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  Chapter 1


The horn blared loudly as the car sped past, narrowly missing me. It did not miss the great puddle of water, sending a slosh of water over my feet. Icy cold water filled my shoes, making my feet squelch as I walked. Today wasn’t the best of days. To be fair, I couldn’t recall having a good day in a long time. 
With a sniff, I wiped my nose while pretending that it was the rain that was dripping onto my face. Looking up through the crowd that tried their best to ignore me or avoid me, I weaved through the street and made my way to my pitiful lodgings.
I didn’t want to go home, but being outside was no better, and it wasn’t safe. The humans and the vampires were always moving around the city, searching for my kind, killing them without a question to be had nor even a trial to be offered. We were all painted with the same brush. We were all bad creatures. Not one of them had ever bothered to treat us as individuals.
Sure, I was a killer, but so were the vampires. I could walk these streets on any given night and come across at least one vampire who was breaking their so-called perfect laws. Don’t freak out the humans who don’t know about us. Hide in the shadows and pretend that we don’t exist. Except that there were some who liked to flout the laws.
Tightening my jacket to my body, I watched as a woman twitched her nose at me. It wasn’t that I was grubby or poorly dressed. It was that I seemed different. The humans couldn’t figure it out, but they knew that there was something wrong with me. Vampires were odd in this respect, some could pick us out in a street of smelly humans, and others couldn’t tell us apart even if their life depended on it.
By the time I reached the outskirts of the city, the rain had stopped, and the sun that was out only lasted for a few minutes before sinking behind the city skyline. Passing by the pretty houses, I wished I could walk inside one of them, even if it were just for a moment. Turning down the street, I pushed on the rickety fence and climbed down the embankment.
The large drain flowed with the runoff from the street. The water trickled over the edge like a miniature waterfall. It was pretty and sounded tranquil. Grabbing hold of one of the bars, I turned into the drain. Following the muted light in the distance, I walked through the tunnel under the street, turning when I reached the side tunnel.
It was only a short walk from there before I ventured into the underground building. Our home was an abandoned area that the water board once used. The sizeable open structure was built with cinder blocks, and a metal gantry ran around the room. There were a few doors that opened up to smaller rooms. I guess they were all offices of some kind at one stage.
A faded orange light shone over the gantry and the large pit below. It had once been filled with water, now it was empty, and the sides were rusted and falling apart. Plants had invaded the area, mostly weeds and nothing of nutritional value for us. Some had tried to make usable plants grow down there, but they all failed, left to be consumed by the strong and determined weeds. 
In this area, a few families lived here in fear of the vampires and the human government. They were so against us that they had set up a secret department purely for our extermination.
Sliding my key into the lock, I opened the door quietly.
“Where the hell were you?”
My body tightened, and the thoughts of sneaking into my room were washed away.
“Just went out for a walk.”
She glared at me as I closed the door. Beth wasn’t my real mother. The children in this little area called her that because it was easier. She was just a woman who took in all of the abandoned or orphaned lycan children. At eighteen, I was no longer a child, and I was pushing my luck for staying here. It was only a matter of time before she said to get out or start contributing to the bills. Bills that didn’t exist. We ate off the land, we squatted in an abandoned government facility, and we stole the things that we needed. There wasn't a single thing that she needed from me.
“You know you shouldn’t go walking in the rain.”
I nodded, traipsing my wet shoes over the rug. Lycans and rain weren’t a great idea. We kind of had a wet dog smell if we were in our transformed state. Though I hadn’t changed in a long time, I’d spent many days and nights in my human-like shape. As for my diet, it was human food, which I found satisfying. Beth warned me that it was only a matter of time before I had no choice, but she was wrong. There was always a choice.
“You’ve been gone all day.”
“I just went to the city. It’s no big deal.”
“No big deal?” She said, shocked. “You know the government actively hunts during the day.”
“So, when can I go out, Beth? I can’t go out at night. The vampires are out. I can’t go out during the day. The government will get me.” 
Her lips pursed together as she glared at me again. A scream of complaint filled the room. Beth rolled her eyes and turned away. The younger children always fought over the toys. They were few and far between, so each and every toy was precious. 
Taking the opportunity, I turned into the room, which was mine. Sadly, I wasn’t alone. The tiny room was crammed with three bunk beds in a U-shape. The younger girls slept on trundle beds, which were tucked under the bottom bed during the hours we were awake. So, I shared the tiny room with eight other girls. 
Looking like a dried mess, I sat on the floor, pulled off my sneakers and removed my wet socks, stringing them up to dry near the heater. I hated the cold down here. Finding warmth was difficult, and keeping a decent blanket was worse. The only thing that ensured my things remained mine was to hide them or to take them with me. I couldn’t exactly stuff a blanket into a hole or my bag, so I frequently had to search for one. Frequently, as in, every damned night. 
Leaning back against the wall next to the heater, I waited and enjoyed the warmth. 
“Did you get anything while you were out?” 
Beth’s hands were on her hips, the cruel stare pinned to me. I nodded, opening the bag and pulling out the things I’d borrowed, never to return. Taking the large bag of apples, Beth frowned but said nothing. She never asked how I acquired things. Instead, she took whatever I could get. It was free, and she didn’t have to do anything. 
Pulling out a bottle of milk, her eyes widened slightly. It wasn’t much, but it would do for a small drink with dinner tonight. The loaf of bread was a little squished, thanks to the milk bottle, but that didn’t matter. No one would notice, and it wouldn’t last long enough for anyone to take a great look at it. 
The bag was empty. Beth frowned as she looked at the things in her hands. 
“Is this it? What am I supposed to do with bread, apples, and milk? There are fifteen of us, and I can’t even portion the bread properly. Did you look at the list I gave you?” 
“The place was busy,” I murmured.
Beth huffed, walking out of the room. I’d barely scraped the surface of what she’d given in the form of a wish list, but as always, she was unappreciative. It didn’t matter that I’d risked it all by stealing. I could have been thrown in jail for it, yet she shrugged it off like she didn’t care. 
My socks were dry when Beth called everyone for dinner. I slipped them back on with my shoes to keep my feet warm. Beth was still in a foul mood, made worse by the children who looked at the odd concoction that she’d created. It was my fault, as usual. 
She’d baked the bread into little cup formations, chopped some of the apples and sauced the rest, making these tartlet-type things. I got one, like everyone else.
“You know, if you actually ventured out of this place and taught the children how to fend for themselves, we’d eat a lot more than we do.” 
Beth glared at me. It was fast becoming a regular thing. I looked around at the children. The ones getting into their teen years would have no idea what to do when she eventually made them surface to find food. Keeping them here was a good idea for their safety. I couldn’t say anything negative about it in that respect, but as for street smarts and worldly knowledge, it was wrong. 
“How do you expect me to take them all to the surface and keep an eye on them? We’d stand out, caught and destroyed. Is that what you want?” 
“No.” I scoffed. “And you could take the older ones out, leaving one or two behind to care for the younger ones.” 
“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Aiming for a day off?” 
I rolled my eyes, getting up from the lounge. 
“Here, take mine,” I muttered, dropping the tartlet onto the plate. 
At five, Bobby was the youngest. He looked up at me with a grin that was missing a few teeth. Beth couldn’t leave him here alone. Not only a mischief-maker, but he was also far too young. 
Returning to my room, I shrugged on my jacket, feeling the cold. We were limited on power here, taking only the minimum amount so as not to arouse suspicion, so room heating was never going to happen. Just one little space heater that did nothing.
We had one light in the central area. The rest was candles. A toaster oven and nothing else. If we wanted a warm shower, we’d have to venture out and find a house to break into. Otherwise, it was cold water of a night at the end of the main tunnel. 
The door flung open, and I turned to see the familiar angry face. 
“You’re a troublemaker.” 
Yeah, you’ve said that to me before. 
“And I’ve had enough of your attitude.” 
I could say the same about you. 
“I think you need to leave.” 
Well, that was a stark turnaround. 
“Sure,” I said simply, then picked up my bag. 
Beth watched me as I found what little possessions I had. It consisted of a couple of books my mother gave me and a worn, knitted blanket. 
“You can’t take that.” She snapped. 
“I can because it belongs to me. It has my name on it.” 
Holding it out, I showed her the name my grandmother had knitted into the blanket, gifted to me when I was born. The only reason that the other kids didn’t bother to take it was because it wasn’t very warm. 
Stuffing it into the bag, I crossed the room and looked at Beth. Her anger radiated brightly. She was pissed that I wasn’t backing down and cowering to her mood. And, I was taking a blanket as well, something that would grate against her. 
Flicking the bag over my shoulder, I left the room and said goodbye to the children. 
“If you go out that door, don’t think you are welcome back.” She snapped. 
“But you’re the one that is kicking me out. I’m not the one that’s in the wrong here. I won’t return, but it’s not because I’m not welcome. It’s because I wouldn’t want to listen to you and your vile attitude. You don’t appreciate anything I get for you, and soon enough, you’ll realise how difficult it is to steal.” 
Her anger dropped into a stunned expression. I flicked my key onto the table and walked out the door. 






  
  Chapter 2


The night was absolutely stunning, with stars scattered across the dark sky. Clouds covered a small section, and the moon cast a silvery shine over their edge. I walked down the street with a smile, taking a deep breath in as I enjoyed my newfound freedom. It was short lived. 
I heard the howl of my kind. A shiver went up my spine as the beast within me begged to be let out to run with the others. Except that it wasn’t ideal. If they were roaming at this hour of the night, then it was likely that they were fully grown males. They were only ever interested in two things at this age, feeding and sex and being that I was entering my prime breeding age, I didn’t want to be going near them. A few years of being me was what I wanted, not drowned in pups and an amorous mate wanting more. I couldn’t leave it too long, but just a few years would be good. 
Still, the sound was odd. I tried to understand what they were saying. It was a dialect I’d not heard. Picking up something about a hunting vampire, I thought I also heard something about the government department. My body shivered at the thought that if it was the one person, it was a deadly combination.
As the howls rang out, I slipped into the darkness and tried to follow the sounds. Hearing a motorcycle approaching, I pulled in behind a tree and watched as it sped past me. Two people on the back of a bike, not unusual, but given the howls, I’d say that was what the lycans were warning everyone about. The streets were empty, except for the two on the bike, and it seemed like they were the only option. 
At the intersection, the rider stopped, looked both ways and then turned to the left. Curious to them and their path, I jumped the fence and entered the yard. I had to jump two more fences, reaching the last that was too high. Hearing the roar of the lycans as they changed into the beast, I knew that what was going on wasn’t good. Dumping the bag at my feet, I climbed a nearby tree and looked over the fence. 
Two beasts towered over the two on the motorcycle. The pillion stretched out an arm holding a gun and fired into them. As the weapon was returned to the holster, the lycans screamed with the pain. Tears filled my eyes as I watched the rider turn the bike away. The bodies of the lycans rumbled as they fell to the ground. I sobbed when their bodies broke apart, coating the road and sidewalk with their organs and blood. 
My ears twitched, listening to the rider as he called for the clean-up crew. An eta of less than one minute was given, and I knew that I had to go and I had to do it now. The government clean-up crews always searched the surrounding areas, and if I was found, then I would be dead. 
The tree moved as I scrabbled along the branch. The rider turned and looked at me. He said something to the person on the back, who turned and looked at me, too. The gun was drawn, and I whimpered, sliding down the tree. Grabbing my bag, I ran for the back fence, jumping it with one leap. The bonus of being a frightened lycan. 
Ahead of me was a forest. I looked back and saw that the motorcycle rider had moved to the end of the street and was watching me. They knew I was lycan. They were going to hunt me unless I could escape. I had to reach the forest. I had to get away. A cramp shot through my stomach. I cried a soft groan but pushed on. Looking back, I saw they were assessing the land. 
It was soft, a little marshy and probably not ideal for a motorcycle. I was struggling to not become bogged down. Reaching the cover of the forest, I carried on until I knew that I was hidden by the darkness. As I stood behind a tree, I watched as the two government agents talked. I couldn’t hear them, just a soft murmur that was muffled by other sounds. 
The clean-up crew had arrived, and the place was lit up and sectioned off from prying eyes. One of the government workers approached the two agents, and one of them pointed in my direction. I had to keep going, and I had to get out of here before they found a better way in. That would be my luck, traverse through the forest only to be caught at the other end. 
Turning away from the sad view, I moved through the heavy undergrowth while trying to make as little noise as possible. Hearing the motorcycle didn’t help, like a taunting sound that mocked me, whispering that it was only a matter of time before I was caught. Dead or experimented on, either way, it wasn’t going to be a pleasant night. 
I don’t know how long I have been walking. Believing I was lost, I stood still and looked around. Hearing a twig snap, I clasped my hand to my mouth to stifle the gasp. Someone was in the forest, and I knew it was one of the agents. Maybe it was both. 
Lowering down, I struggled through the plants to a nearby tree. It had a hollowed-out base. I squished myself into it and hoped no one had seen me. More soft sounds, more obvious movement. I frowned. It was unlike the agents to be so loud. 
“I thought I heard someone in here.” 
I squeaked, pulling back into the darkness. The man tilted over, looking at me with a goofy grin. 
“Hey, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
“Yeah, you are. You’re from the government.” 
“Uh, no. I’m not from the government. I just live near here and like to walk in this forest.” 
He squatted in front of me, frowning with a grin. 
“What are you doing in the tree?” 
“Hiding. You really don’t work for the government?” 
“I don’t work for anyone.” He scoffed. “I’m Morgan.” 
“Carmen,” I said softly. 
“Well, Carmen, why don’t you come out of the tree?” He paused as he looked at me. “Are you a runaway?” 
I shook my head as I moved out of the tree. Morgan stood and held out his hand. Warily, I took it and stood upright. 
“Kicked out.” 
“So, you’ve got nowhere? That’s pretty harsh. This place isn’t ideal for anyone. Have you got someone you can go to?” 
Sadly, I shook my head. 
“Parents are dead.” 
“Oh, sorry. I know how that one feels. Alone in the world, right?” 
I looked up into the blue eyes surrounded by fair skin. Soft ash blonde hair was clipped evenly around his head. The only length was a small flick back on the top. 
“Yeah,” I said, sounding like I was gushing. 
Good grief. Someone needs to give this girl a smack around the head to straighten her mind. It didn’t help that he still held my hand. The tingling snaked through my fingers and into my palm. 
“I generally don’t make a habit out of letting people stay in my home, but if you want a room for the night, you can take the guest room. It’s warm and safe, you can sleep without worry, and as a bonus, it’s got a lock. Not that you need it, I’m not like that.” 
Uh-huh, I bet they all say that. But the temptation of a warm bed to sleep in was too much. I found myself nodding before I’d even thought about it. 
“Great. Are you hungry? I don’t profess to be the world’s greatest cook, but I can make some pretty amazing things if you are.” 
“Uh, sure.” 
I’m starving. I haven’t eaten properly in a long time. Bits and pieces here and there didn’t make for an adequate diet. 
Morgan continued to hold my hand, helping me through the thick vegetation. 
“There’s a clearing up ahead, I like to lay back and look at the stars. This is a great forest, most of the time.” 
Maybe when there are not really large creatures running through it? Not that I’d ever seen any lycans running through it. 
“So, are you from around here?” 
“Sort of.” 
“Why did you get kicked out?” 
“I didn’t steal enough food.” 
Morgan stopped and looked at me. 
“They make you steal food and then kick you out when it wasn’t enough?” 
I nodded. 
“Well, then, maybe it was for the best that you’re not there. Start afresh somewhere else.” 
Reaching the forest's edge, we crossed a slight stretch of grassed land. Ahead of us was a rather large house. At the end of the fence line was a street. A large metal gate crossed over the street, stopping the cars from entering the grassed area. Hearing a motorcycle sent a shiver up my spine. 
“You alright?” Morgan asked as he looked at me. 
“Just cold.” 
“Ah, now that I can help you with.” 
He pushed open the gate made of the same tall wood palings as the fence line. It was so tall I couldn’t see over it. As I walked to the gate, I looked at the street and saw the ominous glow of a headlight. Rushing through the gate made me look odd. Morgan frowned slightly but said nothing. 
Once the gate was closed and locked, he showed me to the door of the conservatory. The grand glass structure sat at the back of the house. Window furnishings hid most of what was in the room. Just one solitary door that showed a warm home lit up and looked rather inviting. 
“So that door over there, that’s an external door to the guest house.” 
I looked at the door he was pointing to. At the far end of the house was one lone door with windows on either side. Like the conservatory, the room jutted out from the main house, a square room that could have been a later addition but didn’t appear to be any different from the rest of the grand place. Given the size of it, I figured it was built at the same time as the rest of the building. 
The house was wide, two levels high and done in a mottled fawn-coloured brick. I was in awe as I looked up at it. The moon seemed to shine over it, adding to the grandeur. Even the garden was pretty, with hedges around the fence line and flowers at their base. To one side, there was a large pool, rocks surrounding it and making it look like a bright blue lagoon. 
Feeling a flush of warmth caress my skin, I stepped into the conservatory and waited awkwardly as Morgan shut the door. Sliding the curtain over the door, he offered a smile and moved through to the next room. 
“So, how hungry are you?” 
“Starving,” I admitted. 
He looked at me, leaning on the kitchen bench. 
“You look like you’ve not eaten well for a while, Carmen.” 
Reluctantly, I nodded. 
“Well, I’m feeling rather hungry, too, so I’ll knock out something quick and hopefully filling. Pull up a chair and tell me something about yourself.” 
I lifted myself onto the stool, dumping my bag at my feet. Morgan turned on the oven and the stove before returning to fill a large pot with water. 
“Well, the woman that kicked me out was kind of like a mother, but not really. She ran an orphanage of sorts. There were fifteen of us.” 
He lifted the pot of water onto the stove and looked up at me. 
“She expected you to steal food for fifteen kids? Didn’t the government give her any money?” 
I shrugged, hoping to avoid that question. No, the government didn’t give us any money. They preferred to shoot us and make us explode all over the sidewalk. God, that was so grim. What an awful fate. I prayed it would never happen to me.
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