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  Chapter One

  
  




The only sound in the laboratory was the rhythmic breath of the central air, a low hum that pervaded the whole hospital. Rosalind had been at this hospital for almost a year, and she still hadn’t gotten used to the strange throbbing wheeze of the old building. It provided an unsettling background noise as Rosalind looked at her computer screen.

Columns of data glided before her eyes. It was close to midnight, and she had finally found a pocket of time to spend on her research. Rosalind had known that taking this consultant job at an overcrowded London hospital would eat significantly into her research time, but she hadn’t quite realised how much. After a decade of training, she was finally a clinical geneticist, and last year had received the funding she needed to spearhead a clinical trial. It had taken countless hours of work: designing the trial, getting ethics approval, and convincing the funders that researching a genetic disorder most people had never heard of was worth the investment.

The results of the preliminary trial were finally rolling in, and tonight she had a little moment of breathing room to sit quietly and enjoy the fruit of her labours. The lab technicians had gone home hours ago, leaving the lab blissfully empty. Wonderful.

The phone rang. Its cheerful noise echoed in Rosalind’s ears, commencing a trace of a headache. She picked up the horn. “Yes?” The hospital still used old-fashioned desk units to communicate across the building. Rosalind briefly wished she had remembered to put it on voicemail.

A cacophony of noise filtered through the connection. “Doctor Johnson?” a harried voice said.

“Speaking.” Rosalind could feel the peace and quiet slipping from between her fingertips. So much for finally having some time for my research.

“It’s Jen, one of the nurses in A&E. I’m very sorry to bother you, Doctor Johnson, but I’ve already tried to reach Doctor Henderson, who is supposed to be on call, but I think he might not have any reception. It’s the horrible weather, you see—”

“What’s the matter?” Rosalind interrupted. Might as well get to the point as soon as possible. If she could get the nurse’s issue sorted, she might have a moment later to look through the data before she went home to crawl into bed exhausted.

“Could you please come down and look at one of our patients? I realise it’s not your shift, and—”

Rosalind lifted her glasses and massaged the bridge of her nose. “That’s fine. I’ll be there in a moment.” Before the nurse could apologise again for the inconvenience, she finished the call. She looked longingly at the tantalising data laid out in front of her, beautiful rows of numbers begging to be sorted through. Then she sighed and turned off the computer. Maybe tomorrow she could find that magical pocket of time to spend with the research.

The emergency department was chaotic, as expected. A spring storm had hit the country in the afternoon, bringing dangerous winds and lashing rain. Despite the dire forecast and repeated warnings to stay inside unless absolutely necessary, many people managed to find themselves in all kinds of trouble. Bad weather always brought plenty of disruption and an increase in accidents, further straining the already stretched health service. There were never enough doctors or nurses to keep up with the steady flow of people who needed medical attention. Rosalind triaged an older man who had become unwell, his pale wife clutching his hand as he lay underneath the thin hospital sheets. A possible stroke—Rosalind sent him for a CT scan. The unfortunate couple would have a long night.

Rosalind was about to grab the next chart, her fingers just touching the unforgiving plastic cover, when a loud crash made her jerk her hand back. Her head whipped up, scanning the waiting room. Under the bright overhead lights, dozens of people huddled in various degrees of boredom and misery. A teenager with a black eye looked up, glancing around to find the source of the noise.

Another crash, this time followed by a tinkling sound, like small pieces of metal hitting the floor. It came from one of the examination rooms behind her.

With a frown, Rosalind made her way down the corridor. She glanced into Room 2. The elderly couple were just like she’d left them. Room 3 was empty; Room 4 was open, a nurse examining a young boy whose knee had swollen into a deep purple bruise.

Another thud. Rosalind opened the door to Room 5. Inside, two nurses wrestled with a distressed man on the bed. His legs thrashed, kicking the hospital-issue sheets away.

“Please, sir, could you just—” Before the nurse could finish her sentence, a cup went flying. Instinctively, Rosalind ducked. The plastic cup crashed against the wall behind her, narrowly missing her head. From the corridor, a third nurse in scrubs sped past Rosalind into the room. Rosalind followed him in, closing the door behind her. No need to distress the patients in the waiting room.

“Aaarrggghh!” the man moaned, beating wildly at the nurses. His limbs flailed frenetically, fists pounding anything within reach.

“What’s going on?” Rosalind asked, grabbing fresh latex gloves from the box above the handwashing station.

Bethany, the senior nurse, answered. She pushed against the patient’s shoulder to keep him from rolling off the bed. “Male, around fifty, presented in the waiting room by himself. He was given the triage forms, but has refused to fill them in. He seems non-verbal and doesn’t seem to understand any of our questions.”

“Alright. Let’s have a look.” Rosalind approached the bed. Due to their collective effort, the nurses had subdued the patient enough for her to do a quick examination.

His face was pulled into a grimace, his lips pulled away from his teeth. His gums were healthy, though he had strangely lengthened and sharply pointed incisors. His eyes were bloodshot, bathing his dark irises in bright red. They moved erratically, not focusing anywhere in particular.

“Sir,” she said loudly. “Can you hear me?” His eyes roved, only briefly resting on her face.

“What is your name?”

The man didn’t respond. A growl formed in the back of his throat, his brows knitting.

“Can you please tell us what’s wrong, so we can help you?” she asked again, focusing on his breathing. His breath came in quick pants, but no wheezing to suggest that there was any obstruction to his airways and his chest expanded equally on both sides. She snapped an oxygen meter onto his forefinger, the nurse straining to keep his arm under control while doing so. She checked the colour of his fingers. A healthy pink, but his digits felt incredibly warm.

“I’m going to check your heart now,” she said, removing her stethoscope from where it dangled around her neck. “Please stay still.”

She slipped the stethoscope underneath his shirt. His pulse throbbed in her ears. It was fast, almost like a rabbit’s, quick and bouncy. It was the pulse of someone severely unwell. The man moaned, almost as if the touch of the stethoscope pained him. He seemed to be calming now, the nurses no longer needing to restrain him as heavily.

Rosalind finished her initial assessment swiftly, speaking to the man in a calming voice while she checked his vitals. His oxygen saturation was incredibly low despite his quickened breath. It was below the level usually needed for consciousness. His other readings, too, were off. She frowned to herself and ordered a list of tests.

“And please keep trying to find out more about him. His name, any next of kin. He may not speak English, but if we can find out his native language, we can call for an interpreter tomorrow morning,” she concluded to Bethany. She slipped off her gloves and threw them in the bin. While she lathered her hands with soap, she saw Bethany taking bloods.

“Actually,” she said, “Could you take an extra one? I want to have a look as well.”

“Sure,” Bethany said, and snapped another little vacuum vial onto the hollow needle that stuck out of the man’s veined arm. “There you go,” she said, and held out the filled vial.

Rosalind dried her hands and took it. The blood inside warmed it. The sticker on the vial only contained a number: patient N39857. No name—yet. In the hospital’s system he would be called “John Doe” until they found out his actual details. She slipped the vial into the pocket of her scrubs.

Behind her, the door clicked open. She glanced back, expecting another nurse. The person who strode into the room certainly wasn’t a nurse. Instead of the navy blue or red scrubs worn by the hospital staff, the tall, gorgeous woman entered the room like a storm cloud, wearing all black. She was stunning, as beautiful and unforgiving as a mountain range. Rosalind had just enough time to notice the chestnut of her eyes and the silver piercings decorating the curve of her ears. She saw a flash of the gorgeous mahogany of her short hair, the sides shaved to a short stubble that would feel amazing under her fingertips.

Then she remembered where she was. “Sorry, this room is occupied,” Rosalind said, grabbing the door and blocking the woman’s view of the patient. Even if she was gorgeous, she would have to wait like everyone else. “The waiting room is just down the corridor. The nurse will call you when it’s your turn.”

The woman frowned and looked over Rosalind’s shoulder. Her expression darkened, the twin slashes of her eyebrows almost touching. She was taller than Rosalind and certainly much broader in the shoulders. Without a word, she pushed past Rosalind, the leather of her coat slapping against her side.

“Madam,” Rosalind said, following the woman. “MADAM. You cannot—”

“He’s with me,” the woman said, pointing at the patient on the bed. For the very first time, he lay perfectly still. Not a single digit moved. His bloodshot eyes were trained on the woman.

He looked terrified.

“I’m afraid he will have to stay here,” Rosalind said decisively. Not only did he urgently need medical attention, but it also didn’t seem like he had any desire to leave with this person.

“He’s coming with me.”

The nurses looked on in confusion as the woman stilled at the edge of the bed. Then, to the shock of everyone, she slid her arms around his waist, easily heaved him up, and threw his body over her shoulder.

She turned on her heel and marched back through the door, carrying a full-grown man as if he were nothing more than a bag of potatoes. Bethany’s mouth hung open, her hand stilled in mid-motion. One of the other nurses stepped back, arms raised as if to fend off a blow.

“Shit,” Rosalind said, the footsteps of the woman disappearing into the hallway. “Call security,” she ordered Bethany. The command was enough to break the spell, and Bethany sprang back into action, reaching for the emergency phone on the wall. Rosalind didn’t wait to hear the conversation. She sprinted into the hallway, her eyes seeking the woman’s black clothing. There she was—already halfway through the waiting room. The woman’s quick stride carried her impossibly fast to the emergency department’s exit. Around her, some of the waiting patients looked on with quizzical surprise at the man dangling off her shoulder.

“Wait!” Rosalind yelled. The woman didn’t glance back. Within moments, she went through the front doors. Rosalind followed at a run, ignoring the questioning glances from the receptionists. There was no time to explain. The woman had taken the John Doe, and in moments she would be—

Gone.

Rosalind stood in the open doors of the emergency department, staring into the storm. Wind whipped her hair loose from the clip on the back of her head. The midnight black of night was impenetrable beyond the glow of the streetlights, clouds churning overhead.

The woman was nowhere to be seen. No cars idled on the street. There was no one on the sidewalk, except for an older woman fighting with an umbrella in the onslaught of wind.

She had disappeared. And she had taken the nameless patient with her.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




By the next morning, the storm had quieted down, the tearing winds only a distant memory. Rosalind walked to the hospital. Branches torn from roadside trees littered the street. A couple of bins had been overturned, spilling their contents across the pavement.

Rosalind had a busy day of clinics ahead of her, but rather than preparing for the long shift, her mind kept going over yesterday’s incident. She hadn’t slept well, tossing and turning in bed, watching as the woman lifted the patient out of the bed over and over.

Rosalind was well aware of how miraculous the human body was. It could heal itself from extensive damage, and it persisted in many hostile conditions. The body constantly creates a dizzying array of chemicals to keep its homeostasis. Like any medic, she understood how adrenaline could promote amazing feats of strength, pushing the body beyond its everyday limits.

But she couldn’t quite understand how the woman, no matter how muscular or well-trained, had lifted John Doe like it was nothing. Only moments earlier, they had needed three pairs of practised hands to subdue him. This woman had merely bent at the waist and had plucked him from his bed, like he weighed no more than a bag of groceries. There had been no strain. She had pulled a grown man from the bed and hadn’t even broken a sweat.

It didn’t make any sense. And Rosalind wasn’t the kind of person who could just let something like that go.

The end of last night had finished in a blur. Rosalind and the nurses had had to explain to security what had happened. The police were called, and she’d have to write up a full statement today. They also referred the case to safeguarding services. Someone might recognise the description of the patient if he was known in the community. Hopefully, support services could get him the medical support he needed.

Rosalind’s morning was a whirlwind of clinics. It was only at lunchtime that she had a moment to herself. She sat at her computer, fiddling with her ID badge, her thoughts going back over last night. They had taken the patient’s blood, hadn’t they? The test results might be available by now. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. N39857, that was the hospital number the patient had been assigned. Numbers had always come naturally to Rosalind—it was a useful skill to have as a doctor. She typed the number into the search field and pressed enter.

No results found.

Rosalind frowned. That was odd. Maybe she had remembered the number wrong? She thought back to the vial the nurse had handed her. The vial she had put into the refrigerator of the upstairs lab before she went home. She was sure of it—it was N39857.

She tried it again.

No results found.

There was no record of the patient’s blood having arrived at the haematology lab at all. Every little step a sample made within the hospital was recorded. Even if the tests hadn’t been completed yet, every sample was still logged in the system.

Somehow, the blood samples had never made it to the lab.

Rosalind thought back to last night. Bethany had put the vials of blood onto the bedside table, ready for collecting. Then Rosalind had asked for an additional vial—the one currently upstairs. Then the disruption happened. And afterwards…

Had the vials still lain there after the woman had left? Suddenly, Rosalind wasn’t so sure. She pulled up the hospital’s phone directory and rang the nurses’ station.

“Can I speak to Bethany, please?” she asked the nursing student who picked up the phone. She stared at the short message while she waited. No results found.

A moment later, Bethany picked up the horn. “Hello?”

“Do you remember whether the blood samples from patient N39857 were submitted last night?”

A moment of silence followed. “Actually,” Bethany said slowly. “I’m not sure.”

“Were they still there when we got back into the room?” The nurses had followed Rosalind and had clustered around the corridor to discuss the incident afterwards.

“No. No, I don’t think so,” she said with more conviction. “Because I remember straightening the bed for the next patient. I had to move the nightstand back because it had gotten pushed to the side. If there had been any blood samples on it, I would have noticed. Are they not at the lab?” There was a note of anxiety in her voice.

“No, they never got there,” Rosalind said thoughtfully.

“Oh god. I didn’t think—I assumed one of the other nurses had brought them in. Do you think they got lost?”

Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be the first time samples got misplaced. It happened occasionally, and it never boded well for whichever employee had been responsible for them in the first place.

“I’m sure it will turn up,” Rosalind said soothingly, the lie slipping easily from her tongue. If she was right, the blood samples would never be seen again. “Could you check with the other nurses, please?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll get right on it, absolutely.”

“Thank you, Bethany,” Rosalind said, and hung up.

The facts added up to one disturbing hypothesis: for some reason, the woman who had taken the patient had stolen the blood samples. Whatever that reason was, Rosalind could only think of one possible explanation why someone would do such a thing and take the patient at the same time. The woman hadn’t wanted them to examine the patient. Why? The answer might lie in the make-up of his blood, a tiny forgotten vial which lay upstairs in her fridge.

The woman had presented her with a puzzle, and Rosalind was determined to solve it.

* * *

That night, she waited until the lab was empty. The last technician left at seven o’clock after having painstakingly transferred a hundred samples to prepare them for a clinical trial. Rosalind smiled and bid him goodbye when he finally grabbed his things and left.

A nervousness coursed through her veins. She hoped the technician hadn’t noticed. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for her to stay late, but she couldn’t deny the thrill of the air of secrecy around what she was doing. If she found something tangible, she would bring it to her seniors. If she didn’t, then this whole strange episode would fade away unnoticed. It was better this way, she told herself.

She waited for another half hour. The corridor outside the lab was quiet. The lab was positioned in a corner of the hospital, far away from patients and the wards. Only consultants who conducted research and their handful of graduate students and lab techs ever came here, the regular testing units being on the other side of the hospital.

Only when she was sure the technician wouldn’t return to retrieve some forgotten item did she open the fridge. There it was—a simple plastic vial, one of thousands circulating in the hospital, filled with dark red blood. It was a relief to see it, to hold it in her hand. Somehow, Rosalind had half-expected it to have disappeared as well. She looked at it more closely, turning the vial between her fingers. The viscosity of the blood seemed normal. There was nothing exceptional about it to the naked eye.

She opened the vial and used a pipette to place a single, round drop of blood onto a glass slide. With a forceps, she gently lowered a thinner strip of glass, the coverslip, onto the drop of blood. It flattened the sample, removing all air from it. The blood lay trapped between the two layers of glass, ready to be studied.

She flicked on the light of the microscope, sliding the sample in place. She moved her glasses to the top of her head and looked through the eyepiece, adjusting the focus to sharpen the image. Rosalind blinked. She readjusted the focus, the image blurring and sharpening again. The red blood cells looked as expected, but the sample was absolutely crawling with white blood cells, usually a sign of a severe infection. She slipped her glasses back on and walked to the bookshelf in the corner of the room. Tracing her fingertip down the spine, she found what she was looking for: The Pathophysiology of Infection. She wiped the dust off the top of the book. She hadn’t had much reason to consult it over the last couple of years.

She’d only leafed through the second chapter when footsteps sounded in the hallway.

Rosalind glanced at the clock in the bottom corner of her computer screen. It was almost nine at night. Too late for the cleaners, or any of her colleagues. Quickly, she closed the book and any open windows on her computer touting her searches, turned off the light in the microscope and put it aside. There was no time to remove the slide. She wasn’t sure why she was hiding what she was doing. It might be completely irrational, but there was an uneasiness in her gut telling her that it was better to be safe than sorry.

She opened her emails and forced her eyes to train on the screen. Every nerve in her body stood at attention. The footsteps on the corridor linoleum approached.

The door clicked open. She turned around, mentally preparing herself to make casual small talk with one of her colleagues, to pretend like it was just any other late evening in the lab.

Her greeting died on her lips as the dark-haired woman who had taken patient N39857 closed the door behind her. It was her, there was no question about it. She wore the same black leather coat, framing her broad shoulders and trim waist. Her eyes were dark, looking almost black, emphasised by black eyeliner. Her jeans-clad thighs spoke of strength and athleticism. How did you do it? Rosalind thought, the analytical part of her brain instantly estimating the strength of the woman’s body. How did you lift him?

The woman crossed her arms, her feet firmly planted in front of the door. In front of the only escape route from the lab. She guarded the exit, threatening with a quiet menace. “Where is it?” she demanded. Her voice was low, with a slight textured roughness. A shiver ran down Rosalind’s spine, not entirely unpleasant.

“Where is what?” she said, keeping her expression under control. She would not show fear or panic.

It was challenging to keep her features still under the woman’s intense gaze. The skin of her face burned. She hoped the woman was too far away to tell.

“The blood,” the woman said. It almost sounded like a growl.

“Whose blood? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She would not look at the microscope. She would not look at the refrigerator behind her. Nothing would betray her. If only her damn heart would stop beating so loudly in her chest.

“Don’t play dumb, Doctor Johnson,” the woman said as she stepped forward. She was still too close to the door. There was no way Rosalind could run around her. Damn it. “One of your nurses said a blood sample was taken last night.” Another step. Rosalind’s breath came faster. The woman leaned forward, looming over Rosalind, who leaned back into her desk chair. She had to tilt her head up to keep her eyes on the woman’s face. “I want it,” the woman said quietly, her voice filled with an unspoken threat.

“They’re gone. The blood samples never made it to the laboratory,” Rosalind said, a quiver creeping into her words. The woman filled her entire vision now. Rosalind clenched her jaw despite the fear raging through her. If the woman wanted to hurt her, there was nothing she could do about it. She had no weapon. There wasn’t even a scalpel within reach. Her only chance was to deny, de-escalate, and flee as soon as possible. Don’t show fear, she told herself.

The woman planted one hand onto the chair’s armrest, jolting Rosalind. “Not those. I took them. I mean the additional one. The one you took.”

“I don’t have it.”

“Really,” the woman said, raising an eyebrow. “Then why do I smell his blood on you?”
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Quintia didn’t have time for this. The human, some Doctor Johnson, stared back at her with ice-cold blue eyes behind clear-framed glasses. Just tell me where it is, and we can both get on with our night, she thought, frowning more deeply. It was a damn mess, she had to admit. Somehow the rogue had slipped between her fingers and had gone straight to the emergency department of the hospital. She had no clue what had drawn him there. Perhaps the smell of fresh blood had lured him, promising the blood feast of his dreams. Whatever it was, it had been an absolute pain to find him and then retrieve him. Even worse, the humans had all seen her carry him away. Luce would not be pleased by that, not pleased at all. And Quintia couldn’t blame her, either. It hadn’t been Quintia’s first choice, but when you’ve got a rogue out of his mind and he goes straight towards a crowd of defenceless humans, you get the rogue out as quickly as possible, whatever it takes. But now there were complications.

Quintia hated complications.

Starting with the obstinate human firmly planted in the desk chair in front of her. She was a pretty thing, for a human. Those light blue eyes were quite enchanting, actually, even though there were dark circles under her eyes. The glasses suited her. Her features were small, a charming nose and a slim mouth, the bottom lip slightly fuller than the top one. Currently, her mouth was a determined line, unsmiling. Her dark curly hair was slipping from a messy bun only partially secured by a clip, framing her face very prettily. A blush had painted her cheeks pink.

“So where is it?” Quintia said, allowing the full force of her impatience to bleed into her voice.

“I don’t know,” Doctor Johnson said—Rosalind, according to her badge. She stubbornly held her chin up, returning Quintia’s interrogating stare. There was a slight edge of sour fear on her, but less than she would have expected. Quintia could make grown vampires quake in their boots. Who was this little human to defy her like this?

Quintia narrowed her eyes, willing Rosalind to just give up the rogue’s blood. Stars, what a fucking mess. Not only had the rogue gotten into the hospital, but the humans had started their prodding and poking. It was imperative that vampires should never be admitted into any human hospitals, and rogues even more so. Vampire bodies were fundamentally different from a human’s. It wouldn’t take the humans long to realise that. And from there it was a slippery slope until the existence of the Other World was revealed. It wouldn’t stop at vampires, either. It wouldn’t just be their own way of life that would be destroyed. Once the humans knew, there was no way to take that knowledge back. No, it was better that things stayed the way they were.

And this human woman stood in her way to make sure that they did.

The doctor did not budge. It would be impressive if it weren’t so damn annoying. Quintia pushed herself back upright. Fine. She would have to do this the hard way.

The room presented a curious array of scents, many of which Quintia couldn’t place. There were traces of various humans, their familiar though unique scent profiles suffusing the room. Rosalind stood out among them, with a clean scent of spring flowers. The smell of human blood, too, seemed to be everywhere. It was a good thing Quintia had fed only a couple of days ago, or her hunger might have distracted her from her mission. Instead, she homed in on the bitter tang of the rogue’s blood. It was just noticeable, enough to make Quintia certain that the rogue’s blood was here.

The room must be some laboratory of some kind. Various machines were dotted about the room, the use of which was a complete mystery to her. Shelves lined the walls, every available inch of space filled with boxes, tubes, pieces of plastic, and trays. Odd smells of what must be the chemicals the humans used in their experiments tainted the air as Quintia stalked the floor, keeping an eye on the human while she did so. The bitterness of the rogue’s blood grew stronger. There it was.

A single drop of the rogue’s blood lay on a slide mounted on a microscope. Shit.

“What did you do to it?” Quintia asked, whirling back to the doctor. Rosalind flinched. Good. Maybe she’d be more cooperative if she was scared.

The doctor’s eyes flitted between Quintia and the microscope. She frowned. “How did you know the patient’s blood was in the microscope?”

“Doesn’t matter. Answer my question.” The sooner she could get the rogue’s blood, the sooner she could get the hell out of here.

Her frown only deepened. “Blood samples all look the same. How did you know?”

“I can tell.”

“How?”

“Just can.”

Rosalind leaned back in her desk chair. Its hinge squeaked in the silence that lay between them. Damn it, why did the human look less scared than she had before? This wasn’t going in the right direction whatsoever. Stars, if her Sisters could see her now… It was a sad day if Quintia couldn’t even handle one measly human.

“What did you do with it?” Quintia repeated. She wasn’t into science by any stretch of the imagination. Humans had made a lot of progress over the last century, and Quintia had never really cared to keep up with it. Vampires, of course, had their own scientists, their own doctors. But nowadays, even they were pretty dependent on the strides humans had made in terms of technology. Quintia might not be a science whiz, but she had a pretty good idea of what humans could do with their little machines, scanning and probing and recording. If she’d somehow made copies of the genetic makeup of the rogue’s blood…

“I looked at it,” the doctor said finally.

“Just looked at it?” That wouldn’t be so bad. Get the sample, destroy it, and intimidate the human to never speak of the rogue again. Done.

“He seems to be quite ill.” The woman looked at her appraisingly. Why did it feel like the tables had turned? This conversation was quickly slipping out of her control. “Who is he?”

“No one,” Quintia said, putting some bite in her words. The doctor wasn’t cowed.

“I’ve never seen a woman lift a grown man like that. Believe me, I have seen a lot of things as a doctor.”

Quintia knew taking the rogue from the emergency department like that would come back to bite her in the ass.

Whatever. The best defence was attack. She slid the blood sample from the microscope and put it in her pocket. She’d destroy it later. “Where is the rest?”

“I don’t know.”

Fine. If Rosalind didn’t want to help, she’d find it herself. She started rummaging through a pile of containers. Opened one of them. The acidic sting of some horrid chemical assaulted her nose. Disgusted, she put it back. A soft sound, like fabric sliding against fabric. She whipped back to the doctor, grabbing the woman’s arm that was suspended mid-air. Rosalind’s eyes widened, shocked at the sudden contact.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Quintia growled. The doctor’s hand had been inches away from the telephone. Seconds away from some kind of emergency call, no doubt. She increased the pressure on her grip, tightening her fingers around the doctor’s delicate wrist. It would be so easy to snap the bone.

She let the human’s arm go. There was no honour in hurting the defenceless. Quintia might not be a saint, but she wasn’t a monster either.

With a grimace, the doctor held her wrist against her body. Damn it. She’d been too rough. Gotta remember how fragile humans are, she admonished herself. There was usually little need for Quintia to interact with them like this. A little bit of recon, or some mild intimidation was usually the extent of it. Get in, get the blood sample, get back out. That was all she was here to do, but instead she found herself locked in some battle of wills with a stubborn doctor, who stared at her with those pretty blue eyes. What a mess.

Quintia looked back at the phone Rosalind had been trying to reach. She lifted it and unplugged the cable from the back of it, disconnecting it from the network. There. Now the doctor wouldn’t be tempted to try again.

Returning to her mission, she rummaged through a tall refrigerator. Rows and rows of little glass tubes were lined neatly in trays. She pulled the stopper from one of the little vials, filled with what looked a bit like blood, but if blood had gone bad somehow. “Don’t—” the doctor warned behind her, but Quintia paid her no heed. She sniffed the sample. The musty iron odour of old blood filled her nose. Ugh. It smelled bad, but it was definitely human. She put the vial back and slid the tray back into its place. There were other trays, though. She pulled out the other one…

“Please, please just stop,” the doctor urged. She had risen from the chair and stood at Quintia’s elbow.

“I will when you tell me where the sample is,” Quintia countered. It had an edge of childishness to it, but she dismissed the thought. Her pride didn’t matter in this moment. Safeguarding the whole of vampirekind did.

Rosalind pressed her lips together. She wasn’t budging. Fine. Quintia slid out the next tray. More blood samples, all neatly labelled. If only there was one with a little label that said, “Rogue blood—for Quintia”. That would have been convenient. She pulled a vial from the tray.

“Don’t—if you contaminate these samples, you could ruin our research.” There was genuine pain in the doctor’s voice, now. Her eyes were wide, her face pale. “Please. I’ll tell you where the sample is.”

“Great,” Quintia said, releasing the vial back into its place. “Where is it?”

The doctor sighed, shoulders slumped. She walked toward one of the plain white refrigerators on the far wall. She opened one, bent down, and slid something into the palm of her hand. Something tensed in her posture. Oh no. Quintia started forward, but a wide desk stood in her way. She vaulted over it, but the doctor had already reached the door. Without stopping, the doctor slammed a large red button set into the wall. Immediately a siren started to blare, accompanied by intermittent bright flashes of light. Shit. The doctor pulled open the door, her white lab coat flaring behind her as she hurtled into the corridor.

She was escaping with the blood sample that could betray them all.
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The hospital’s alarm echoed shrilly down the empty hallway. Patient N39857’s vial was cold in the palm of Rosalind’s hand, and she gripped it tightly as she ran towards the staircase as quickly as she could. The slam of the laboratory door behind her alerted her to the woman’s pursuit. Rosalind’s legs burned as she careened through the building’s corridors, taking an intentionally chaotic path through the warren of empty hallways. Her heart pounded in her ears. Help, she needed help. She had to get away from the woman before—

Something grabbed hold of her shoulder, jerking her backwards. She lost her footing, her ankle buckling at the sudden change of momentum. The world shifted underneath her. The vial slipped from her grip. Her eyes traced the vial’s path, as if in slow-motion. Then, there was only darkness.

* * *

The first thing Rosalind noticed was the throbbing headache radiating from the left side of her head. It crested with every heartbeat, relentlessly pulsating with its rhythm. Well, if her heart was beating, she was still alive. That was good.

She cracked open an eye. The bright light shot daggers through her optic nerve, but she persisted. Where was she? What the hell had happened? Last thing she knew, she was in the hospital, and she had been running, and…

“You’re awake,” a gruff feminine voice said.

The woman. God, what was going on? Had the woman hit her? She opened both of her eyes. She had to find out where she was. Were they still in the hospital? The alarm was no longer blaring in the background…

The room swam into focus. Bare, white walls. A soft surface underneath her—a bed. White bedsheets. Not the familiar pale green of standard hospital-issued ones. There was a window, the grey curtains pulled shut against the nighttime darkness. A bright light glowed overhead. Nothing gave her any indication of where she was. Oh god, had she been kidnapped?

“Where am I?” she said, her voice croaky. She tried to push herself up, but an intense wave of nausea rose, the white walls circling before her eyes. A steady hand pushed her back down onto the bed.

“Somewhere safe.”

The words did nothing to quench the panic that was emerging from her foggy brain. This was bad. This was really, really bad. Someone had taken her away from the hospital—someone dangerous. What did they want from her? Didn’t that woman already have everything she wanted? She already had the vial, didn’t she?

She could see her now, standing beside the bed. She no longer wore the black leather coat. Her features were blurry—Rosalind wasn’t wearing her glasses. Rosalind tried again to get up, pushing down the bile rising in her throat. “What did you do to me?”

The woman frowned and easily pushed Rosalind back into the softness of the mattress, her hand on Rosalind’s shoulder pinning her into place. “Do to you? I didn’t do anything. You hit your head against the wall. Passed out immediately.”

“I did?” Rosalind said, hesitatingly. She hated this feeling, of not being in control. Hated not knowing where she was, or what had happened. Could she trust anything this person said? She remembered running, and falling… “You grabbed me.”

The woman was close enough for Rosalind to see that she looked somewhat sheepish. “I did. Had no idea that would make you trip over your own feet though.”

She could be telling the truth, but Rosalind had no way of verifying it. It had all happened too quickly, and the memories were as hazy as her uncorrected vision. “Where are my glasses?”

“Here.” The woman picked up the frames from the nightstand and handed them to Rosalind. She slid them on, the image of the room sharpening. One of the legs had gotten somewhat bent out of shape in her fall, but it was comforting to have its familiar weight on the bridge of her nose. It gave her the courage to face the grim reality that she found herself in.

Questions spilled from her, one after the other. “Why am I here? Who are you? What are you going to do to me?”

The woman rubbed a hand across her face, closing her eyes for a moment. “I’m Quintia,” she said. She started to pace back and forth at the side of the bed, her hands moving in tandem with her speech. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. You were there, and then you fell. I needed the sample. You didn’t give it to me. And then you tripped that alarm—completely unnecessary! But then it was going and going, and more of you would appear any second and I… took you with me.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Rosalind said. Why did this woman, Quintia—if that was her real name—go around kidnapping patients and doctors from hospitals? Why was she so obsessed with this blood sample? What secret was she hiding? What could it be? Some kind of top-secret bioengineering? She didn’t look like she’d been hired by some company to go around stealing from hospitals—but then again, what did Rosalind know? It seemed like the stuff of slick Hollywood movies filled with dramatic conspiracies, not real life.

“It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.” There was a note of regret in Quintia’s words.

“Well, it wasn’t,” Rosalind spat. “You have to take me back. I might have a concussion.” The irony of being taken away from the hospital while hurt wasn’t lost on Rosalind.

Quintia stopped beside the edge of the bed. “I’m afraid I can’t do that right now.”

“Why not?”

“Because if I do, you will call the police, and that would just make everything even worse. It’s best for you to stay here for a bit.”

She wasn’t allowed to leave. She glanced at the door. Was it locked? Where did the window behind the curtain lead? Would she be able to escape somehow? A claw of fear gripped her heart in a tight vise. “Are you going to kill me?” Once spoken, the possibility felt suddenly very real. She might not make it out of this alive. Might never see her parents again, her friends. Wouldn’t finish the research she had been working on for so long.

Quintia frowned. “Of course not,” she said, as if the whole notion was ridiculous.

Despite her words, the fear crested within her. She was only thirty-two and had thought she would have a full life in front of her. So much of her time had been spent in medical school, then grad school, working so hard until she could finally do what she wanted to do, and now it would all be taken away from her. She would die right here, in a plain bedroom, murdered by a beautiful woman with superhuman strength. All because she hadn’t been able to let go of the mystery of the unknown patient’s blood. Her own curiosity, that strength that drove her research, would be her downfall. It was a horrible irony, and the fear and pain overwhelmed Rosalind’s thoughts. She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Oh shit. Please don’t cry. I hate it when people cry.”

A lash of anger sliced through the paralyzing fear. Rosalind’s eyes snapped back open. “You should have thought about that before you kidnapped me.”

Quintia’s frown deepened. The expression did nothing to arrest Rosalind’s tears. A sob escaped from a throat, then another. Quintia stared at her in mute discontent. Then she threw up her hands. “Fuck!” Without any further words, she stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Rosalind held her breath as the door hit the frame. There was no further sound from the door itself, just Quintia’s dwindling swears as she moved away from the bedroom. Good. It might not be locked.

Tears still flowed from Rosalind’s eyes, her fear unabated. Alongside the panic of her situation, however, a small hope bloomed. Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she tried again to sit up. The room still tilted alarmingly, but it wasn’t the carousel of whirling vision of before.

Quintia’s voice drifted back into her hearing. She had to be pacing outside the bedroom door. Rosalind was only able to catch snatches of the conversation. No other voice accompanied it. She was probably on the phone, then. She closed her eyes, focusing all her attention on the words filtering through the closed door.

“I know, I know… Just keep it. I’ll get enough of that from Luce.” Some muffled words Rosalind couldn’t hear. “I thought you of all people would understand. I know it’s different— ” Another couple of sentences lost. “Just come here, will you? I could really use a hand. And bring…” Whatever the person on the other end of the conversation was supposed to bring, Rosalind couldn’t hear.

Silence reigned again. Rosalind looked at the door, expecting it to open at any moment. It didn’t. Seconds passed, amounting to minutes, while she sat frozen, caught in indecision. After what must have been ten minutes and no sign of Quintia, she let out a shaky breath. She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, her stockinged feet settling onto the white carpet. Her kidnapper had taken off her shoes and tucked her into bed. A quick glance around revealed her work shoes, the well-worn leather peeking out from underneath the nightstand beside the bed. Despite the horror of her situation, the detail struck her as strangely considerate. She filed away the information for later—she would need her shoes for when she escaped.

She stood up, holding onto the nightstand to preserve her balance. It wasn’t too bad, the nausea stirring only faintly. Her head throbbed terribly, the pain intensifying with the increase of her heartbeat. Rosalind walked to the curtain, peeking behind it. As she had expected from the lack of light from the window, it was still nighttime. Unless she had lost an entire day, she had only been unconscious for a couple of hours at most, then. Many streetlights stretched out beneath the building she was in, the lit windows of distant
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