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CHAPTER ONE
“Laney?” Tyler shouted.

I ignored him.

He repeated himself, louder this time. “‘Laine? That creepy guy is here, staring at you again.”

‘My name is Elaine’, I thought to myself. ‘Not Laney. Not Ellie. Not ‘Laine. It’s Elaine, you sleazy twat.’

I was proud of myself for not going over to the manager - all shiny, slicked back hair and even shinier teeth - and punching him through the wall dividing the bar from the staff area.

Don’t kill the management. After the incident at All Bar One, I even had it written on my hand for a time.

“Thanks for the heads-up, Tyler,” I said out loud.

I was, and this is no joke, working as a waitress in a cocktail bar. I didn’t have much choice. Career opportunities for vampires were quite limited.

I busied myself washing glasses behind the bar for a minute or two. Then curiosity overcame me, and I couldn’t help but take a quick glance at the table ‘creepy guy’ usually occupied. There he sat, making patterns with a gnarled finger in the condensation around his pint glass. Fosters. Always the same drink. One pint of Fosters, half an hour of staring at me without speaking then he’d sneak away when my back was turned. Definitely odd, certainly creepy. If I hadn’t been a vampire, his behaviour might have scared me. As it was, it was just annoying. Today, though, I’d had enough.

I knew I could cover the space between where I stood and his table far quicker than ‘creepy guy’ could react. Vampirism has its advantages. I would have done it, too, if the bar hadn’t been filling up with the usual after-work crowd of media professionals, students, and locals wanting a cheeky drink before going home.

Instead, cleaning cloth in hand, I worked my way around the tables. I mopped spilled wine from one; picked a couple of empty glasses from another; flirted with a regular or two. I kept moving, inching closer to ‘creepy guy’, his face hidden by the dirty grey hood he seemed never to remove. Every time I took a peek, he was still running his finger in crisscross formation across his beer glass. A thousand yard stare told me he was in his own world. Good. He wouldn’t even see me coming.

Or so I thought.

*******
“Hello, Elaine,” he said. He hadn’t even looked up from his drink.

I pushed a strand of lustrous black hair off my face and peered down at the guy. For the first time since he’d been coming into Apotheca, the cocktail place where I worked, I caught a glimpse of his face. Putting the empty glasses down, I gripped the table hard, causing part of his pint to spill. I tried not to stare. I failed.

Painful, un-healing sores and deep crevices covered every inch of what, on a normal man, would have been described as his skin. But he didn’t have skin. Not really. Instead, it was like one of those ‘Nightmare on Elm Street’ Halloween masks. Most of the flesh was gone. What was left was cracked and raw.

I composed myself.

“Do I know you?” I said. I kept my voice casual sounding, but inside my heart beat in double time and the first beads of a nervous sweat formed under my hairline. Whatever this man was, he wasn’t truly human. A vampire? I didn’t think so. Like all of the new breed, I could smell vampires.

“Yes, Elaine, you know me.”

His voice was parched and unrecognisable, like someone who had spent years chain smoking without stopping. He could have been twenty years old; he could have been two hundred. I couldn’t tell.

“Sit.” He indicated a spare chair with the same knotted finger he used on his glass.

I sat, arranging myself so that Tyler, the tiresome little jobsworth, didn’t notice I wasn’t, technically, working.

“Well?” I asked, “Who are you?” I leaned across the table to get as close as I could stand. I revealed my fangs, just for a brief moment. I figured it might intimidate him. It didn’t.

My reward was a croaked laugh and an almost imperceptible shake of the head.

“Who I am doesn’t matter, Elaine.” The man paused and met my gaze. Something about his eyes was familiar to me. They shone with a life that belied the rest of his appearance.

“What matters,” he continued, “is what is coming next.”

He was about to say something else when - from behind me - raised voices; the scrape of a chair skidding backwards fast, combined with that sudden crackle of tension and unvoiced anticipation among the other occupants of the bar, told me there was going to be a fight.

I jumped up, turned a little too quickly for someone pretending to be human, and headed for the source of the commotion.

I could hear Tyler, the cowardly little shit, shouting my name and pointing. What a big brave man he was, cowering behind the bar and hoping the situation would be resolved before he actually had to do anything. I could have killed him. Then I remembered my vow: don’t kill the management. I could have added ‘again’ to that statement as I raced towards the two hulking rugby-player types squaring off next to the display of antique apothecary cabinets. Break those and there would be hell to pay for all of us - staff, management, and hulking rugby-player types alike. The cabinets, all dark wood and Victorian class, were worth thousands.

I reached the two guys - one in a football shirt, the other dressed in close fitting Armani - putting myself in the middle of them at the exact moment the first punch was thrown. It was wild, unskilled and had a full twenty stones of combined fat and muscle behind it. Aimed at the man wearing the Manchester United shirt and too-tight jeans, the punch nevertheless glanced off the side of my head. My neck snapped backwards with an audible crack. It almost hurt. A normal woman would have crashed unconscious, possibly dead, to the floor. Instead, I shook it off. Though, I admit, I did appear irritated.

I heard one bystander mumble ‘Jesus H. Christ’ as the Armani suited guy’s punch connected. Most were too stunned by what happened next to react at all.

The man who threw the punch attempted an apology while simultaneously trying to get around me so he could attack Manchester United shirt guy again. I smiled my sweetest smile and feinted as if to let him pass. As he lumbered by, fists clenched in anger, I kicked out at his leg.

The casual observer wouldn’t have thought much of the kick. It was half-hearted, not aimed, and spoke of frustration rather than intent.

The unmistakeable crunch of bones breaking was drowned out only by a shriek of agony as the man clutched at his ruined leg. He dropped and lay there, unmoving but alive. Whimpers of pain were audible even above the commotion as more people crowded in to watch the show.

Manchester United shirt guy whooped with joy, pointed at the prone man, and did a little victory dance. That was his mistake. Whirling on the spot, he lost balance, crashed into a table, and stumbled into my path. I didn’t hesitate.

I grabbed at the back of his neck. Missed, but my fingers caught hold of his ear. He yelped, tried to pull free but couldn’t.

“Time to leave, gentlemen,” I instructed. Bending down, I grabbed Armani suit by the arm. Without effort, I hoisted him to his feet. He didn’t resist. I redoubled my hold on the ear of the other guy. Well, he did struggle. Silly man. What else could I do? He could consider himself lucky I didn’t rip his earlobe off.

To the sounds of cheers, I dragged the pair through the crowd towards the heavy glass doors at the entrance to Apotheca. Queen Anne chairs, polished wood tables: whatever obstacle I could have avoided, I chose not to. I just pulled the two guys through them, splintering chair and table alike.

I reached the double doors at the exact moment they swung open from the outside. Standing there was a guy, maybe twenty five or so, an astonished look on his face. Frankly, though, his surprise in seeing a slim young woman hauling three or four hundred pounds of testosterone fuelled males out of a bar wasn’t what caught my interest. It was the tousled hair, the cheekbones and, let’s not be coy, the gym-honed body all too visible underneath his tight black t-shirt. This guy was hot. And, for once, more or less the same age as me.

He stepped to one side, his eyebrows raised, and a wry grin on his face. “Ladies first,” he said.

“Thanks,” I whispered, hoping to sound seductive. Well, as seductive as anyone throwing two guys out of a cocktail bar could.

I couldn’t resist showing off a little, so I put all my vampire-assisted strength into hurling the two men across the street. Both bounced, there’s no other way of describing it, off the kerb opposite and fell across each other in a tangle of limbs and humiliation.

The guy in the football shirt struggled to his feet. He turned in my direction, face contorted with anger. Opening his mouth to say something, he took in my expression and thought better of it. He stalked off down Thomas Street, flattening his shirt down over his gut as he went.

The Armani suited man stayed slumped on the ground. He managed to dig a phone out of his pocket. “Taxi to Manchester Royal Infirmary please,” I heard him say. A pause. “Yes, now!” he added, his voice rising in frustration and anger. He ended his call, looked up and pointed a trembling finger at me.

“You’re a fucking monster,” he raged, “You’re not fucking human.”

In the time it took for me to formulate a suitably witty retort, the guy with the tousled hair said: “You don’t look like a monster to me. Quite the opposite.”

A shout from inside Apotheca spoilt the moment. “Laney, what the hell do you think you’re doing? Get back in here now.”

I took a deep breath. Then another. “My boss,” I said, almost to no-one in particular.

Tousled hair guy nodded. “Tell me about it.” He took a moment then thrust out a hand for me to shake. “I’m Greg Warner, by the way.”

“Laney. Er, Elaine. Elaine Sullivan.” I shook his hand and we both turned to go back into the bar. Tyler was still kicking off, and I couldn’t help but sigh.

“Don’t kill the management,” Greg commented.

I laughed. The sound was hollow, though. I knew I’d made a mistake. Revealing my supernatural power left me exposed and vulnerable. I didn’t realise just how vulnerable until a few weeks later. By then it was too late.






CHAPTER TWO
My first floor flat in Manchester’s Northern Quarter was so small it put ‘part’ into apartment. I sat in an uncomfortable cream coloured armchair - the only piece of furniture the previous tenants had left - and wept. To be honest, weeping wasn’t usually in my repertoire of emotions, but I couldn’t stop myself.

Several hours had passed since the incident at Apotheca. Nevertheless, an immense sadness, an irretrievable loss, took residence in my brain and refused to let go. It wasn’t because Tyler had ranted and raved about broken furniture as well as potential liability if the bar got sued by one of the guys I’d slung out. I could cope with that. It wasn’t even the quizzical glances from the customers who saw what I was capable of. Sure, I was exposed but I could move on - to a different bar, a different city. Nope, it was none of those things.

I poured myself a healthy glass of Merlot and took a swig, spilling a little on the already stained wood-effect coffee table. I ignored the drips as they followed their inexorable path over the edge and down to the carpet. I didn’t care.

The truth was this: I cried, rust colour blood mixing with salt tears, because I finally accepted something that had been staring me in the face for months. I had no future. This small, restricted life was all I had to look forward to: for eternity. That’s the thing with being an immortal vampire; it’s never ending.

For the past few months, my life had been a merry-go-round of feeding only when necessary; working cash-in-hand bar jobs, and scaring off potential boyfriends in case they found out my secret. Oh, and trying not to kill people by accident or in public. The worst part? Like all the new breed of vampires, I didn’t sleep. So, I spent the entirety of every night dwelling on what could have been and what used to be.

Upset and frustrated, I grabbed at my wine glass, tipping back my head to pour another large glug of red down my throat. The glass shattered, shards exploding in every direction. Some stuck in my hand, while a few slivers arrowed towards my face, digging into the flesh of my neck and cheeks. In a few moments, the wounds would heal but I growled in annoyance anyway as more wine pooled on the carpet.

This wasn’t how things were meant to be. When a guy called Robert James first turned me, there was purpose in being a vampire. We were at war. Better yet, we were the good guys. A group of murdering, semi-religious psychopaths called the Dawn Warriors had killed his friends, his mother, and countless other people in some kind of warped vendetta against vampire-kind. Robert - the very first of the new breed - led the fightback. Exciting? Dangerous? Sure, but we were doing the right thing. The Dawn Warriors represented a danger not only to us, but to humanity as a whole.

I was proud to play my part. And, in the final battle, I did just that. I fought like a demon, turning Manchester Town Hall red with the blood of our enemies. We won. The ancient vampires destroyed the leader of the Dawn Warriors, known only as the General. The new breed decimated the entire Dawn Warriors organisation. We won. And yet…and yet, we lost.

During the final conflict, Robert disappeared. We were in the great hall, fighting side by side against the elite Dawn Warriors, known as the Gatekeepers. Suddenly, he made a dash for one of the exits. Neither I nor any of the rest of the new breed ever saw him again.

That wasn’t the worst of it. Vampires have something called the mind-state, where we can reach out to others of our kind. Sometimes the presences are faint, sometimes strong, but they are always there. Robert’s wasn’t. It was like he’d never existed. No, it was like he was dead.

So, we’d defeated the Dawn Warriors, driving the few that remained into hiding. And then…nothing. Our victory, which I’d hoped would be the beginning of something special, turned out to be an ending. The new breed simply scattered. Without Robert to lead us, we had no focus. No sense of destiny. For me, it was like we had become has-beens before we even had a chance to be the bright new things.

It saddened me beyond words. I rubbed my hands over my face, as if to erase my true feelings. But the fact was: I no longer wanted to be a vampire. And yet, I had no choice.

I stood, veered towards the tiny kitchenette and the refrigerator that held, if not salvation, then certainly temporary consolation in the form of Smirnoff Vodka. Throwing opening the fridge door, my hand stopped an inch from the top of the bottle. I sighed, slammed the refrigerator shut, and moved back into the lounge.

Drinking wasn’t going to help. Instead, I calmed myself, took a deep breath, emptied myself of despair for a moment, and reached out with my mind.

It wasn’t that I was transported out of my tiny apartment. I was aware of where I was, physically at least. Mentally, though, I was somewhere else: not really a place, but a state of being. I reached deeper and could sense other vampire minds. Groping, I tried - as I had so often - to locate the presences of the new breed I personally knew. Doing this gave me some comfort.

Usually.

This time, though, I perceived something rotten as soon as I entered the mind-state. There was an disturbance here, a disquiet manifesting as fear. Worse: there were absences. I’d been vaguely aware of a few less vampires over the previous weeks, but this was different. Maybe twenty presences were suddenly absent.

There was only one explanation: someone was killing us off. Someone, or something.

I broke the connection as fast as I could.





CHAPTER THREE

I walked from my flat back to Apotheca the next
day. In truth, ‘walked’ is putting it too strongly. Sauntered,
dawdled, ambled - any of those words would have been more accurate.
My shift started at 3 p.m. and I fully expected it to be my last.
Breaking antique furniture and cracking the limbs of customers were
rarely considered desirable qualities in a cocktail waitress. I was
in no hurry.

The usual Manchester drizzle had cleared, and
bright sunshine transformed the bitter winter’s day into a rare
splash of summer. I strolled down Great Ancoats Street, taking in
the combination of the contemporary and the run-down that made this
part of the city so unique. New bars and boutique shops, painted
on-trend matte black and adorned with self-consciously hip retro
logos, mixed with venerable Manchester institutions like the pet
shop, Urban Jungle, and the legendary Band on the Wall.

Unlike the ancients, new breed vampires were
untroubled by daylight. I hadn’t really appreciated it until then.
After all, I could walk in the daylight before I’d become a
vampire, so nothing had really changed. That day, though, knowing I
could still pass for human lifted my spirits. If I was going to get
fired - and I was - then enjoying a bright, sunny day was as good
as it got.

I stopped for a moment and peered at the gig
flyers behind the glass doors of Band on the Wall. Three shows were
coming up in the next week: jazz; Jazz-blues-fusion, and
Blues-jazz-fusion. Distracted by trying to figure out the
difference between Jazz-blues-fusion and Blues-jazz-fusion, the
breathless shouts of ‘Elaine!’ and the approaching sound of running
feet didn’t register. What did register was the lightest of touches
on my shoulder. I spun around and, more through instinct than
judgement, grabbed the arm of whoever had touched me.

Luckily, I didn’t put my full strength behind
the gesture. Standing there, rubbing her arm and looking pained,
was one of my old colleagues at All Bar One: Fay.

Never had a woman been more aptly named. Where
I was all low cut tops and generous curves, Fay was Stevie Nicks
scarves, peasant skirts and hippy blouses. She was as willowy as
you might expect and, despite a strong Mancunian accent, was the
very definition of fey. If it was girly, new age or alternative,
Fay believed it. Nevertheless, I called her a friend.

Still out of breath, she launched into
something of a monologue. “Elaine. Hi. Long time no see. Oh my God,
you’re looking great. No, really. Really great. It’s like the stars
aligned. I was just saying to Keith how we hadn’t seen you in ages
and now here you are. What are the chances?”

“Err,” I said. That was all it took for her to
continue. By this time, though, the rest of her group had managed
to catch up with the irrepressible Fay. There were five of them:
four, including Keith, I recognised from my time at All Bar
One.

“So, we’re off for a lazy afternoon at a few
city centre pubs. Can you believe this weather? Gorgeous, isn’t it.
You’d never think it was December. Oh, God, where are my manners?
Come and join us, Elaine. It will be fun.”

Murmurs of agreement came from Keith and the
others. Fay barely drew breath.

“Where you been, babe? We’ve missed you. Not
that I blame you.” Again, a faint touch of hand on shoulder. “I
know how close you and Dan had got, before…” An almost pause.
“Before…well, before he was murdered.”

Dan was the All Bar One manager I’d killed. We
weren’t close. Unless, by ‘close,’ you meant he’d told all the
other staff we were sleeping together and then tried to assault me.
I ripped his heart from his chest and threw it at him. That was as
close as we ever got. I can recommend it as a way of dealing with
sex attackers, though I concede that success might be conditional
on being a super-powerful and immortal vampire.

I mumbled something non-committal, and looked
away.

Fay barely broke stride. “Of course. Of course.
I can see you’re upset. There’s been a lot of weird stuff going on
in Manchester in the last few months. Did you know about the
massacre at the Town Hall? Yeah, ‘course you did. It was in all the
papers. But what about the disappearance of all those policemen in
Fallowfield? That was strange, too. Apparently, it looked like
they’d been attacked by zombies or something, but there were no
bodies. And then there were those students whose house blew
up.”

She shook her head in amazement. “Strange,
strange stuff. Fascinating, right? Well, it fascinates me. I’ve
even joined a club to try to figure it out, like a real life
detective mystery thing. They’re called the Morning Mysteries Club
or something like that. I haven’t actually been yet, but we meet at
the Central Library. You know, St Peter’s Square.”

I nodded.

“Come along. It’ll be interesting.”

“Err,” I said again.

“Ah, OK,” Fay replied, “not your thing. Fair
enough. But we’re off for a few drinks, so come on, Elaine. Let’s
catch up, have a glass of white or three and just enjoy the
day.”

She put her arm in mine and began to lead me
down Oak Street and towards the centre of the city. I shrugged her
off in as polite a manner as I could.

“Sorry, Fay,” I said, “I’d love to join you,
but I’m on my way to work. I’m at Apotheca.

“Tell you what, though. I’ve got your mobile
number, so I’ll text you when I get done. If you guys are still out
and about when my shift finishes, I’ll come and find you.”

I rearranged my features into a convincing
approximation of disappointment and regret. Thankfully, Fay didn’t
push the issue. Instead, a few hugs and air-kisses later and I was
on my way to my job once again. This time, I picked up the
pace.

The truth was: I did like Fay, Keith and the
gang. They were good-hearted people and they’d made me very welcome
in the six months I’d lived in Manchester. Since the All Bar One
incident, though, I’d avoided them. I didn’t want to drag them into
my life as a vampire. I didn’t want to put them at risk: from
others and, being honest, from myself.

Preoccupied and not paying enough attention to
my surroundings, I had my hand on the entrance door to Apotheca
before I noticed him.
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