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Chapter 1

The First Taste



The night, like many as of late, thickened with a strange mist. Lara, overcome with a flu like none she’d ever experienced, could barely walk as her fever was so intense. Those who passed her on the streets seemed to see this, some even stopping to see if she was all right. Each time they did, she flailed her arms out at them and hissed, like some deranged monster. And that was what she was now, wasn’t it? A monster?

She wished she hadn’t gone back to that couple’s lavish apartment, filled with antiques well beyond Lara’s years. She hadn’t been able to resist, thinking him so handsome and his lady friend equally tantalizing. And she gave herself freely, and they took it all, everything. Before she’d known what was happening, she felt the pain in her neck, the lifeblood slipping away.

She wished she’d fought it, but she’d let them do what they wished. Whether be it by spell or attraction, they drank of her, and when she felt her weakest, they gave her blood, and she drank greedily. As a result, here she was, keeping to back roads, trying to stay hidden within the shadows, even now attempting to grasp an existence she no longer understood.

The world had become dreadfully colorless save for anything associated with one of two vices that called out to her even now, captivating her every thought. These were the color of true desire and that of blood, both of which made her anxious, her heart fluttering just at the notion, craving each, unable to satisfy her needs.

People moved around her like waves in an endless ocean. She watched them drift by, staring at her with wide eyes, able to sense them taking a wide birth of her before they did. To them, she must have looked like a crazy person, dressed in disheveled clothes, her hair a frazzled mess, her eyes deep and dark. She felt like she looked, a wild animal, a monster, though none of them could know this.

As her fortitude strengthened, she found she could move among the people with speed, with none of them ever sensing her presence. Most of all, she noticed the smell, the aroma of sustenance. And detecting this scent, she could no longer control herself. She needed to feed.

Needing a victim, Lara sped up behind an unsuspecting woman. She placed her lips on the woman’s neck, and the woman let Lara kiss her neck. Right before she went to bite the woman, she let Lara do this, as if mesmerized by the act. Something stirred deep inside of Lara, a warmth, filled with passion and pleasure. She drank the woman’s blood, and once she had her fill, she sought to quench her other needs, too.
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Lara quickly discovered that becoming a creature of the night filled her with lust and desire, like a constant nagging itch she couldn’t scratch. Foremost, came the thirst for blood, but a growing urge to explore her sexuality was intensifying, a knowledge that pain and pleasure went hand in hand.

She’d been turned a few short weeks ago and already her eyes were more alert than ever to this world. She saw others like her, stalking the streets and taking what they pleased without being caught, like the stealthiest cat burglars. There were more of them than she could have ever imagined. That would have been terrifying to know if she were not one.

From what she could tell, there seemed to be an unspoken law to limit how much one fed. The more they took out of greed, the more humanity might question what creatures lurked under night’s dark shroud. If possible, a willing victim always worked better than an unsuspecting one. Even knowing that, she couldn’t help but prefer the latter anyway, certain they all felt this. She always fed fast, her victims able to go about their lives as soon as possible. Perhaps, soon after, they would wonder what had caused those strange wounds on their neck. By then, she was long gone, as she’d learned from watching her peers.

Although she’d seen plenty of her kind, she could only speak of her own impulses. This left her to assume all vampires felt as she did. She thought everything was encoded in her DNA, much like the instinctual habits of any other animal. Those instincts were strong and difficult to ignore. She’d become a slave to these needs, her thirst, a necessity to make love and possibly someday produce offspring. It was all she could do to control these urges, and so, although she limited them, she chose not to restrain herself.

It was funny to think what she’d been, no better than a rat feeding among the sewers. People had avoided her, perhaps thinking her plagued. Being turned had its downsides, and those first few weeks were both painful and long. She found herself insatiable in those days, unable to placate any one need. Often, even after overindulging, she’d become despondent and filled with anxiety as fresh, unfamiliar blood coursed through her system. Because of her inability to quench these impulses, she’d needed to run from the police frequently.

She no longer worried about law enforcement anymore, though. Now, she was off the grid. No one would find her unless she wished it. To them, she was nothing more than a drift of air in the night, harmonious within its shadows, one with the darkness. She had become effective at living like this within a short time.

Tonight, with a moon so full and bright, it surprised her to cross paths with the man. An instant of intrigue preceded her arousal of his odd appearance. She knew nothing of him other than what she could see, but some enticing scent emanated from him. The smell attacked her senses, so much it felt like a trap. Yet, even knowing that, she still wanted to take him right there in the middle of the street. And she didn’t care who saw them. She wanted him, though she didn’t know why.

There seemed a madness to this man, living in tattered rags and feeding on rats, mice, and pigeons as she had in her first week as a vampire. He was as close to the earth as one could be, dirty and downtrodden. Only, he wasn’t a vampire. Of this, she was certain. He was something else, something beyond her comprehension.

She struggled to define these feelings she had for the man. Observing him from a distance, she tried to discern his reasons for living like this, though unsuccessfully. More so, even seeing him like this, she desired his touch, his arms around her. He didn’t appear to notice her. If he had, he didn’t let on or seem to care. This left her to wonder and dream, hidden within the shadows.

To exact her seduction, she removed her clothes, revealing her young wholesome body for this man to see.

How will he react?

The thought excited her as she pranced around in front of him. Now that she’d been reborn to this world, she knew how to use what she had to her advantage.

The man grunted, eyeing her not only with suspicion, but with annoyance. He wore a fierce expression, one of disinterest but somehow equally enticed.

“Get back, fowl beast,” he said.

His rudeness put her off, his inability to find her attractive. She’d failed to seduce him, but his ignorance amused her. She let a single finger trace her hipline, then circle her bellybutton.

“I am no beast.” As she spoke the words, she knew it a lie. She altered her tone to something softer and more seductive, as he found her eyes. “I am a woman.”

She watched his eyes widen on her. Then, he grinned. But he caught himself before he fell too deeply into the black pools of Lara’s irises.

“You don’t know what you are,” he said.

She heard an uncertainty in his words, his temptation obvious to her.

He continued to fight off her trance. “You are the devil.”

She took this momentary wavering and moved in. His nose twitched, reacting to her scent. He seemed to detect something she could not.

Is it the same aroma I smell on him?

A strong fragrance emanated from him. If it were anything like what she experienced, how could he deny it? Did he not have his own needs to satisfy?

Her hands found his hips. It surprised her to discover his clothes were more tattered than she’d originally believed. He stood in his underwear, his shoes worn and a rag of a shirt barely covering his chest. This man was filthy. This only made her want him more, like no other man she’d ever met.

His eyes glazed over, ensnared in her web of seduction. Soon, he would be Lara’s for the taking.

“What would you have of me?” she said.

“No.” He pulled away from her. “It is forbidden.”

Finding his shoulders, she ran her hands down his back, massaging as she worked her way down. His muscles felt as though they’d been cut of stone, the efforts of hard work instead of bodybuilding. As she caressed his body, something stirred inside of her upon hearing a distinct growl.

Was that him? Or was it my hunger for this man?

The notion seized her to turn this man. In his case, that choice would be easy. She would turn him and mate with him and produce offspring. Everything inside of her begged for this end.

As she started to pleasure him with her hands, he didn’t pull away. Not at first. Instead, he moaned, gazing at her with hurt-filled eyes. Then, as excitement filled the air, he left her standing there alone, empty with desire.
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Lara’s initial thought was to check the waterway. Plenty of lonely souls hung out by the river’s edge in the twilight hours, searching for drugs or relief from their daily drudgery. Something inside her sought a more desirable hangout, the back alley of a local strip joint. She often found pretty girls desperate for money and more there after hours. Upon arriving, Lara saw only one young woman, but she did not disappoint. She was gorgeous.

Lara moved among the shadows, observing her prey. Sneaking up behind her reminded Lara of her old self, clumsy and easily frightened. She allowed the woman to see her, startled by her sudden appearance.

“I’m sorry.” The woman cupped her mouth. “I didn’t see you.”

Lara said nothing, moving in and wrapping an arm around the woman’s waist.

“So, you looking to party?”

A laugh escaped Lara. She nodded.

The woman’s eyes were dreamy. She smelled young, as if this might be her first time. Lara was certain it wasn’t. Yet the way the woman trembled in Lara’s arms implied otherwise.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, “it’s just—”

Lara pressed a single digit to the woman’s lips to hush her. She nibbled her earlobe suggestively. The woman’s heart pounded against Lara’s chest, strong but skipping a beat here and there.

As the woman became aroused, her pulse raced faster. The woman’s lips found hers, and they kissed for the first time, perhaps the last—Lara had yet to decide. There was no discussion of money or where to go. Here would do fine, and the woman seemed to sense this, maybe wanting it as much as Lara did.

The woman pulled her into a dark corner of the alley and while blinded by the void, Lara could see everything. It was enough light to see the scars, and, although Lara tried to ignore them, she couldn’t.

What a beautiful young woman, yet she’s clearly hurt.

Tracing one scar with her fingertip forced the woman to pull away.

“Don’t, please,” the woman said.

“Who did this?”

“Stop.” The woman tried to wrench free, but Lara pulled her back. Although the woman continued to resist, Lara calmed her with a soothing tone. “Tell me who did this to you.”

The woman stared into Lara’s eyes. She no doubt had difficulty ignoring Lara’s tone. Lara’s hand outlining the scar once more.

Finally, the woman answered, “My boyfriend.” A sigh of disappointment escaped her, melting into a frown. “He doesn’t—” She took a deep breath and tried again. “He doesn’t mean it.”

Lara wasn’t so convinced. Anger filled her. But, for now, she only nodded.

They kissed. The woman’s tongue searched her mouth, but Lara’s thoughts dwelled on the scar. The woman must have sensed Lara’s teeth growing, readying to feed. But how could Lara ever allow herself to feed, knowing this woman was mistreated? She satisfied her needs with this woman, then she would hunt that man down. For this woman, she would sacrifice the man because of how familiar it all felt.

The woman collapsed into her arms. They continued to kiss despite Lara being certain the woman knew what she was, a vampire. Maybe the woman even wanted this more because of that knowledge, perhaps wanting Lara to turn her. This tempted Lara.

Without notice, the woman dropped to her knees and tugged down Lara’s jeans. Lara allowed herself to play the weak one because she desired the woman on many levels. And there, standing among the grime and rubble in a back alley, Lara found satisfaction.

When the woman finished, Lara bent and gave her a long, hard kiss. The woman kissed Lara back, standing to embrace her. There’d been a connection between them. Unable to explain it, Lara found familiarity in the woman’s vulnerability.

“Why?” the woman asked.

“Why, what?”

The woman remained reserved. “Why didn’t you bite me?”

Lara stared into her hurt-filled eyes. “Why would I do that?” She ran a hand through the woman’s dirty-blonde hair. “You have so much life ahead of you. Besides, it should be your choice, not mine.”

Damn.

This last part had been a lie, but what else could Lara say to put her at ease?

Just tell her the truth.

She looked at Lara, her eyes widening. “Will you bite him then?”

Lara didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

The woman’s head hung, her gaze falling to the ground.

Lara lifted her head and reassured her, “But not to turn him.”

The woman nodded, forcing a smile. It wasn’t very convincing. She already seemed to know what Lara would do.

Pulling the woman in close, Lara tried to ease the tension with a kiss. “What’s your name?”

“Katelyn.”

“Such a beautiful name. And his?”

Reluctant at first, Katelyn gave it up. “Butch Leary.”

They kissed again, Katelyn leaning in to receive Lara’s tender touch, perhaps still hopeful of being turned. Lara looked into her eyes one last time, leaving a seed of thought. Then, Lara vanished, once more alone in the shadows. Other matters concerned her now.
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As Lara moved about the midnight sky, she thought of someone else. His scent enticed her from a distance, striking her like a spear cast into the night. She let her senses search for him, her instincts leading the way and discovered him deep within the forest, as if he were expecting her. Desire filled his eyes when she came into view, but she refused to even consider him unless he gave himself fully to her.

His nose wrinkled, the scruff on his face thick. He hadn’t shaved in some time, and his clothes were different, cleaner but still torn. Although more aptly dressed, he still wreaked of the earth, as if he were one with the soil.

“What is your name?” he asked.

“I’m Lara.”

“Lara.” He repeated the name as if entranced by her name. The fact he did so increased her desire. “Lara,” this time in a whisper, barely audible.

“And you?”

His eyes narrowed, seeming a little mistrustful of her. He hesitated, but eventually answered. “My name is Lowell.”

She moved in and embraced him with fervor. Their bodies collided, and they kissed. She kissed him lightly, trying to be soft, sweet to the taste. His kiss was deep and rough; the way she preferred it, and it tasted like her destiny.

He tore at the button of her jeans, loosening her pants. For all she cared, he could have ripped them from her pale flesh. She would finally get what she wanted from this man, and she didn’t care about the details of how it happened; only that it did.

He spun her around, fumbling with his own clothes. One of his hands slid under her shirt, exploring her breasts. She squealed with pleasure and contemplated breeding with him. Perhaps giving him a child was what he wanted, what they both wanted.

No.

She pushed the thought far away and focused on making love to him. Anything more would require he show that he would return for her. Only then would she turn him. For now, pleasing him was the priority, making this union perfect.

They made passionate love, giving all of herself to him. When they finished, she felt a rush of air. She turned and saw he’d left.

It angered her this man she desired had been so eager to leave. She felt used and didn’t care for it. But she also knew how best to act upon this anger, how to circumvent her frustration so she could keep control over her emotions.
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Once again, she moved in the darkness, finding her target at a local hangout. She entered with no money and not a single worry in the world. Some patrons no doubt believed they’d gleaned her true identity, perhaps having glimpsed her real visage or having fallen victim to one of her kind. Those people avoided her. A few even left the establishment altogether. Her kind had become a legend among those who believed.

Others, the non-believers, were but a feeding ground for their needs. Butch was not a believer.

She sat down at the bar. He observed her without a concern. Her eyes sucked him in, already caught within her web when he made his offer.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

A fake smile spread across her lips, followed by a light giggle. “You most certainly can.”

“Bartender.” His smile reminded her of someone who had just won the lottery. He did not know what he was in for. “One for my lady friend here, will you?”

The bartender nodded, looking to her for instruction.

“Wine, please. Red.”

This would not be the only crimson drink she partook of this evening. First came the courting, the dance before she struck. When she finally struck, she would do so with a vengeance. She would feed from this man and end his life for Katelyn’s sake, freeing the woman of this nuisance once and for all.

The wine glass found the counter. Lara sipped, not particularly caring for its flavor, but it was the only alcohol she could tolerate now with regularity. The wine played a role in this game, one of making her appear normal.

“Now, where were we?” she said.

His smile grew. “I believe you were just inviting yourself over for an after-hours drink.”

It was one of the worst pickup lines Lara had ever heard, although she hadn’t heard many. It didn’t matter because it was true, but not in the way Butch intended.

“I was?” Now, she grinned. “Do you live close by?”
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Above all else, she knew she must feed like any other creature on this godforsaken planet, although her diet now differed from the delicacies of an ordinary human. While Lara could go for days without the hunger ripping her apart inside, when she finally fed, she did so voraciously.

At a glance, Butch was a fool. He did not understand what was in store for him.

What could Katelyn have even seen in this man?

He was nothing more than an oaf and dressed like a slob. His boots, his clothing, all of it looked secondhand, an indication of the kind of man he was. Faint stains riddled his white tank top. Even the tattoo on his back shoulder didn’t seem right, resembling a smiley face more than a grinning demon. If any such creature existed, it would have laughed at the sight of it.

“Now, you’re going to love my place, but—”

She hushed him, not wanting to talk any more than she had to. All she wanted was to feed, to satisfy her primal thirst. Even with this hunger clawing at her senses, she could not keep her thoughts off Lowell. She would have to track him down later and satisfy other needs.

Something about Lowell felt right, like he was part of her. There was a connection she couldn’t explain, as she hadn’t been a vampire long. Others would know, but she couldn’t rightly ask them because Lowell had said something she would not soon forget, that whatever existed between them was deemed forbidden.

Prohibited or not, I will have him. I’ll have him again and again if he will allow it.

She led Butch up the stairs with delicate fingers pulling at his callused hand. Though she knew nothing of where they were going, he steered her with his thoughts, as they made their way up to the third floor.

By the time they got there, Butch was panting. He was far from fit. His swollen belly heaved, and when he caught her looking at his stomach, he grinned. She despised the way he eyed her up and down, seeing the hunger in his eyes.

“Is this the place?” she asked.

He shook out of his daze, breaking somewhat free of the trance she’d held him in and answered. “It’s right down the hall.”

He pushed past her, anxious and not bothering to hide his desire for release. Even now she could see the hard-on growing in his pants, revealing the impure thoughts running rampant in his feeble mind the closer they got to his apartment.

He stopped at a dilapidated doorway where the number hung sideways. A single length of masking tape showed an awful attempt at righting the number, although she wasn’t sure why a guy like Butch bothered. He dug in his pocket, letting the waistband of his graying underwear show, and produced his key. With his passion at full tilt, he struggled to unlock the door.

Shoving him aside, she took the key and opened the door for him. She couldn’t understand a man like this acting like he did when he could have someone as beautiful as Katelyn. Perhaps with him it was more about quantity than quality. If he would not treat Katelyn the right way, then Lara would kill him, a notion that made her anxious.

Something inside of her grew uneasy as he ushered her through the entrance and immediately to the couch. He didn’t even bother closing the door, not that she cared. She had no need for a door to make a quick escape. Still, it brought an inviting remembrance of her youth, of her parents telling her to leave her bedroom door open whenever she had a boy up there.

He nibbled at her neck, grinding against her thigh as he forced her down on the sofa. Then he arched his back, quivering as he humped her leg. He shuddered in her arms, no doubt feeling overwhelmed by her presence although he would not know why.

Butch disgusted her. Everything he’d done to Katelyn boiled up inside of her at once. She bared her teeth with only one thought on her mind, to end this bastard’s life. As he nuzzled between her breasts, she prepared to satisfy her greatest need. Brushing aside his unwashed hair, she exposed his neck. His flesh smelled rancid to her, as though he hadn’t showered in weeks. The thought of biting him somewhat sickened her, knowing he wasn’t clean, and in so many ways. She much preferred feeding on those who sported a little class.

Then again, no one missed people like Butch. His sort made for easy prey; the type others didn’t go looking for or asking questions about once they disappeared. His kind, the filthy and corrupt, were the primary dietary staple of the vampires she’d encountered. It wasn’t often someone who had their act together offered themselves up to the likes of any vampire the way Katelyn had to Lara. That said, the fact she had at all made Lara suspicious.

Lara’s lips drew back over her protruding fangs. They were restless for his blood and wanted nothing but the satisfaction of death. Soon he would feel his release and she hers, without their physicality progressing beyond this act. It would be an explosion of sensations in her mouth, her throat, a warming in her stomach and beyond. It would be his blood that would replenish her life for the time being.

She envisioned herself shuddering with him constricted in her arms, his chin at her breasts while she drained him of his life, his blood. This was the only part of Butch she would ever have inside of her, the part of him that would renew her being. Lara would never consider turning a man like him. He had earned nothing of that nature. His life was a complete waste, a life spent taking and never giving. He was alone and would forever be in her eyes.

With no more hesitation, her hunger growing unsettled and out of control, she fed. Her fangs struck his jugular with the viciousness of a viper. His blood burst into her mouth, running over her tongue. She drank with zeal, and he didn’t put up a fight. Maybe he presumed it teasing or perhaps some perverse sexual act he’d grown accustomed to.

When the pleasure turned to pain, he tried to escape. She restrained him, pinning him against her bare breasts. His face warmed her chest, the spit resulting from his panic cool. It was a strange sensation, hot and cold at the same time. All the while, she drained his blood with a vengeance she’d never experienced before.

His arms flailed but soon settled as he grew weaker. His body surrendered, quieting as she fed. She remembered the early numbness of death she’d felt prior to being turned and could feel it in him as his heart slowed. It was a beautiful thing.

“Daddy?” said a young voice.

This startled Lara, sensing the girl standing behind her, an innocent face inquisitive of what daddy was doing with the strange lady. Lara’s heart strained with hurt for the girl. She did not know what to do, but felt her fangs easing away from her prey, leaving him near lifeless in her arms. She worried he might turn if she didn’t finish the job soon, but she had this pressing matter to deal with now.

“I’m sorry, Daddy. I didn’t—”

The young girl, who couldn’t have been older than eight, turned and went to her room, unable to hear her father’s dying words.

Butch clawed at Lara’s leg. “Millicent, help me…”

As the door closed, Lara realized she would need to work fast. She stood, letting Butch’s body fall to the floor. Turning, she lifted him, rushing him through the door and down the stairs. She paid no attention to the bum who had taken refuge in the stairwell because she didn’t think he had noticed much of anything. Looking around frantically, Lara dashed down a nearby alley with Butch in tow. There among the darkness of the night and the aroma of rotting food rising from a dumpster, she ended his life for good by throating him. When she’d finished, she tossed him in the dumpster like yesterday’s trash, thinking him undeserving of anything more.

Now there was this other matter to attend to, that of Millicent. She sped across the parking lot and up the stairs, nearly tripping over the drunk’s piss-stained heap of clothing. She maintained her footing and found the stairs.

What am I going to do with such a young girl?

She couldn’t kill the girl. Being a vampire didn’t mean that she had somehow lost touch with her morals or her appreciation for life. She couldn’t drink from the girl and turn her. She’d never be able to forgive herself for doing something like that. Nor could she mother the child. The mere thought was too much responsibility for any undead civilian, let alone Lara. It stood to reason that vampires didn’t make very good nannies either, especially those who were so new to it, with such needs for blood and passion. But try as she might to forget the girl, she realized she couldn’t leave the girl alone.

Or can I?

She considered this, acknowledging the fact Butch must have done so often, maybe even having left the door ajar as he had when they arrived from the bar. Millicent had likely been in harm’s way for most of her young life living with a guy like Butch. The girl would be used to it by now and might be better off.

Still, she paced back and forth outside the girl’s room. She heard a muffled cry, wondering if the girl might have seen or heard something. Odd as it was, Lara opened the door to a little girl she knew nothing about.

“Millicent, are you okay?”

The girl sniffled as she regarded Lara with curious eyes. “My friends call me Millie.”

Was it true? Had Lara somehow befriended this girl by walking into her life? How could that be? It was a charming notion.

“What’s wrong, dear?”

Millicent’s eyes grew wide, turning back to her window. Lara was certain the girl had seen something.

“I think the rain is coming.” The little girl’s eyes were alert and untrusting of the night sky. “I saw lightening.”

Lara couldn’t keep from laughing, and it surprised her when the girl giggled along with her. Had life ever been so simple?

“Listen, your dad—”

“It’s okay. He brings home lots of girls.”

She wanted to sigh louder than ever. Although Lara had suspected as much, it made her think even less of the man now.

“No,” Lara said, “he had to leave.”

Millie’s smile never faltered. “That’s okay. He does that, too.” A wrinkle formed on the girl’s forehead. “I sometimes think he’ll never come back, but he always does, after a few days.”

The thought Butch had left this girl alone for so long was dreadful. The poor thing was taking everything awfully well, too.

“Tell you what, how about I come by and check on you from time to time until he does?”

What am I doing? What exactly am I getting myself into?

“I’d like that.” Millie’s eyes lit up. Now there was no turning back. “What’s your name?”

“Lara.”

“You have a beautiful name. I wish I had such a pretty name.”

Lara’s heart twisted with emotions she hadn’t felt in so long. “I think Millicent is a wonderful name.” She worried about what to say next. “Listen, I have to go, but can you do me a favor and stay here and keep the front door locked?”

There was concern whether the girl would survive in solitary, find food and care for herself. Lara reckoned she would have to check on the girl more often than she preferred.

Before she left, Lara turned back to the girl and asked, “Do you know anyone named Katelyn, dear?”

Again, the girl’s eyes lit up. “You mean, Mommy?” As quickly as they brightened, they faded. “She doesn’t come around much anymore.”

“I see.” Lara realized she had much to do, many people to see, needs to satisfy. “I’ll be back before you go to bed. Okay?”

“Okay, Lara.” The girl smiled. “Love you.”

It was a blow to Lara’s heart she’d never felt the likes of before.
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Often when contemplating life, Lara was in awe of what had happened to a nobody like her. What gave life to the dead, brought them desires and needs? What magic did such unholy things? What drew her to such an unusual man?

Thinking of him, she searched for Lowell, wanting to satisfy herself before checking in on Millie. But she couldn’t locate him, so she thought to seek Katelyn instead. Even the thought of tracking the woman down bothered her at the moment, given what she’d just learned, that Katelyn was a mom. Instead, Lara sought a nearby bar, an underground place she’d heard rumors of where she could satisfy her every whim without question.

Upon entering, she made eye contact with many upturned pale faces. Many of her people were here. They had all the same needs, most of them at least. A very few did not understand why they were here. They thought themselves objects of sexual desire while the true craving they would satisfy lay elsewhere.

As Lara walked through a vast ocean of naked flesh, she shed her clothes without care to where they fell. She could wear anything, as she no longer had any emotional attachments to such possessions. All she cared about was her desires and keeping them placated.

Breasts brushed against her shoulders. A man’s penis swung against her legs. Hands grasped her buttocks. A sea of writhing, gyrating bodies exploded around Lara. She felt something wet beneath her feet and splattering against her legs, bodies she could not see, people she didn’t know. All the while, a steady thump of dance music pounded away like the beat of a single rhythmic heart.

Caught in the middle of a giant orgy, she did not engage but wanted to join. The lights made her woozy, various shades of red. A glittery ball twirled high above, causing the room to spin in drunken eroticism. A hand took hers and led her on, where she would make love to others. The living here didn’t have the stamina her kind did regarding the fulfillment of sexual desires. Still, there was innocence to them, a virginity that excited her. If lucky, they would turn these living souls after the feast. And there would be a feast. She knew many of the humans would be vampires soon.

When they finished, most of them spent, the humans’ fates decided, they once more revisited other desires. This time, all were grateful for what they’d received. It reminded Lara of her first time. Sadly, there was no time for anything more than a quickie.

As pleasing hands continued to paw at her body long after she felt satisfied, Lara removed herself from the orgy. They taunted her to stay, to continue, be one with the beat of the club. She wanted to, but her thoughts turned elsewhere, to an earthly obligation for which she now felt fully responsible.

Lara gathered up clothes, not hers but good enough. She passed through a spray of running water for a quick cleansing and put the clothes on, still wet and without care of her appearance. Things like that didn’t concern Lara anymore. Yet, although this little girl shouldn’t matter either, Lara found herself strangely obligated.

It was nearly Millicent’s bedtime, likely beyond, but Lara had to keep her word. She needed to check in on Millicent before the girl went to sleep.
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Most people believed vampires could turn into bats, fluttering about the city. Lara had met many such people, having even been one herself before being turned, but those beliefs were better left to the days of black and white movies, when vampires were still scary. People no longer feared her kind. Vampires crept about the night, not as bats, and not even the innocent worried.

Seeing herself, Lara could understand how people might have derived something of this nature. Vampires turned into a dark wraith of sorts, breaking apart fast and appearing to flutter. This might appear similar to a small group of bats to the disbelieving eye. Human nature had a tendency to attempt to make sense of the unfathomable, a means of filling in the blanks to explain the extraordinary away as an everyday occurrence. So, it made sense on the rare occasion someone witnessed a vampire change form, they might liken it to transforming into a bat.

Shaking the thought away, Lara sensed Lowell nearby. His scent stronger than before, she wished to see him, talk to him, but there wasn’t time. Funny he should be so close to the very place she needed to go. Perhaps he sought her out and not the other way around.

Opening the window, Lara slipped inside and hurried to Millicent’s room. She didn’t like leaving the girl alone, but what other choice did she have? When she opened the door, she found the girl waiting for her on her bed, a frown turning to an instant smile. This had been missing from Lara’s first life. What a curse she should find it now after becoming this creature.

“You came!” She jumped up and ran to her, throwing her tiny arms around Lara’s waist. “And you’re dressed funny.”

Lara regarded her clothing for the first time, saw the fifties style pink skirt with a poodle on it. The striped shirt had white and teal horizontal lines. It was a God-awful mismatch from hell.

What was I thinking?

“Yes, of course I showed up,” Lara said, turning her attention back to the girl.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t.” She turned toward her bed and hopped up on it. “You’re the only one who ever kept their promise.”

She was smart for her age, perhaps too keen. Lara wondered if Millicent was clever enough to play her, maybe something her dad had taught her before his demise.

No, it isn’t possible. She’s just lonely, like I used to be.

She approached Millicent’s bedside, sat down, and ran a caring hand through the girl’s locks of hair. Millicent closed her eyes, feeling Lara’s fingers. She was a pretty girl, so young and innocent. How did she ever get caught up in this mess? Then, it occurred to Lara, the girl still had a mother. She would need to seek out Katelyn once the girl went to sleep.

“Okay, Millie. I think it’s time for bed. Yes?”

Lara drew the covers up over Millicent’s chest to her neckline. All the while the girl grinned, her young eyes wide and glistening. Millicent didn’t look tired, though, and Lara wondered how many nights the girl had stayed up late waiting for someone to come tuck her in. It must have been a dismal existence. Worse yet, now Lara would leave Millicent alone. It almost broke her heart having to do so, but there was still time to set things right if she hurried.

It occurred to Lara that she was asking, rather than telling, “You’ll be okay?”

The girl’s eyes wavered, weakening to the night, giving in to sleep. Millicent closed them, yawning softly, and started to drift. “Yes.” She nuzzled deep into her pillow. “I’ll be okay…Mommy.”

“I—”

Millicent had paralyzed Lara with this last word. And she didn’t correct the girl because it didn’t really matter.

Does it?

Besides, tired children often said things they didn’t mean.

Or did she?

Lara’s interest piqued; she almost wanted this title. Yet, it wasn’t possible. How could a woman, let alone a creature like Lara ever care for a child?

Exactly as I just did, her conscience told her.

After a quick check of the apartment to make sure the locks were secure and seeing Millicent had eaten, she cleaned up some. She prepared a sandwich for Millicent to have upon waking, leaving it in the refrigerator. Judging from the contents of their kitchen, she would need to bring more food soon. She couldn’t help but wonder how many times the poor girl had gone without. It saddened her deeply.

In Butch’s bedroom closet she found more suitable clothing, likely Katelyn’s. Bright colors like she had been wearing never kept anyone from being seen. Black lace stockings, leather shorts, and a dark shirt would better serve this purpose.

Lara glanced back at Millicent’s room briefly before leaving through the same living room window she’d entered.

Lowell seemed closer now. She could almost feel him, as if he’d been tracking her. His urgency to see her made her feel something she hadn’t felt prior to being turned, that she was special. No matter, she couldn’t bother with Lowell now. Millicent was all she could think of, and Lara had many questions for Katelyn.

The alley was clear when she got there, a thing she hadn’t expected. Sometimes business was slow, but rarely to this extent. There had typically been at least one woman there, trying to make an extra buck. Something felt wrong, as if the setting had changed.

A weathered voice said, “Looking for someone?”

If she’d known he’d survived, she should have expected a voice like this after leaving him that way. She turned and to no surprise saw Butch perched in a squat upon the edge of a dumpster. His yellow eyes burned with hatred. In his clawed hand he held Katelyn, who wasn’t frightened, but appeared somewhat intimidated by her situation.

Katelyn had wanted Lara to turn her. Perhaps, the woman thought this her destiny. Lara doubted Butch planned to do that, though.

Damn, I should have made sure, double-checked.

In doing so, Lara would have risked Millicent seeing her true self. Now Butch had the person Millicent needed most in his clutches. Considering this last notion, she wondered if this were true. Did Millicent really need Katelyn? This was a woman who had wanted to die, to become a vampire. She didn’t even appear upset with her current predicament.

What could make a woman want to die?

Still, this was Millicent’s mother, and Lara could think of nothing else but pleasing the girl.

“Let her go.”

He squirmed, shifting on his perch. His grip tightened on Katelyn, a whelp of shock escaping her perfect lips. “What’s a matter, got a thing for this worm?”

He twisted her jaw up to look at him. Katelyn’s defiant eyes turned away. At least she put up some fight.

Lara, loud and demanding, “I said, let her go.”

“Take care of my girl,” Katelyn said.

Butch disregarded
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