and body were purple, yellow, and green from being beaten up by a human monster just a couple of days ago. The hospital had advised us not to leave Mum alone for a day or two when they’d discharged her, but said she should be fine. She was lucky it hadn’t been worse. Her biggest issue was her inability to sit still.

Proving my point, as she tried to adjust herself to get comfy, she winced.

‘Where’s the shopping?’

Frazzle. I’d been in such a rush to get home I’d dropped them. It wasn’t like we needed milk or anything.

At least the monster responsible for beating her up was going on trial for murdering his family. In the mean time, he was behind bars because he couldn’t afford bail. Karma.

Could I have looked like that – or worse – if Maisie hadn’t intervened?

‘Edie? What’s wrong?’ Mum asked.

I clenched and unclenched my fists. My heart thundered in my chest as I tried to articulate the words. The twins were asleep upstairs. I didn’t want to worry them if they woke up and started eavesdropping. It wouldn’t be the first time they had, either. Not that talking was all that easy with how fast I’d run home. I was still panting. ‘Maisie…vampire…Hulk mode…’

I’d known she was paranormal when we’d met.

But I hadn’t realised she was a vampire until we’d already become friends. So I’d started avoiding her. But of course she’d found me. She was a vampire.

Vampires were dangerous.

Vampires were deadly.

How had I not seen it sooner?

Ben sat up and frowned. He didn’t seem surprised. Mum looked concerned. Then again, she always did. They shifted along the sofa so that I could squeeze in beside Mum.

Tilly walked along our legs, eventually settling across all three of us. Mum inhaled through her teeth, shifting Tilly slightly so that she didn’t catch her bruises.

‘Are the twins still asleep?’ I dug my nails into my palms. Just because Ben’s nieces were witches, that didn’t mean I wanted to traumatise the poor eight-year-olds into hearing about how their friend was threatened with a knife and saved by a crazed vampire.

‘Can you sense where they are?’ Mum asked. The faster solution.

I paused, trying to focus my powers using the techniques my great-grandmother had taught me just a few days ago. Closing my eyes, I felt their bright, high-pitched energies upstairs, where they should be. Their life essences were slow, a lower frequency than usual, suggesting they were asleep. Huh. I hadn’t felt that before. That was kind of cool. Was my power growing?

I pointed upstairs to their room. ‘Asleep.’

‘Now tell us what happened,’ said Mum.

I paced the living room. Tilly relocated to my vacated spot on the sofa and watched me, her head resting on her paws. ‘Maisie and I were threatened—’

‘You were what?’ interrupted Mum.

‘Not the point. Can I finish?’

Of course she’d focus on that and not the vampire part.

‘Who threatened you?’ asked Mum. Despite her own injuries, she got up and started examining me for any.

I swotted her away. ‘I’m fine. They were just some stupid humans on bikes.’ Although Mum was proof that ‘stupid humans’ could do just as much damage as any poltergeist or demon. ‘Maisie got to them first.’

I thought it safer to leave out the the part about them having a knife. She was worried enough and had enough of a hero complex that she’d probably try to hunt them down and finish them off if Maisie hadn’t.

‘You’re safe, right? They didn’t hurt you?’ said Ben.

I swallowed, looking down at my hands. They were balled into fists. Unravelling them revealed deep indentations in my palms from my freshly painted black nails. My heart was still racing so fast it was hard to breathe. Physically, I was fine. Mentally, I was still ready for battle. ‘They didn’t get the chance. Maisie…fangs…bloodshot eyes…’

I sank on to the coffee table opposite them. I’d thought I’d learned everything there was to learn about vampires after meeting Sonia and Alvaro in Spain. They hadn’t needed to Hulk out to attack Fadil and I. Was that because they were older? Stronger? More in control of their powers?

Or had I only so far scratched the surface of what a vampire could do?

I raised my right hand and held it parallel to the floor. Still shaking. ‘Did you know vampires could…?’ I didn’t even know how to explain what she’d done.

Ben looked into his lap, rubbing his hands on his jeans. In the dim light of his living room, the bags under his eyes were huge. Was he really that sleep-deprived or was it the unflattering lighting in his lounge? ‘In theory.’

Mum and I stared at him, waiting for him to elaborate.

‘I’ve read about it. But you know what books are like. Writers make things up all the time. It easily could’ve been a myth that’d been misinterpreted, or a legend that’d spun out of control. Vampires prefer to keep to themselves so very little of what we know is for definite.’

Of course he took the academic perspective. This was the librarian-turned-bookshop-owner with a degree in Parapsychology. He understood facts and that books were a great source of knowledge but that they weren’t always scientific either.

‘Do you know anything else useful about Vampire Hulk Mode?’ I asked. The more I knew, the more educated I’d be for the next time I ran into Maisie. Because I had no doubt that she’d find a way to run into me again. She’d want to explain herself. I just wasn’t sure if I’d ever be ready for that.

Ben nodded. ‘It’s called Blood Rage. It’s a defence mechanism when they feel threatened.’

‘Can’t get much more threatened than that,’ mumbled Mum.

I wasn’t even sure which part freaked me out more: creepy guys trying to attack us or Maisie being a vampire. I was choosing to focus on the vampire part because that I had a more control over. Or at least, it felt that way.

‘Why do I always pick the weird friends?’ I rested my head in my hands.

‘I’m sure Fadil will be pleased to know you think he’s weird,’ said Ben.

‘I mean, he does openly call himself weird. And he is 4,000 years old. There’s no way he’s not weird,’ I said.

‘True,’ said Ben.

I shook my head, stroking Tilly. She looked up at me. She must’ve sensed I was upset because she leaned in to my hand, trying to get as close to me as possible. Smart dog.

Ben’s phone buzzed. He picked it up from the arm of the sofa, his eyes darting across the screen. His neutral expression was replaced by a tight jaw and a wrinkled brow. Jumping up, he scrambled to the door. ‘I’ve got to go.’

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Mum. She, Tilly, and I followed him.

He pulled on his quilted coat. ‘Someone’s broken in to the bookshop.’
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Niamh




We hadn’t even had time to process that Edie had been attacked or that Maisie was a vampire. And now we had to deal with Ben’s not-even-open-yet bookshop being broken in to. Give us a break already.

We dove into my car and headed into town. Driving while still injured was probably a bad idea, but this was an emergency. Ben was too upset, Edie hadn’t learned to drive yet, and the twins weren’t exactly old enough to get behind a wheel. We really needed to get Edie driving lessons.

What were we walking into? Would the perpetrator still be there when we pulled up? Would the ghosts scare whoever it was off?

The brakes squeaked as the car ground to a halt outside the bookshop. Or at least, what was left of it.

We sat in the car, unable to move as we stared at the carnage before us. The front window wasn’t just smashed, it was shattered. Glass littered the pavement and the inside of the shop like glitter. The world’s shittiest glitter. Even the usually talkative twins were speechless.

Inside, books were strewn everywhere. Corners bent; spines scratched; pages ripped out. Hundreds of pounds of stock damaged. Irreparable. Some, irreplaceable.

Seemingly in a trance, Ben climbed out of the passenger side and walked to the shattered window. He ran his fingers over the frame. Even the fresh white paint on the window frame was scratched.

We could’ve walked inside from where we stood; no need to unlock the door. What kind of monster did that? Let alone to an unopened business?

The twins tried to go inside through the broken window, but I held my arms out to stop them. We didn’t know what, or who, was in there. Or how much damage they’d done inside. Was the building even still structurally secure? They’d only have to hit a beam to risk it.

‘No one’s in there,’ said Edie.

One less thing to worry about. For now, at least.

Ben sank to the ground, burying his head in his hands. The twins wrapped him in a bear hug. I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘We can sort this.’

Edie studied the damage, as if trying to see if she could sense anything. But that wasn’t her power. She still didn’t know it was mine.

‘This close to the opening? Look at how much is damaged!’ He gestured to the inside of the shop. The expensive stuff like the coffee machine and laptop were untouched. Everything else? It was painful to look. What I didn’t get was why they’d gone after books and not the more expensive stuff.

The launch party was meant to be in just a few days’ time. How could we open without a window and with the stock all over the floor? We were good, but even I wasn’t sure we could clean this place up in time.

Edie walked off down the street, as if looking for clues. I kept her in the corner of my eye, but she’d already been attacked once tonight. What were the odds it would happen again so soon in a different part of town?

The irony that she’d travelled to Spain and been fine, then been attacked by a human ten minutes from her front door a day after returning.

After tonight, I would’ve been happy for her to use her powers to drain any bastard who came near her. Or Ben’s battered business.

The twins chased after her, unable to sit still or be of any real help to Ben. I dropped Maggie a message, grateful she was off work for the night, and asked if she could pick up the twins. I had a feeling it was going to be a long night. And not a child-friendly one at that.

‘Nowhere else in town has been touched,’ said Edie, the three of them rejoining Ben and me. He hadn’t spoken since they’d gone for a walk. He’d been too busy sobbing. I let him, gently rubbing his back while I tried to formulate a plan. It didn’t matter how much my bruises screamed. Ben needed me more. ‘And I can’t sense anything dodgy,’ added Edie.

I could. Not evil, like I usually could. But something just felt…off. I couldn’t pinpoint it. And I wouldn’t bring it up until I could. If I could.

‘Nothing at all?’ said Ben, his voice cracking.

Would it make a difference if I said something? What could I tell them? Now wasn’t exactly the time to mention I could sense something dodgy but not pinpoint what it was. They’d probably think they felt the same thing, which I knew they didn’t. It was too hard to articulate the feeling of offness that emanated from the bookshop.

Edie shook her head. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ was all he managed to say before he burst into full-on crying again. He leaned in to me, his glasses pushing into my top. ‘We really can sort it.’

‘We worked so hard. So, so hard. And it just feels like there’s always something around the corner getting in the way. What’s even the point?’ He fell backwards, resting his weight on his sit bones. I’d never seen him look so dejected. He was always the optimist of our group. How dare someone take that away from him? How dare someone try to take this away from him?

No. Absolutely not.

I was not going to let that happen.

Ben had always been by my side. He’d always been the strong one when I’d needed him to be.

Now, it was my turn.

‘I’m going to call the police.’



*





The police took longer than I would’ve liked to arrive, but that wasn’t their fault. Budget cuts were. Ah, politics. Screwing over small businesses for far too long.

By the time they pulled up over an hour later, Maggie had picked the protesting twins up, grabbed supplies and Tilly from Ben’s house, and tucked the twins into the airbed in Abigail’s room. Maggie’s house was crowded tonight but that was how she liked it. Thankfully.

We showed the police the CCTV footage and emailed them copies of it, but the monster who’d broken in was fuzzy on camera and their movements were jerky. The two police officers we spoke to seemed to think it was an issue with the footage. We weren’t so convinced.

Forensics took some samples and photographs. By then, it was well into the middle of the night. None of us had had any sleep.

Once the police were gone, Ben turned to Edie and me: ‘Do you think this was paranormal?’

‘You do, don’t you?’ I could see it in the narrowing of his eyes; the set of his jaw. If anyone was likely to know, it was the guy with the Parapsychology degree.

Ben nodded. ‘The movement in the video wasn’t normal. And it wasn’t an issue with the camera. They moved quickly, but jerkily. I don’t know what that could be.’

‘How was Harry when you last saw him?’ I asked Edie.

Edie shuddered at the mention of Maggie’s husband. He’d never really liked us. His favourite nickname for me was ‘charlatan.’ But right now, he was possessed by a demon. Last we’d heard, he was up North somewhere. But what if he wasn’t anymore?

‘Even possessed he wasn’t that fast,’ said Edie.

I snorted. Harry never had been the most athletic person in the world.

‘It reminded me a bit of Sonia and Alvaro,’ she added.

‘The vampires that attacked you in Santuario?’ I said, my voice going unnaturally high pitched.

‘Yeah. You’d blink and they were somewhere completely different. That doesn’t explain the jerky movements, though.’

Ben glanced over to his paranormal book collection, as if he wanted to consult it, but when he saw the carnage again he turned away, shaking his head. Many of them were one-of-a-kind, now ripped to shreds. It was hard for all of us to look at. It wasn’t just about the money. It was the memories, the knowledge, the stories. The people that had been immortalised in those printed words.

‘When the vampires in Santuario were infected with dead blood it changed how they functioned. They seemed weak; almost like a human with the flu. What if the maybe-vampire is sick? And it broke in to find answers?’ Edie suggested.

‘Well I hope it found some, because I’ve got nothing left,’ said Ben. He kicked the counter, one of the few things in the shop that hadn’t been damaged. Probably because it didn’t have books on it.

I swallowed back tears. No matter how much my injuries hurt, Ben needed me. So I had to suck up the pain and get the hell on with things.

‘But what do we do now?’ he asked, staring at the floor.

I rolled up my sleeves. ‘Now, we start the repair work.’

Ben shook his head, turning away from the rest of the shop to face the counter. Less painful damage to look at. ‘Where? How?’

‘I’m going to call my window guy,’ I said, taking my phone from my pocket.

Ben stared at me. ‘This late?’

‘This early?’ said Edie, gesturing to the time on her phone. It would still be another three or four hours before the sun rose.

I shrugged. ‘His motto is any time of day or night. And he’s always been a bit of a night owl. Time to see if he lives up to his word.’

Thankfully, he did. If anything, he sounded wide awake for four in the morning. Could he really be? ‘Niamh, good to speak to you. How can I help?’

‘How do you feel about emergencies?’

‘What happened? What can I do?’ I could sense the attention in his voice. He knew that if I was ringing him at such a ridiculous time, it had to be important.

‘My partner’s bookshop just got broken into. No window, not even any glass in the front door.’

‘What kind of arse does that to a small business? I’ll be there in ten.’

Wes had always been one of the most reliable people I’d worked with. I’d always liked that about him. We weren’t close, but we got along. I’d known him when I was younger and working with Javi, then we’d gravitated back to working together again when I’d returned to Hucknall. It was a small industry, even smaller when you were female, so I naturally ended up seeing him on renovations and bigger projects sometimes. Neither of us were picky; we worked private and corporate. Whatever paid the bills.



*





True to his word, Wes pulled up in his black van ten minutes later. Day and Night Windows was emblazoned along the side, followed by the slogan No job too big or small, any time of day or night. I think he’d shrunk it to no job too big or small since, but the original one remained on his van.

He hopped out. A moment later, so did someone else.
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Edie




Mum’s window guy was happy to come over at night because he was more than just a ‘night owl’, as Mum had called him. He was Maisie’s dad.

At this rate Ben’s Books would single-handedly keep Day and Night Windows in business.

Maisie and her dad got out the van and approached the carnage.

Maisie wouldn’t look at me.

I couldn’t look at her.

Terrified of what she might do, I stepped behind Mum and Ben slightly. They didn’t seem to notice; they were too busy focusing on Maisie’s dad. Did they know he was a vampire?

Since there were hours until sunrise, Maisie wasn’t in her usual layers. Just jeans and a Slipknot T-shirt.

I hadn’t been sure if the rest of Maisie’s family were vampires or if it was just her, but her dad had the exact same washed-out look to his skin tone that she did and his life essence felt similar. Faint. Fractured. I couldn’t deny the resemblance.

If it wasn’t for the grey hints to their otherwise deep brown complexions, they would’ve looked just like anyone else. But their skin tones were just a little too grey. Sickly. Deadly. I’d never noticed it before, but now I couldn’t unsee it. Most people would assume they were just ill. We knew better.

Well, I did. I wasn’t sure if Mum or Ben had connected the dots yet since they hadn’t met Maisie and I hadn’t described her beyond her life essence feeling different. She’d made it past all our wards, and both she and her dad continued to as they inspected the damage.

But that didn’t change what Maisie had done. What she could do.

Or the fact that someone had broken through the wards. Again. What was even the point in going to all that effort if they kept failing?

Shuddering, I stepped a little farther back. If in doubt, that’s what Ben’s forcefield was for.

‘Ben, Edie, this is Wes, my window guy.’

‘Good to meet you,’ said Wes, shaking our hands. His skin was cold. Not as cold as a ghost’s, but certainly inhuman. ‘This is my daughter, Maisie.’

It clicked for Mum and Ben. They both looked at me. I gave a single nod. If Wes noticed, he didn’t say anything. Maisie sure didn’t; she was too busy studying the dirty tarmac under her feet.

Wes studied the window. He clicked his tongue. ‘What idiot does something like this? Man, running a business is hard enough already.’ He shook his head. ‘And you haven’t even opened yet, have you?’

‘No,’ said Ben, his voice wobbly and whispered.

Wes patted him on the shoulder. ‘We’ll get you boarded up tonight and new windows in before you open. When’s that?’

‘End of this week.’

Wes smacked his lips. ‘Could do with longer, but we can make it happen. Can’t we, Mais?’

‘Uh-huh.’ She’d turned to face the window but still wasn’t looking at anyone with a pulse. Based on Wes’s reaction, he had no idea what’d happened or that Maisie and I knew each other.

‘How do you two know each other?’ Maisie asked, glancing at Mum, still not looking at me.

‘We’ve worked together on and off for years. Small world. Connections matter,’ said Wes. ‘You lot salvage what you can of the books, Mais and I will sort the windows.’ Wes shook his head, mumbling to himself as he turned to examine the windows. ‘Vandalising books. What’s wrong with people? Don’t they understand how important books are? Psh.’

He was a vampire. But he genuinely seemed like a nice person. And we needed his – and by association, Maisie’s – help. Could they genuinely be good people even if they were bloodsuckers? Even after what I’d seen Maisie do?

Wes and Maisie started measuring up the shop while Mum, Ben, and I salvaged the books.

‘We’ll sort this,’ Mum promised Ben.

He shook his head, wiping at his eyes with the back of his sleeve. He was still too distraught to do much. ‘So many books damaged. I can’t sell them like this.’

‘Could you do a discounted offer? Say it’s because they’re damaged? If people know what happened, they’ll want to support a small business, especially a new one. And it’d be a shame to waste them. Some people don’t mind if they’re cheaper because they’ll just dog ear them anyway,’ I suggested. ‘Or maybe you could sell them to people doing craft projects.’ I hated seeing Ben so upset. He was such a nice guy and had done so much for Mum and me. I was going to find the menace who’d vandalised his store and give them a taste of existence with no life essence.

‘Yeah, maybe.’ He sounded too dejected to think my suggestions through.

We piled the books into a corner, lifting the bookcases Fadil and I had built back into place. The bookcases were all still in one piece, but some had big dents or chipped paint. I could see Mum studying each one as we put them back, silently coming up with plans for how to repair them on a budget. Ben had already spent so much time, effort, and money putting the bookshop together. It just wasn’t fair he had to spend even more money before he’d even started making any.





4

Niamh


Fadil stood in front of the bookshop, as if frozen. Maggie had told him when she’d come to pick the twins up, but being told it’d happened and seeing it were two very different things.

He’d put so much work into getting it ready in time. More than anyone else except Ben. But it wasn’t like we could hide extensive damage like that from anyone, much as we wanted to protect him from the heartbreak.

Edie walked over and stood beside him. ‘It’s a lot.’

He nodded, rubbing his arms. It was a habit he’d adopted recently when his muscles were sore or he was feeling cold. ‘Why? Just why?’

Edie ground her teeth. ‘That’s the question we haven’t figured out yet.’

Fadil shook his head, stepping through the broken glass window that hadn’t been boarded up yet. ‘How can I help?’

Ben didn’t even look up from the books he was sorting. He looked in such a trance I wasn’t even sure if he’d heard Fadil speak.

‘Could you mash, please? We could all do with a cup of tea,’ I said.

‘Will do.’ Fadil went into the back room but wasn’t there for long. He came back out, frowning. ‘Has anyone noticed something missing?’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘There are no ghosts.’

The ghosts sometimes went out at night because the bookshop was empty, but normally they would’ve been back by now. Ben, Edie, and I followed him into the back room. He was right. Not a single ghost. It was the first time we’d seen that room ghost-free since we’d moved in.

We couldn’t even sense the presence of a ghost. There was no feeling that we were being watched, or that someone else was in the room. They weren’t even invisible. They were just gone. It made the place feel eerily empty. Far creepier than any haunting. I was so used to ghosts that I found their presence comforting.

Had the monster who’d broken in done something to them? Oh god. I hoped not.

‘Gwendoline?’ I called, hoping to summon our ghost friend. Nothing happened. The four of us studied the small back room to see if we’d missed anything. All the tangible objects were still there. It looked exactly the same. A door that led to the back, where the bins were. A round table with four chairs around it. A counter with a kettle and microwave on top, all our signature mugs sitting on the counter. Nothing had been touched, further proving Edie’s theory that whatever had broken in was looking for answers.

‘Niamh?’ whispered a hoarse voice. I didn’t even know ghosts could sound hoarse. Was it out of fear?

‘Gwendoline, is that you?’ I said, spinning around to try to see her. We couldn’t.

‘Where are you?’ Ben asked, looking upwards.

‘Oh. Sorry.’ She appeared just in front of Fadil, causing us all to jump.

‘Where is everyone?’ I asked.

Gwendoline frowned. ‘When the break-in started, everyone tried to defend the bookshop. But then…the…whatever it was, it exorcised Ernie. I tried to stay to fight but the others pulled me away. And, well, I’m not a strong witch. I couldn’t have done much to defend this place alone. But I had no idea they’d do this. It was so bad.’

‘Rewind a second. Did you just say whoever it was exorcised Ernie?’ said Edie.

Gwendoline nodded, her frown deepening. ‘Yes.’ She couldn’t cry, but if she could’ve, I can pretty much guarantee she would’ve. Ernie was one of the newer ghosts, but he was an old, kindly gentleman who’d loved books. And he’d been exorcised for being a good person.

‘Was it Harry?’ I asked, the question we were all thinking.

‘No,’ Gwendoline replied. ‘But I don’t know if it was a demon. All I know is that whoever, or whatever, trashed this bookshop wasn’t human.’



*





Gwendoline tried to round up the ghosts, but they were too afraid to return. They preferred to roam the town or go back to the people they’d left behind. Only a couple returned, and even they seemed hesitant. The bookshop had developed a reputation among the ghosts even before it’d opened.

Edie and Fadil went to get some lunch and walk Tilly, but Ben refused to leave the bookshop.

I sat next to him and helped him sort through the books. So many new ones were damaged. I didn’t speak, instead helping him organise them, following his system as best I could. We’d have to use Edie’s idea and have some sort of discount sale to get rid of them. No one was paying full price for these.

He stopped sorting books, clutching one in his hand. His body went rigid, his face tense. He flung a dog-eared book across the room. It bounced off a wall and landed on the floor in a far worse state than it’d been in before. Then, he curled up into child’s pose and cried.

I put my hand on his back and rubbed it. ‘Cry as much as you need to.’

‘At least the board is up now,’ he said into the back of his hand.

I forced a laugh. ‘So that’s why it’s so dark in here. There was me thinking we’d just been in here that long.’

He laughed this time, raising his head a little. ‘Thanks.’

‘Come on,’ I said, holding my hand out to help him up, ‘we should get you some food. Or at the very least get you some fresh air.’

He sighed and half rolled his eyes, clearly unhappy with my plan but knowing I was right. He took my hand and I pulled him up, then into a hug. His body relaxed into mine
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