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queer stories based in myth, legend, and science fiction.

Reader’s Note

The Universe you are entering is a contemporary one with magic, myths, and legends living and working alongside each other. There are many sentient and varied species. Some of them are out in the open while others are not. However, everyone knows they existed, knows there’s magic in the world, and knows that whether something walks in the light or goes bump in the night, it’s as real as the sunrise and sunset.

It’s a world where science and magic work hand-in-hand, creating advanced technology and building a day-to-day life where you could easily meet a dragon astronaut, an orc mage specializing in medicine, or a fae working as a tailor. Moonbases exist, sustainable living is a reality, and promises which seem to be mere figments of imagination are woven into the fabric.

Enjoy!

to discover more:

mleaden.com/books











  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Monumental Shift
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Sun Vigil
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Vampire 101
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Cravings
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Survival
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Awake
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        The Ward
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Or Die Trying
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Magical Properties
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Hunting
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        The Cost
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        A Hedonistic Awakening
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Dear Acquaintance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Vampire Accords 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        An Inconvenient Life
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Lindquist Residence
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Dorothea's Nightmare
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Hostage Situation
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Friend Of A Friend
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Helping Hands
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Midday Visit
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Life's Hangover
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Physics
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Ethical Dilemma
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Contact
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        London Town
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        The Oubliette
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Whispers In The Dark
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Sunrise
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Surprise Guest
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Someone Scrying In The Night
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Safe House
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Blatant Disregard
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Tearful Goodbye
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Atlantic Flight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Predicament Of A Father
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        In Touch
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Out Of Bounds
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Actions And Consequences
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        History Of Worthing House
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Homecoming
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Important Events In History
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author's Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By M.L. Eaden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  









Dedicated to the memories and stories

 of my fellow LARPers.

Love, 

The Mel, your storyteller











  
  
Monumental Shift




Summer 1878 — Somewhere in Europe, Necromantic War front 



The night was hot. I was sweating through my uniform, and my fingers slipped as I tried to place the healing salve as salvos of magic flew overhead. 

“Listen, you’re going to be fine.” Vampires could, in fact, die. The vampire under my hands was losing what little blood he had left as I tried to magically knit the hole in his neck using the salve as a medium. It was an old myth that vampires frenzy when they lose this much blood. The one I was working on kept blinking, eyes wide from the pain he was likely experiencing.

“What’s your name?” I glanced at his uniform. He wore the blue wool of the United States military and was like me in a way. Our home country didn’t send people, formally, to fight Europe’s war, but that didn’t stop us from volunteering. 

“Gerald.” The projectile hadn’t hit his windpipe, which was good. At least his lungs weren’t filled with blood. Though that might have been preferable in this case, since it would have kept Gerald’s blood inside. 

“How old are you, Gerald?” His charm bracelets warding against compulsion were still intact. The Dictator’s necromancers wouldn’t subvert him while I patched him up.

“Seventy-five,” he gasped. 

“Well, you’ll live to see seventy-six.” The guy didn’t look over twenty-eight, maybe thirty, but you could never tell with vamps. “We’ll get you into a foxhole for the day, and by tomorrow night, you’ll be right as rain.” The healing spell was working, even though it had proven difficult with the gloves I had magicked up to prevent being infected. We never would have found out about the vampire virus if some academic named Beijerinck hadn’t been redirected by the war effort from studying sick tobacco plants. Thanks to him, we now had a word for what infected individuals and transitioned them into vampires. I just needed a few more seconds with the healing spell, and Gerald would be stabilized enough to move. 

Our field training had been rushed at best. Anyone with healing magic, medical skills, or both who had either volunteered, like me, or were drafted into the war were given the basics—keep your head down, stay behind the front lines, and always wear your helmet. Before the war, I mostly took care of farm animals with healing spells to clear up ailments or mend wounds from predators. That was several thousand kilometers away, back home in Boulder, in the newly formed state of Colorado. 

“That’s patched,” I said as wrapped a bandage around his neck to protect the spell, and the newly healed flesh. “Let’s get you moved.” I stayed low, with a knee pressed to the ground, helping my patient roll to his knees. His eyes went wide, and I thought the spell had faltered. “You okay?” I reached for his neck to check my work, then realized, in that odd way where your brain doesn’t process what’s happening until it’s too late, that someone else was reaching for mine.

“Shit!” Gerald yelled as he scrambled away on hands and knees, holding his neck wound.

I choked as I was snapped off the ground from behind. Fangs pierced my shoulder as a strong arm wrapped around my midsection. 

Vampire bites were not the whimsical, romantic notion that seems to have spread through all the reading parlors. It was more akin to a snakebite than anything else. Once bitten, you had two choices: die or fight. You landed in category A without much trouble if the vamp broke your neck. But for whatever reason, this vamp hadn’t done that. It gave me an opening for the second option. While my healing spells were useful for repairing skin damage, and closing wounds, they also came in handy when you needed to open a wound or a calving animal.

I placed my hands behind my back against the vamp’s torso and pushed with my arms and magic. The resounding pop barely registered over the explosions from the fighting around us as we both dropped to the ground. 

My gaze met hers as I turned my head. While her guts spilled out on the ground, the expression on her face went soft as her jaw slackened and the animated life went out of her eyes. Once her skin started to wilt, I knew she was finally dead. 

My throbbing neck told me I hadn’t come away with a simple bite. I slapped my hand over the gushing wound. The barrier spell I used to make gloves worked great when you didn’t have a lot of supplies, but they didn’t save you from being careless. I hadn’t thought to shed the spells from my blood-covered hands as my own red vitae escaped with each beat of my heart.

The world suddenly lit up with a rainbow of lights and sounds as dragons streaked overhead. They breathed ice and then fire, stopping the zombies and vampires in the Dictator’s army from advancing. I laughed at the colors and had a sad thought about missing ladies’ night at the field hospital canteen. Agnes had promised to buy me a drink. It also meant that Gerald and I had likely been caught up in a retreat so the winged division could advance. So I was likely in a middle ground between both front lines. Which meant the possibility of being rescued or finished off was fifty-fifty, and that was only if I didn’t bleed out first. I closed my eyes as my vision grew dark. 

The first thing I noticed, after who knows how long, were voices.

“She’s infected. It’s the only way she survived.”

“Maybe. She’s a trained healer; she could have fixed some of the damage before she passed out.”

“We’ll know more once the mage unit finishes testing her blood.”

Were they talking about me? I felt like the rough side of sandpaper. The friction of everything was too much. Cloth against my skin, sounds in my ears, the scrape of my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “Water.”

I don’t know how long I repeated myself until someone held a glass to my lips and poured a tepid liquid down my throat. I took a few big gulps before I asked, “Where?”

“Field hospital. About twenty kilometers from the front,” a kind voice said.

“How long?” I drank more water and then grabbed for the cup.

“Easy, easy. You’ve been out for a bit, maybe four days.” 

I opened my eyes and saw a kind face. His skin was pale pink. Enough that it would trick someone into thinking he was alive at a distance, but up close, you could tell the pink shade was only because he’d fed recently. As my gaze raked him over for clues, I noted his short dark brown hair, brown eyes, and medic uniform, not unlike the one I’d worn, which was reassuring. He also had magical abilities, but what and how much, I wasn’t sure. When I reached for his hand, I confirmed what I already knew. 

“Don’t panic.”

Was I panicking? It wasn’t like me to panic. I didn’t mind vampires unless they were trying to chew on my neck. I let go of his hand and reached for the wound and the bandage that should be there. Instead, all I felt was smooth skin. That wasn’t right. Even a knitting spell would leave a scar. I looked around the room, blinking twice to focus on auras. Most of the other people lying on cots were near death, dead, or had a dual aura, which was indicative of individuals who were vampires. 

I probed the inside of my mouth with my tongue. Sure enough, my upper canines had elongated and developed sharper points. The match pair along my lower jaw were sharper too, but hadn’t changed in length. My gaze dropped to my own hands, checking my aura. It was pinkish-red, typical for what I’d been through and how long I was out, but the soft gray haze layered on top was a giveaway. “This is the infected wing.”

The vampire nodded. “We’ve never seen anyone infected from a bite. Most of these blokes had blood on them, or were injured somehow, and the wound became infected.”

“And voilà. Yeah, I’m familiar with how it happens.” I had to think about it for a minute. “Fuck, Gerald.”

“Huh?”

“I was treating a wounded vampire named Gerald. His blood was all over my hands when the other vampire bit me.”

“Ah, that explains it.” He sighed. “You know your choices, yes?” He sounded British, though I wasn’t sure from where exactly. Being from the United States, I’m sure my own accent sounded quaint. 

“Yes.” My throat was dry again. “How long do I have?” 

“A day maybe. At the very least, spend today outside. It’s supposed to be warm and clear, with lots of sunshine.”

He’d done this before. I wondered how many times he’d helped people through their transition. “What’s your name?”

“Ian.” He blinked, then smiled, with a hint of his sharp canines showing. “If you decide to stay after today, we’ll move you to the basement. It’s muddy, but it’s light-free, and no one snores.”

I laughed despite myself. “Thank you.” Ian clasped my hand, let go, then moved on to the next patient. 

Some folks, the virus outright killed. Blood was a scarce commodity. The war effort couldn’t afford to keep enough on hand for the vampires in their ranks. It meant that nothing went to waste, not even blood from those who died from the infection. It was collected, bottled, and put in a stasis cabinet for safekeeping, then rationed out each night to vampires on a schedule. Vampires could usually go a day or so without feeding. Those who preferred to feed each night often found willing donors. 

It was considered an infraction if you were caught giving or receiving unless it was from another vampire. Mostly, the rule was meant to reduce accidental infections. Still, there were those that liked the thrill of a dalliance with a vamp—at least that’s what I’d been told. I had been too busy in the six months I’d been assigned as a field medic to even consider any kind of dallying. If I managed to garner a hot meal and a few hours of sleep, I called that a victory. 

For those of us who regained consciousness after being infected, we were given a choice. You could finish becoming a vampire, letting the virus mutate you, or you could find a delightful spot in the sunlight to kill off the virus, which also killed the host. Drugs made it a pleasant enough way to go if they were available. This ritual of greeting the sun was dubiously called a sun vigil, as if the name somehow made it more palatable. After a sun vigil, the head was always separated from the body so the corpse couldn’t be raised. 

That was learned the hard way during the first year of fighting. In a weird twist of magic and biology, the necromancers couldn’t raise a vampire if they were killed, but they could certainly raise someone that hadn’t fully turned. Anyone who died had their head removed now, no exceptions. The last thing you wanted to do was give the enemy an army in the midst of your own hospital camp.








  
  
Sun Vigil




As a medic, you tend to sit with your patients after bringing them in. I’ve worked on many different kinds of folks during the war, and I’d seen my share of infected that chose the life they had over what happened next. 

A few cots over from where I was convalescing, a fae was giving the staff hell in our little ward. Fae wear their emotions, literally. Only a glamour can hide them. This fae was not wearing one, possibly due to his wounds.

The fae cycled through anger and misery as his dulled light pink skin showed his shifting emotions in bluish-gray tones that burst across his body like polka dots. Neither his emotional state nor his thrashing about helped his gut wound any. It began seeping blood as I watched him berate the medics and guards, who were all likely from species immune to the infection since they weren’t vampires, trying their level best to calm him. He was having none of it. I couldn’t lie around and let him or the staff continue to suffer.

“What in all the realms do you want?” he yelled as I walked over to him. Medics glanced my way. They might have told me to go back to bed if they hadn’t been at their wits’ end already. “Are you here to convince me to become a creature of the night as well?” The fae was beautiful. They all were in some way. His light brown eyes were lit with untapped magic. His brown hair was twisted in elaborate braids that went the length of his back, highlighting his pointed ears instead of hiding them.

I shook my head and lowered my eyes. “No, I thought maybe you’d rather take a walk. Get a drink and enjoy the day. How does that sound?” He squinted while those around us looked at me as if I’d taken leave of my senses. I probably had, but it didn’t matter. 

“Will they let us?” he asked.

“How about this? We’ll get some bracelets, so they don’t worry, and go find the mess and see what hooch is there.” The bracelets would inhibit our magic, which would keep a wounded person from misfiring around the hospital. The fae nodded, and I looked at one of the medics who seemed to be in charge. They nodded in agreement and quickly produced a few inhibitor bracelets, then helped us put them on.

A glance around the ward told me Ian wasn’t present, so it was likely close to daybreak. “After you,” I said as I pointed toward the ward exit. The fae nodded, and I followed. 

“What’s your name, healer?”

I smiled up at him. He had to be about half a meter taller than me, but that wasn’t any surprise. Most people were fifteen centimeters or more over my head. I’d felt more comfortable with gnomes than I did humans at times. “Mason. What’s yours?”

“Keegan.” Others in the camp looked at us as we walked by, but didn’t stop us. 

“It would have been better to meet under other circumstances, but I’m happy to share a drink with you.” I could be dead right now, so I felt like celebrating. 

He nodded again as we went into the mess. The good stuff hadn’t been around for a few years. All the mess could offer was piss poor whiskey they distilled nearby, but the alcohol content was high enough to make you forget it was shit after a few shots. 

Keegan hated it. “I can’t even lament my end properly. Who knows where the nearest bottle of spice whiskey might be.” He sighed. “Damn war.” He polished off his second bottle while I sipped the second glass I had poured from mine. 

Early sunlight filtered into the mess hall. It wasn’t even full light yet, but it was so bright that I covered my eyes. I saw Keegan do the same. “At least we still get to see sunlight. They say after you’ve been a vamp for a few years, even that goes away.” Most new vampires, or yearlings, could tolerate dusk and dawn. The longer you lived as a vampire, the more sensitive you became, where even scant illumination from the sun could do bodily damage.

“You’re staying then?” Keegan set down his bottle and looked at me, his gaze clearly assessing me.

“Since the virus didn’t kill me,” I shrugged, “I figured I would. I’m not exactly at peace with it, but I’m not ready to give up either. At least now I don’t have to worry so much about injuries while I’m healing people.”

“That’s if you keep your magic. I’ve seen witches change and lose all connection to their abilities upon their transition.”

“Keegan. You’re kind of a killjoy.” 

“I am telling the truth.”

“I know, I know.” I watched him for a moment. “What about you? Planning to stick around?” I asked even though I knew his answer given his earlier altercation with the ward medics.

“No.” He sounded absolute in his decision. “I shouldn’t have survived. I don’t know why I did, but I am not spending my days as a tick on Gaia’s back.” 

Fae, for the most part, were immune to the vampire virus, along with dragons, and elementals. There were probably others that were less susceptible too, but it had been a long time since unicorns and merfolk had made themselves known. Some species, like orcs and trolls, didn’t survive being infected at all, and no one understood why. The most susceptible to the virus were humans. Cross-species relationships that produced children happened often enough that nothing was completely guaranteed. Everyone was at some level of risk, regardless.

“How much time do you have left?” The virus, while it mutated your cells, caused one to develop an internal clock that synced with sunup and sundown. You could fool it if you were underground or newly turned, but full sunlight always shuts down a vampire or infected one way or another.

“Today is my last day.” I watched as he moved his hand through the soft bars of light, playing with the shadows he made. “How about you?”

“Tomorrow.” It wasn’t like you couldn’t walk out into the sun later, but it was significantly more challenging. The virus drilled an instinct into your brain, rewiring it to avoid strong light. It took a lot of willpower to stand in the sun. The other option was vampire hunters staking you to the ground, making it impossible to escape. They did that to the vamps whose loyalty compulsions they couldn’t break. . . on both sides of the war.

“You have a spot picked out yet?”

He shook his head. “A vantage point from a building or high ground. It makes no difference.”

That gave me a brilliant idea. “How about a tree?” Keegan looked up from his light play and tilted his head. 

We left the bar with a bottle each and walked to the tree line about half a kilometer behind the camp. It was summer, so the trees were lush. There were all kinds to pick from. “Is there one that suits you?”

Keegan said nothing as we walked along the edge of the woods. I refrained from drinking so I could actually climb the tree without immediately falling. I’ve seen a few vamps with missing limbs and limps because their bodies fixed themselves the best they could while in a transition. 

The fae started to climb a tree, and I hurried to keep up. Keegan managed like he was climbing stairs. I had to think carefully about where to put my feet and hands. About halfway up, my bottle slipped and shattered on the ground. 

“Better the bottle than you,” Keegan said as he reached a branch and sat, then opened his own.

“How far up are we?”

“Twenty meters? Not sure. I’m surprised you followed,” Keegan said. 

I sat on a branch on the opposite side of his and looped my legs around while I leaned against the trunk. I couldn’t see him, but I could sense him. My vamp senses were manifesting, or maybe it was just that we were the only two beings up in a tree this early. The squirrels weren’t even awake.

“And miss a chance at seeing a sunrise from an interesting location? No way.” 

“As a youngling, I’d often climb the trees near our home and play with the various animals that lived in them.” Keegan sighed. “That was more than four hundred years ago. Those were simpler times. No magical devices, no steam-powered contraptions. One used their feet, their wings, or asked a horse to carry you. I miss those days.”

He talked of home and magic he hadn’t seen in some time. Celebrations he would miss, family he cared about, and some he didn’t. He stopped talking when the sun was past the horizon. I moved to look at him. His eyes were open, but the color was washed out. His hands had curved into claws as his mouth gaped. The gasp he made was definitely a surprise. But it was watching him fall from the tree, bottle still in hand, that made me scream like zombies were chasing me.

My scream attracted folks from the hospital camp. They met me as I climbed down and went to Keegan. He wasn’t dry husk yet, but his face was sallow, the blood that had been seeping from his wound was coagulated, and his bowels had voided. I checked for a pulse, then looked for his aura and saw nothing. I reached out and carefully closed his eyes. Others brought a litter to take his body back to the infected ward to be prepped.

I wandered camp until the bright light of midday hurt my eyes. I headed back to the bar to drink while I waited for Ian, opting not to return to the infected ward. He had promised me a bunk in the vampire quarters, and I planned to take him up on it.








  
  
Vampire 101




The sunset was just as good as the sunrise, though less spectacular in how Keegan and I had greeted it. I was on my third bottle of the day when the fae in the camp built a pyre to burn Keegan’s body. Unbeknownst to me, the individual closest to the fae when they died was given the honor of burning the last visage or token that represented them. The war changed the practice somewhat, so instead of adding a weapon or armor he wore to the pyre, I had the honor of burning his head. 

In one hand, I held a burlap bag with Keegan’s head. The other half a bottle of piss whiskey. That was how Ian found me. He cleared his throat, which caught my attention. I had a better look at him this time, more aware of things, even being somewhat inebriated. He was taller and thinner than me. Not sure if that was his age or if he’d been that way as a human. His short brown hair was styled in the latest fashion, which proved he kept up with trends. His face was clean-shaven too. 

“Seems you’ve had a bit of a day, haven’t you.” Ian gave me a smile. I rolled my eyes and looked at the pyre. It was nearly hot enough. I needed to toss the head on it when the flames were blue. Fae were so particular about these things. 

“‘Spose the entire camp knows now, huh?”

“That you got pissed with a fae, climbed a tree to watch the sunrise, and screamed bloody murder when he fell out of it?” Ian nodded. “They’re taking bets about what you’ll do next.”

“Oh? What’s the odds?” 

Ian’s lips twisted slightly as he tried to keep the grin off his face. 

“You going to tell me or be all smug?”

“Ten to one. You trip as you toss the head and land in the pyre.”

I tried to act affronted, but I puked instead. At least it wasn’t on Keegan’s head. 

“That shite will rot your guts out, or what’s left of them.”

“What do I care? By tomorrow, my guts won’t even work.”

Ian smirked. “Well, that’s not quite true.”

“Huh? What do you mean, that’s not true?” His laughter made me feel wholly unprepared. “What the hell help is popular fiction good for if it’s not somewhat true! I spent a good many hours reading about different species before I arrived here. So I think I know a thing or two.”

“Oh, do you now?”

“Yes.” Ian waited. I looked at him and held up my index finger. “One, vampires drink blood to survive. Two,” I held up another finger. “Vampires can’t be in direct sunlight. Three, they don’t breathe. Four, they can’t eat or drink human food. Five, wait, what was five?” Ian chuckled. “Stop laughing,” I mumbled as I tried to figure out number five. “Oh, I remember. Five, vampires can’t have children.”

“That was all remarkably incorrect or inaccurate.”

“What?” I scoffed. “How so? It was in a book. I read it!”

“And, pray tell, what was the name of this book?” I looked off into the distance and mumbled. “Mind saying that a little louder?”

“The Duchess and Her Vampire Duke.” I looked at Ian. The surprise on his face was remarkably outlined in the firelight, which had shifted colors. 

“It’s blue,” he said.

“What?”

“It’s blue. Aren’t you supposed to burn the token when it’s blue?”

“Oh! Right!” I stepped away from him and almost fell. He caught me by the shoulders. His firm hands were reassuring and made my stomach do little flips. Or that might have been the booze; I wasn’t entirely sure. I shrugged to gain some composure, and Ian slowly let go. I looked back, and he smiled. It wasn’t a mean smile; instead, it was understanding, along with his kind eyes.

The bag in my hand suddenly felt heavy. “I know we were only friends for a day, maybe less, but I hope you’re happy wherever you are now and have something better to drink than this swill. Peace unto you, Keegan.” I gave the bag an underhand toss. It landed neatly in the center of the flames. The bag caught first, then wisps of Keegan’s beautiful hair followed. That was enough for me. I tossed the bottle on the pyre and walked away.

“That was well done, by the way,” Ian said, following me.

I huffed as we headed back toward the infected ward. “So, if everything I know is wrong, who teaches me?”

“Typically, the person who sired you, or whoever has fledgling duty.”

“Oh? And who’s that?” I glanced at him. “You?” I laughed. “Who did you piss off to end up with that post?”

“No one, I asked for it.”

“That sounds totally unappealing.”

“If you say so. I was rather looking forward to our getting to know one another.”

I stopped just outside the infected ward’s entry. “You, sir, need to find better things to do with your time.”

“Possibly.” He had a contemplative look. “Tell me, are you craving anything?”

“What kind of question is that?” I entered the ward and found my bed. Most of my clothes had been burned already, but what I hadn’t worn out to the field was there, along with a few books and my other pair of boots—farm issued. “I’m not craving blood.”

“That’s not what I asked. Think a minute. What’s the first thing that pops into your mind?”

“Apples.”

Ian nodded. “Anything else?” 

Plenty, and I felt my face heat at the downright randy thoughts running through my mind. I glanced at his crotch and then back at his face. His knowing smile grew to a grin.

He nodded slightly. “Come on. Let’s get you set up with a cot and a bucket. I’ll explain after that.” I nodded as I rubbed at my face and neck to try and wipe away the heat. It was hot enough already without my embarrassment adding to it.

With all my worldly possessions shoved into my kit bag, I followed Ian to the basement hatch in the center of the hospital’s main hallway. He opened it easily enough, though I knew the hatch weighed at least five hundred kilos, if not more. A dragon might be able to open it, or another vampire, but a human couldn’t. At least not without a lot of help.

“Newcomers get to be near the door.” Ian showed me to one of the cots not far from the stairs and the entrance. 

“Why’s that?” 

“One.” Ian held up his index finger. “Fledglings are more light tolerant than older vampires. We put you near the door so if one panics and manages to open it, then those that are intolerant won’t be caught out.”

He leaned over, picked up a bucket, and set it next to my bed. “Two, we don’t have toilets down here, and most fledglings spend their initial waking hours evacuating. The bucket is there because gravity works, and you won’t be able to make it to the latrines upstairs in time, so try to remember.”

Ian gave a nod toward the stairs, and I followed. Befuddled and curious, I asked a question of my own. “So, your guts keep working?”

“After a fashion. Blood helps. Though I recommend sticking with liquids, mostly. Soup is fairly safe, and so are milkshakes, if you like that sort of thing.” He shrugged. “It takes about ten or fifteen years for your body to figure out how to absorb solids again. In limited quantities, mind you. Otherwise, you’ll be revisiting your dinner before daybreak.”

“Do you need food after the transition?” I realized I hadn’t been hungry.

“No. But it’s helpful sometimes when you can’t find a decent blood source. Lets you trick your body into thinking it’s full, but it only works for so long.”

Before I knew it, we were back in the clearing behind the hospital, heading for the trees. 

“Number Three.” Ian walked backward as I followed him toward the woods Keegan and I had spent the morning in. “The basement door is locked from the inside thirty minutes before sunup. So try not to be caught outside unaware. However, carry a trowel in case you are someday.”

“A trowel. What the hell for?”

“Better than digging a foxhole in thirty minutes with your hands.” Ian grinned as he waved his hands like some fancy showman at a traveling festival. The information was practical, but I definitely hoped I never had to use it. 

“What’s in the woods, anyway?”

He smiled and stopped. “Cravings,” he whispered in my ear, then he disappeared. I looked around until I heard his voice echo in the trees. “Come on, Mason.” 

“Great.” I sighed and headed for the woods.








  
  
Cravings




When I reached the tree line, Ian was nowhere to be found. The smell of apples hit me as if conjured. It was all I could do not to blindly follow the scent. When I found the source, it was Ian sipping something from a glass bottle. “That smells divine. Can I have a taste?” 

“Sure.” He handed me the bottle. I bolted down five or six swallows until the metallic tang coated my throat, making me gag. “Don’t retch. Keep it down if you can.”

“What in the utter fuck, Ian?” I wiped my lips with the back of my hand in the futile hope it would rid my mouth of the taste.

He took another drink himself and then corked the bottle. “Cravings.”

“That makes no sense whatsoever. I smelled apples. Apples and blood smell nothing like each other.”

“No, but while your brain is sorting it out, you’ll smell something you like. It’s usually associated with a good memory. And that smell, that taste, will be what blood smells and tastes like to you.” He held the bottle and smiled. “Now, whenever you smell apples, you’ll know it’s blood. Or you’re standing in an orchard. The scent you associate with blood is usually so strong it overpowers everything else.”

I inhaled and exhaled. The contents of my stomach stayed in place by some miraculous turn. “Oh? So what do you smell?”

“Freshly churned butter.” Ian wore a smug look.

“That has to be a bit odd.”

“Not really. I used to make it with my family as a boy. They still make it that way, but even if I stood next to an actual butter churn and smelled it, it wouldn’t rival the smell and taste of blood. Blood tastes like fresh butter in my mouth.”

Ian waited patiently while I fought the urge to panic. Blood that smelled like memories, random sexual thoughts, and the reality of my choice wasn’t settling as well as my stomach had earlier.

“Why don’t you come sit down?” I hadn’t noticed the blanket on the ground. I followed him and sat. I even took off my shoes so I wouldn’t get dirt on it. Ian dropped a knapsack on the corner of the fabric, removed his shoes, and sat next to me.

“How are you feeling?”

“A bit like churned butter myself.”

He laughed, and that made me smile. “This does become easier. If you were on your own, you’d figure it out yourself through trial and error. We’ve found it’s much better if we try to educate fledglings first. You’re handling this remarkably well, I have to say.”

“Oh? What’s the measure, then?”

“You didn’t retch up your blood. That’s a good start. Your body is already shifting. Plus, you’ll notice that it’s a new moon tonight.”

“So, what’s that got to do with anything?”

“How well could you see during a new moon before?”

He was right. I could clearly see his face, the blanket, the bag, my shoes, the wrinkles in my uniform. Before tonight, I’d have been lucky to see my hand in front of my nose, let alone in a tree line where most light was blocked out. “Okay, that’s pretty neat. I won’t stub my toe in the dark anymore.”

“It’s something your irises do to compensate for the lack of light. It might also be part magic, but no one’s ever found a way to verify that. Here, I’ll show you.”

Ian gave me a hand mirror, and I saw pinpoints of light in my brown eyes. “How come I can see it in a mirror, but there’s nothing there when I look at your eyes?”

“Because a reflection can reveal magic. Or at least that’s the speculation.”

I turned the mirror to see if his eyes did the same, and they were even brighter. Plus, I could see his face. He laughed at my astonishment.

“If a vampire doesn’t have a reflection, something else is going on. I’ve never seen a vampire not have a reflection without magic involved.”

“Oh.” I sighed and tossed the mirror over my shoulder. It made a soft thud on the blanket. Ian laughed again, and I laughed with him. It felt good to laugh. A couple of large booms in the distance cut through our momentary ease. “Who’s watching the ward tonight?”

Besides Keegan, I was the only other infected who survived. But the ward was there for a reason. This close to a front, there was always more.

“Jeremy. His bedside manner could use some work, but he does alright.” That understanding smile appeared, and part of me wanted to kiss it, or bite it. He must have read the confusion on my face. “What were you thinking just now?”

“I can’t really say.”

“Yes, you can. Be honest. You don’t have to hide from me.”

Something in his voice urged me to open up, to tell him exactly what I was thinking. “I wanted to kiss you. I’ve wanted to do other things too since the start of the night.”

“Like what?” His voice was gentle as he leaned closer.

“Sex.” I blinked. “Oh, goodness. I’m sorry. That was horribly forward. I don’t know why I said that.”

“You said it because I gave you a slight push. A small command. It’s part of the magic some vampires gain through their gaze or their voice.”

“You cheated! I never would have told you.”

Ian grinned. “I know you wouldn’t have. Most wouldn’t. A vampire’s instinct to survive appears first in your sex drive. Attraction is a powerful motivator. In the living, it’s linked to survival through breeding. For us, it’s linked to survival as well, but more so from one night to the next. However, I’ve found that sex can mask a bite fairly well if you need to drink directly from the source.”

“Why would I even want to bite you? You’re a vampire.”

“Top marks, Mason. Most people get hung up on sex and the actual biting.” He clapped, and it sounded loud, so close to my ears. “It’s the blood. It doesn’t matter whose system it’s in; we’re attracted to it. Vampires can starve, but I’ve seen whole groups survive for a good long while, passing the same few mouthfuls between each other. They don’t look pretty afterward, but they survive. At least those that don’t shut down and rot away. The virus can only do so much.”

“So the Vampire Duke was right! Vampires use their wiles to seduce their way into the hearts and minds of their targets.”

Ian laughed. Then laughed some more. He fell back on the blanket, still laughing, and I rolled on top of him to get him to stop. “A minute ago it was funny, but it’s not now. It’s not like there were vampires where I’m from. It’s mostly dvergar and local native groups.” I shook him to stop his laughing. He reached up and grabbed my hands, then looked me in the eye.

“I apologize, Mason. It’s hilarious to think about how much the pulp readers have spread so much misinformation. In this instance, the books almost have the right of it. Our biology drives us, but many of us develop a charm or mystique, if you will. Even the least social among us can generally thrive by their wiles.” He grinned, and that was it. I couldn’t help myself anymore.

“Since I’m already being so forward, can I kiss you? I’m pretty sure I might lose my marbles if I don’t.” Ian nodded. I dove in.

At twenty-five, I was certainly not a virgin. I’d had a boyfriend or two back home and one when I landed in jolly old England while I was training. I’d never been all that interested in sex. It was fun, but not what I enjoyed spending my time doing. I was absolutely not aiming to be tied down with little ones before I had my adventures.

On the verge of death, or in its throes anyway, Ian seemed appealing to me. It had to be more than the blood in his veins. I mean, I definitely wanted that, but I also wanted him. All of him, including the rigid member pressed between us.

“Uh, question. Does everything work like it’s supposed to?” I saw Ian smirk as I lifted my head to see his face properly. “And don’t laugh.”

His lips screwed up, and he cleared his throat before he answered. “I assure you, it works.”

I rolled off him and worked at undoing my uniform trousers. He kicked free of his, and I worked on my shirt while he undid his tie. Our lips found each other in the frantic effort to remove layers. We paused as the sounds of mage bombardment reached us in our wooded sanctuary. I panted into Ian’s face while he looked off into the distance, then back at me. His concern was quickly replaced with need before shifting to the understanding gaze he wore like a mask. Something about him losing his composure for even one moment made me more desperate for him.

We lay naked, kissing until instincts overrode my laid-back nature. I pushed Ian onto his back and straddled him again. This time, I reached for his cock and stroked it. I marveled at the feel of veins along the shaft and how hard he was already. His pubic hair tickled my fingers. My lust won out over the newly discovered tactile response I seemed to have. “Can I put it in, Ian?”

“I think that’s supposed to be my line.” He chuckled.

“Yes or no, you infernal beast,” I whispered, serious as anything.

“Gods, yes, please.” We groaned together as I sank onto him, and my ass met his hips.

Our movements were brisk, the slap of flesh echoing around us. Ian’s hand grasped my brown, braided hair as mine landed on his chest. The follicles on his chest were soft, and my fingers couldn’t stop pawing through them like a cat.

The sensation I wanted was slightly out of reach. The edge was near, but never close enough. I could feel myself becoming frustrated by it as I moved, angled, and played with myself to no good effect.

Somehow Ian read that frustration and brought my head to his chest. I kissed his neck, shoulder, chest, and nipples. His taste was on my tongue, yet my orgasm never seemed to crest. Finally, he whispered one word as his hips kept their steady rhythm. “Bite.”

Bite? It clicked. His neck seemed too intimate of a spot. If his hands weren’t pulling my hips into his every thrust, I might have picked his wrist. I turned my head slightly and bent so I could press my teeth into his chest. The left peck, to be exact. Nothing happened after I sank my teeth into his flesh.

Ian’s movements slowed. “Open your mouth a little.”

I did, which pulled my fangs back from my bite. The action caused my mouth to flood with the taste of apples and metal. I swallowed over and over until he came.

“Oh, fuck, Mason.”

The heat in my mouth matched the warmth deposited into my cunt as he continued to fuck me. I gasped as my orgasm made me clamp down around his cock. More colorful words flew from his mouth.

All I smelled were apples and sex. Instinctively, I licked the wound, and blood stopped flowing. Ian sat up with me still in his lap, still connected for a little longer. I offered him my blood-stained mouth, and there was no hesitation as he licked, kissed, and sucked my swollen lips.

“You smell like apples,” I said.

Ian made a pleased sound as he held me tight.
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