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Every book before this has been for someone else.






This one is for the woman I am becoming.






May you be someone happy, strong, and curious.










  
  



Where We Left Off...


Laurel, spurred out of the house by her emotionally abusive husband, Greg, finds herself walking the path in the woods at night, where she runs into a stranger, Spencer. Their first meeting turns into a second, and the two begin spending time with each other to while away the days. Spencer works hard to keep his vampire nature from Laurel, until an unannounced visit during the day leads Laurel to accidently burn Spencer with sunlight. 

Once Spencer’s secret is out, more of his personal life is drawn to the surface. He reveals to Laurel that he’s been in solitude, grieving his vampire polycule. The two strengthen their bonds over the spring, spending more and more casual time together. Spencer begins slowly falling in love with her as time passes. 

Meanwhile, the monster at the centre of the town is showing its face through all the stories of people who live around Penny Harbour, in their pain and trauma. Emma and Mary-Jo push Laurel to spend time with Spencer, hoping he’ll be a good influence on Laurel. 

Spencer reveals more of the realities of his vampiric life to Laurel, from hunting to collecting blood from blood banks. As Laurel feels safer with Spencer, she begins to find it difficult to return to her real life each night. The happier she becomes with Spencer, the harder it is to bury her feelings about her life until that point. After Greg goes on a last-minute hunting trip, Laurel invites Spencer to her house to keep her company. She feels safe enough to finally kiss him, sparking the beginning of their relationship together. 

Laurel sets to work planning her escape from her life. After accidently revealing her relationship with Spencer to Emma and MJ, they encourage her to safely break things off with Greg. Not long after, Greg pushes Laurel too far, and she publicly tells Greg that they’re finished, storming off to Spencer’s home. The two sleep together for the first time, and Laurel says she’s ready to move on from her old life. 

This news isn’t what the monster at the centre of the town wants to hear, and it quickly becomes determined to remove Spencer from the equation. 

To celebrate the occasion, Emma, MJ, Spencer, and Laurel go for a walk, only to run into a bear that’s being puppeted by the monster. After the bear is taken care of, Emma and MJ are forced to come to terms with Spencer’s vampirism and the fact that monsters are real.

Pushing to move Laurel out of Greg’s house, the four of them wait until Greg has left his home to go claim all of Laurel’s possessions. Midway through the heist, Greg attacks Laurel. Spencer fights Greg off and the four of them grab everything they can and leave. As they drive back to Spencer’s, they notice that the town has woken up and the neighbours are making their way toward Spencer’s house, their eyes full of black coal dust. 

A battle ensues as the neighbours break into Spencer’s home and chase them into the backyard. Laurel is shot in the leg and needs to be carried the rest of the way. They hide in an abandoned mine shaft just long enough to realize they’re walked into more dangers. Laurel, bleeding out, is taken control of by the monster, who storms out of the mine to maim and kill several people. 

In an attempt to bring Laurel back from the clutches of the monster, Spencer drains the monster from her blood, which does the trick but also puts her on the brink of death. Desperate to save her, Spencer attempts to turn her, but isn’t sure if his efforts have worked. She dies in his arms, and the three friends begin their vigil to see if Laurel will come back to life. 

Back at Emma’s house, the three wait and plan. At length, Laurel awakes, ravenous. Spencer has warned Emma and MJ what would come next; that they’d need to leave Penny Harbour until Laurel was in control of her new cravings. They prepare for the couple to leave, promising to come back when they’re able. Laurel and Spencer pack the car and leave, with their focus on settling into the big city, where she can learn to hunt. 








  
  



Trigger Warnings


This book includes individual scenes that continue stories from Coal Gets In Your Veins. These new stories are fictionalized possible futures of healing and refusal to heal. Some are inspired by real stories, some are entirely fictional. Please proceed with caution. 



Sexual Content: 


Vanilla sexual encounters


Biting and blood drinking in a vampiric context


Light exploration of being restrained


Scenario of handing control to a previously abused character




Other content:


A trans youth thinking about suicide and self harm with a blade, but stopping, which is present in the final scene of chapter 12


Frustrated expressions of not wanting to be alive


Murder


Vampirism, including biting and blood drinking


Homophobia


Grief connected to queer identity


Discussions of spousal abuse


Vampires attacking humans and the ethics around that


Breaking and entering


Death of wild animals (no pets) 


Grief around parental abandonment of a child


Self doubt, grieving, listlessness


Lying and deceit


General mental health issues/metaphors/comparisons


Some descriptions of body wounds 


A loss of self control 


Physical restraint of a loved one


Zombie-like hive mind undertones


Burns and death by fire


Poverty


Greg




Chapter-Specific Town PoV Triggers :



Chapter 2: Losing things to a fire, childhood bullying


Chapter 6: Closeted internalized homophobia


Chapter 8: Abandonment by a parental figure


Chapter 9: Family dysfunction


Chapter 11: Discussions of setting things on fire, interrogation room, neglectful parent


Chapter 12: Closeted trans young adult considering self harm and suicide with a blade before deciding not to, grief 


Chapter 15: Abusive person searching out a new partner, aka Greg


Chapter 16: Discussion of alcoholism and covering up a murder


Chapter 17: Losing loved ones in a fire, stuck under a collapsed building, being wounded and on the run


Chapter 20: Grieving the death of a friend, trauma around witnessing death, discussion of corpses, marijuana use to cope 











  
  



Preface


If you’re reading this book, you likely already know where this series originated from; growing up in an impoverished ex-coal mining town where trauma has shaped a lot of the landscape and the people in it. And also wishing to be rescued by a dashing vampire that would never let any harm befall me (queue the swooning). 

Learning to Bleed has its roots there, but it also tackles a few new things. Because what people don’t tell you about healing is how goddamn hard it is. 

This novel is an exploration of what it’s like to get out of the crisis, be moving on, and to still have that crisis live in your body. Laurel experiences love and joy, but she also finds herself habitually looking over her shoulder, waiting for Greg. Her brain is wired for survival and suspicion, and as many people in therapy know, coping mechanisms that are no longer applicable often make for interesting relationship hurdles. 

One of the other overarching themes in this novel is the late-blooming queer. As Laurel removes herself from Penny Harbour and finds herself in Spencer’s world, she comes face to face with the challenges of discovering who she is. This narrative draws a lot from my own experience of coming out in my 30s, as well as the experiences of friends who have similar stories. Because while I wish for nothing more than for all children to grow up accepted and loved, many of us have to work to be at peace with what we couldn’t have. School dances that we missed, crushes we couldn’t acknowledge, times spent in hiding. Things we have to grieve in order to live truly. 

It’s my hope that these things, along with the other topics tackled in this book will be expressed with compassion and open-mindedness. And with all my work, I hope you don’t see yourself on these pages, because no one deserves it. But if you do, welcome. You’re not alone here, and I hope that you leave this book a little more at peace than you went into it. 








  
  
Chapter one



Laurel


I forgot to take a last look at Penny Harbour. 

After Spencer and I had said our goodbyes to Emma and MJ and gotten in the car, their voices played over and over in my head. Mom’s as well. The uncontrolled despair that had rung through the phone as I told her I was leaving without hugging her goodbye. That it wasn’t safe to see me. It hadn’t been a lie, but as far as she knew, I was protecting myself from Greg instead of protecting everyone I loved from myself. 

By the time we reached the woods between Penny Harbour and Hammonds, I realized I hadn’t looked up. Hadn’t watched out the window to see it once more before we left. I’d been too busy thinking about the people I was leaving behind, and before I knew it, I was already gone. 

I wanted to go back. Turn away from the trees ahead and the winding road that led to town and all the other places in the world. I could imagine myself pulling back into Emma’s driveway and throwing my arms around my friends. Driving to Mom’s to wake her up and tell her I wasn’t going anywhere. My heart ached so hard, begging me to turn around. 

Everything in me knew I was going in the wrong direction. 

And all I could do was sit in the passenger seat, my muscles tense, my jaw clenched and hurting. Forcing myself not to grab the wheel or beg Spencer to pull over. 

I had just finished telling him that I could handle it. That this wasn’t the hardest thing I’d ever done. 

And every kilometer we put between me and Penny Harbour felt like it was chipping away at that lie. 

Spencer was quiet as he drove, approaching town in the still of night. We were pretty much the only car on the road. A folksy song was playing on the stereo, a hum in the background. He hadn’t said a word since we left Penny Harbour, and it was probably for the best. I didn’t know if I could speak without crying. 

I’d spent years of my life wishing the drive to town was shorter. Wishing I could get there and back faster because shopping for groceries and gifts and hardware supplies had always taken longer than I’d wanted. And now, maybe for the first time, it was going too fast. Every pothole and house that zipped by was something I wouldn’t get back. Had I spent enough time memorizing every plot of land? If I closed my eyes, would I be able to remember it in perfect colour? Today? Tomorrow? In a decade?

Would I someday forget how to find my way home? 

A sob hitched in my chest, the feeling rising like bile in my throat. I couldn’t choke it down, so I turned my head as far toward the window as I could, praying Spencer wouldn’t hear it in my voice. My mouth hung open in a silent, pained gasp as I tried to get my body under control. 

My reflection was missing in the window and I was going in the wrong direction.

“Laurel?” Spencer’s voice was soft. Concerned. 

I didn’t answer, and he didn’t press. After a few moments, he just flipped the song, changing the mood of the car from a dance track to something softer, and kept driving. 

When I’d gathered myself enough to wipe my eyes and face forward, the sky ahead was brighter. A thought lurched into my mind—the sun. But it was still fully nighttime, and the burst of light in the distance wasn’t where the sun rose. And the reality came to me slowly. 

Even before I’d been turned, the night sky had always been brighter around town. Living in the middle of nowhere had made for pitch-black skies and bright collections of stars. Standing on the dykes in the middle of Penny Harbour, a person could see the light of Hammonds in the distance, polluting the view. The same was true of driving toward it. As small a town as it was, it illuminated the night in the middle of so much farmland and forest—nothing like a city would, the stars still visible above—but it had always been a beacon in the distance. A lighthouse of sorts. 

Now all light was brighter in my eyes, and I had to squint as I looked into it. Seeing clearly at night felt like it should have been a superpower, but the intensity of the bright lights hurt compared to the darkness we had been driving through. I wanted to shield my eyes. Seeing the stars and moon so vividly had been a gift. If this was the brightness of a small town, how bad would the city be?

And suddenly we were approaching Hammonds. Approaching the ramp to the highway. Everything was moving too fast. I couldn’t get my bearings and we were leaving.

Spencer moved and the click of the turn signal snapped on. He slowed to get on the highway and my body lurched forward, my palm on the door handle, fighting to do anything but this.

Spencer looked at me, the car stopped in the middle of the deserted road, his brow furrowed with concern. 

“Can we take the other ramp?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady. “Go through town one last time?” The words were so far from the truth, but admitting I didn’t want to leave felt childish. We had agreed. We had no choice. Asking for five more minutes felt so much less vulnerable than admitting I was afraid of what was out there in the dark. 

Spencer watched me, looking for something. His lips were pulled into a thin, hard line, his grey eyes glistening with tears. Wearing his bright white silk blouse and high-waisted black pants, he looked put together in a way that felt deeply opposed to what I felt. Not even the fake bedhead of his blond hair did anything to take away from the idea I was sitting next to an angel who wasn’t going to understand how terrified I was.

I turned away, unable to look at the pity in his eyes, the click-click of the turn signal ticking in the background. 

“Yeah. Of course.” Even his voice was full of concern, the last remnants of an old Irish accent dripping from the tips of the words. He flicked the signal off and drove forward, into the town proper. 

I made myself look. 

I had never planned to leave. For a hundred reasons, the world had been closed off to me since I was young, and I’d never been more than a day’s drive away in my life. I had no reason to think about what it would look like on the way out. 

No reason to try to catalogue every detail into my head before it disappeared. 

And now…

Hammonds was empty, except for us. Green lights above the intersections on the main drag as far as I could see. Parking lots deserted except for sleeping truckers. Neon signs on fast food joints humming with electricity. Stores I’d been in a thousand times since I was a kid, and some I’d never stepped foot inside. Places I’d meant to eat at and never would. What good was a Cajun salad to me now? 

Then the stores were gone, replaced by car dealerships. One and another and another. The only place to really get a new vehicle in the entire county, all lined up in a row. And when that was done, the homes began. Sprawling ahead and outward, fanning out in all directions around us and every little road ahead. Homes with people I’d met and people I hadn’t. Cousins, and strangers, and faces I knew with names I’d never learned. Roads I’d travelled by foot and car, and some I’d stumbled along from the bar when I was still full of life. 

A night spent drinking in that park. 

Christmas gifts bought at that store. 

A shop that had been five different things since I’d been a kid, and I’d loved them all.

A town full of little memories. 

And then, because Hammonds wasn’t that big, we were on the other side of it before I could say a proper goodbye. Driving out past the mechanics and the industrial park, toward the unknown beyond. Heading to the highway again. 

Spencer’s cool hand landed on mine. “You know it’s not forever, don’t you? Just for now.” 

I sniffed and wiped my face with my other hand. I wasn’t sure when I’d started crying. Squeezing his hand, I said, “Maybe. But we don’t really know, do we? We don’t know how long it’ll be before I’m better. Right now, it doesn’t feel like I’m coming back.” 

Spencer stole his hand back to shift gears as we approached the on ramp. “I know it doesn’t. And it’s going to take time to get your feet under you, but we have to visit every once in a while.” As we hit the highway and got up to speed, Spencer reached over to tuck my hair behind my ear, a gentle caress of his fingers. The touch was so kind, but it barely reached me, as deep in my sadness as I was. “We’re coming back. I promise.” 

I didn’t have the heart to remind him he couldn’t really promise that. 

What if I couldn’t keep my bloodlust under control? What if I got myself killed? And I wasn’t the only factor. What if we got back and everyone else had moved on without me? What if we blinked and a decade fell away, and everyone forgot who I was?

Raw grief pushed up into my chest and I forced it back down, choking the sob before it came up my throat. 

I wasn’t moving away. I wasn’t choosing a new life. I had died. When someone died, the community was supposed to grieve them so they could move on. Would that happen to me? Most people would think I was alive and on the run. Would everything I loved close in over the gap I’d left and build something new on my grave? 

Would I have anything to come back to? 

No matter what Spencer said, leaving felt the same as dying again. 


      [image: ]Grand Falls was a four-hour drive from Hammonds, the first in a long stretch of stops as we moved inland. We’d discussed going east, to Halifax, but once we hit the ocean, we would have nowhere left to go that was big enough to hide us. If we went west, toward Quebec and Ontario, we could keep moving any time we needed to. Go west or south if we had to. Find safe harbour in bigger places where someone walking the streets at night would go unnoticed. Unremarked. But with the summer nights so short, we would have to play hopscotch, jumping from place to place, night to night, until we got to the first city on the list: Montreal. A place I had never been, and hadn’t intended to go, in large part because I didn’t want to feel stupid for barely passing French classes my whole life. But that was where we were headed, whether I liked it or not. 

Spencer was doing his best to make the drive enjoyable, obviously trying to cheer me up. Our joint playlist, Dead But Still Pretty—which now applied to both of us—was playing in the background. Spencer had started paying close attention to the songs after City and Colour had started his melancholy crooning about travelling the expanse of Canada. Skipping every sad song, Spencer sang to the ones he knew, trying to thaw the ice between us as he gave me little looks that pleaded for me to sing along. And as sad and raw as I was, it was hard to keep being sad when he started dancing in his seat.

He was trying so hard for me.

By the time we reached the first city between Hammonds and Grand Falls, my spirits had lifted a bit. But we had a few more hours until we reached Grand Falls, and my stomach had started to rumble. 

I didn’t want to tell Spencer. We’d only been on the road an hour and a half. Being hungry already felt ridiculous. The cooler of blood bags was in the back seat, and the longer we drove, the more it loomed in my mind. I wanted to just reach back and take one. Open it gently and sip, or ravage the whole cooler until there wasn’t a drop left. 

While my mind was lost in hunger, Spencer was talking. Telling me some story about dance clubs in Europe. It was getting harder to focus on what he was saying. And then he was pulling off the highway, taking an exit that led to a 24-hour gas station. He’d said something about that, hadn’t he? Needing gas? 

The lights above the pumps were bright. I had to squint getting out of the car. The smell of gasoline was pungent, like someone had left a hose running, but I couldn’t see anything of the sort. The smell went right to my head, overpowering. Spencer was still talking, his voice fading in and out of my focus. Trying to at least seem like I was paying attention, I followed him to the driver’s side of the car to lean against it. Make it seem like I could listen. 

The sensations in my body were off. New enough to be unfamiliar, but after a few days of feeling them come over me like a slow tide, I knew to be afraid of them. The slowing of my thoughts. The focus of my senses until I could hear the hum of the lights above us. The sickly feeling of not enough, as if I’d been starving myself for weeks. A hollowing out. Like something was making room for me to become a killer.

A noise rose behind me, in the distance. I whipped my head around, watching the road leading up to the gas station. Spencer’s attention was on the numbers on the pump, ticking up. Not watching me. Headlights. A truck was approaching, slowing to make the turn into the lot. 

Two men inside. 

My mouth started to water. 

And a familiar voice stirred in the back of my mind. 

My sweet thing.

Why hold back?



Spencer






Sometimes, the worst part about living forever was knowing what gas had cost at the advent of automobiles. It was a cliché that old folks remembered when gas was less than a dollar, but I remembered a time when the term horsepower was literal, and that did nothing to help me feel youthful. Had any of the money I was using to pay for gas belonged to me, I’d have felt affronted by the cost.

I had my hand on the nozzle, letting my mind wander as the numbers went up and up. Laurel was leaning on the car next to me, stretching out. She’d stopped listening a long time ago, which was obvious by the number of questions she hadn’t answered. It wasn’t that I was hurt by it. I was only talking to feel like I was doing something. Whatever was going on in her head, I didn’t want her to feel alone. 

A pair of doors slammed shut from across the lot, one after the other. 

I looked up. I hadn’t noticed the truck pulling in. Two big men in ball caps and heavy work gear were making their way to the doors of the gas station store. 

Laurel’s body was rigid.

Coiled.

“Hey.” My voice didn’t get her attention, so I spoke louder. More commanding. “Hey.”

She looked at me. Her eyes were red. 

“Fuck.” I took my hand off the gas pump, knowing that it was nowhere near full, but I’d have a whole other problem on my hands soon. “Laurel, pay attention.” 

Her tongue slid out to lick her lips, but she kept her eyes on me. 

“Love, get in the back seat and take a bag from the cooler. One bag. We can buy time to get to Grand Falls and get you a proper meal, all right?” When she didn’t respond, I pulled the nozzle from the car, capped off the gas tank, and gently but persistently took her wrist in my hand. 

She came to, blinking like she’d just woken up. 

“In the back, now.” 

Laurel let me guide her to the door, open it, and urge her inside. Once she was in, I shut the door and hit the lock button. The car chirped in response, but I was also deeply aware that no bit of metal and glass would keep a feral newborn vampire from sinking their fangs into someone if they really wanted to. 

I pulled out my phone, keeping an eye on Laurel through the glass. She was taking a bag of blood out of the cooler. I checked the map on my screen. More than two hours to Grand Falls. If she was already hungry…I was going to need to drive faster if we were going to hunt and make it to the hotel before sunrise. 

The truck was the only company we had at the gas station that early in the morning, but the overhead lights flooded the pavement with a visibility that left me feeling exposed. I hopped back into the car, turned it on, and drove to the most unlit corner of the oversized and empty parking lot. Voracious smacking and sucking noises rose from the back seat, and by the time I’d parked, Laurel was reaching inside the cooler for a new bag of blood. 

“Absolutely not.” I hurriedly got out and into the back seat with her, pulling Laurel’s hand out of the cooler. 

Her head whipped around and she snarled, her fangs out and eyes bloodthirsty. “I need it,” she hissed. 

“I know.” I put my hands on her shoulders, gentle but firm, and pulled her against me. “We’re going to get you someone to eat in a few hours. This has to be enough for now.” 

Laurel pressed her face into my shoulder, her fingers clutching the fabric of my shirt and squeezing. “My stomach is burning. Those people walked by and it was so hard to ignore their heartbeats. I started being someone else, Spencer. Like I wasn’t me anymore, like I’d gone to sleep and let something else take over. My mouth was watering and the voice—”

“You wanted to tear their throats out,” I finished. 

She paused, contemplating something, and then nodded against me. “Does it ever get easy?” 

I ran my fingers through her hair, pressing the pads of them into her scalp. “It gets better. You get stronger. But I don’t know if I’d call it easy.” 

We sat that way for a while. Outside, the occasional rush of a car passed on the nearby highway, and once, headlights flooded my vision as a new car pulled up to the gas station. Not that long ago, I’d known so much about Laurel just by the way she was breathing or by the pace of her heart. Now that she was dead, it had closed off that part of her to me. I had to watch her face for the smallest indication of what she was feeling, and she wasn’t giving me much to go by. Was that what being human felt like? Never truly knowing how anyone else felt? Having to trust what they said with their words and faces, and hope they were shit liars? Living so long in self-imposed exile without Violet, Willem, and Astra had made me accustomed to navigating more human hearts than vampire. 

Sure, Laurel wore some of her feelings on her sleeve, but I’d learned in the last few days that she knew how to close them off as well. I didn’t savour the thought of her having more ways to put up walls between us. 

I pulled my phone out again. “We have to start driving if we want to make it in time. Are you ready?”

She nodded and sat up. Her cheeks were tear-slick again. I could hardly blame her. Any one of the things that had happened would be too much. The coal beast that had been in her veins. The people she’d hurt and killed. Saying goodbye to everything she’d ever known. She was in an awful position—one I’d put her in—and only her stubbornness was keeping her from shattering. 

I had a feeling that someday very soon, Laurel would experience a reckoning. A moment when, despite her best efforts to keep them bottled up, all those horrors came crashing down on her. That she would have to face them, all at once, and she would need me to keep her steady. Would I know what to do when that day came? 

Had Violet known what to do for me when I was young and scared and half-crazed?

I had to protect her. Teach her. The fates had seen fit to give me someone to love, despite how I hadn’t been able to protect the others, and I needed to do right by Laurel. She and I would navigate this alone, and I would be better, for her. She needed me to be. 

I leaned in to kiss her. Her lips still tasted of sweet, rich blood, but I tucked the thought of food away. I’d been on rations for a long time, and I could handle it better than she could. “I love you, darling. And I’ll be right here.” 

Laurel nodded and then followed me out of the back seat and into the open air. Her face was sullen. Dejected. Any moment, I was sure she’d cry again, so full of emotion that not even she could push it all down. She hadn’t even drunk someone yet. What would happen when she did, if she was already this close to breaking? 

I had to do something to distract her. I needed something to break the tension in her mind, if only for a moment. 

As she moved away from me, I reached out to block her way, my hand on the roof of the car. Laurel looked at me, blinking in confusion. I took a step forward, closing the space between our bodies. She eyed me warily as I cupped her cheek in my hand and kissed her. She softened under the touch and gasped against my mouth as I backed her into the side of the car. 

“What are you doing?” she whispered against my lips. 

“Reminding you that not everything is bad.” I put my hand on her waist and let it trail up, skirting the line of her pants. Teasing just under her shirt. Laurel pressed against me, arching so I could kiss down to her neck and slide my teeth against her skin. She shivered, her whole body reacting to me. And I rewarded her with one little nip of her collarbone before I stopped, grinning down at her as she opened her eyes. The red had gone out of them, her fangs gone. Smokey desire spread across her face instead. I smirked. “We have to go.”

“Go?” Laurel regained her footing and grabbed me by the back of the neck to hold me in place. “You do that and then tell me we’re leaving?”

I ran my tongue over my sharpest teeth, a practiced and devious look that earned me an eye roll. “As tempting as you are, we have to get to Grand Falls, and we’re running out of darkness. But if you can behave yourself until we get to the hotel, I could be persuaded, sweet lady.” 

The look of betrayal on Laurel’s face was delicious. I broke her grip on my neck and opened the driver’s side door. She would forgive me, and at least she wasn’t sad, even if just for a minute. 

I got in, closed the door, and started the car. Laurel’s groan of frustration was audible over the car’s purr, and I laughed to myself. A moment later, she got in on her side and leaned over to give me a hungry kiss, stopping to bite my lip before she sat back. Then it was my turn to be properly tempted, though this was neither the time nor the place.

“Fucking mean,” she grumbled, buckling up and reaching to press Play on the dash. 

I backed the car up and proceeded back to the road, highway-bound again. “It’s only mean if I don’t deliver. And as long as you play nice tonight, I absolutely will.” 

As I pulled on to the highway, I caught the thin line of a smirk under her frown. Crisis averted—for now.  

Grand Falls would be another story entirely. 



Penny Harbour


Now






Penny Harbour was old. It had seen so much. Long before it had a name, it had been a tropical forest, lush and full of life. Then millennia had passed, grinding the land into different shapes. Burying trees and beasts that would turn to bone and then to fossil, and someday to coal. 

Then, in the time of man, it knew the keepers of the land. The ones who lived in harmony with it, giving and taking. Existing in reciprocity. Happy with what was offered, and moving on when the offerings were slim. Using the coal that came to the surface to fuel their fires and warm their food. 

Time passed. New people came. Worse people. Ones who bought land with blood and gave that place the name Penny Harbour. The land learned the taste of bodies, growing something in its depths that fed on that pain. And when the newcomers discovered the black gold that Penny Harbour had to offer, they dug. Pillaged. Destroyed. Sent their men and children into the ground to dig it up. A company town, offering company wages. Never enough to pay for a life. And the ground fed, and fed, and fed. On greed, and hate, and pain. On sorrow, and sickness, and grief. 

Down in the mines, they breathed in the monster, and it became a part of them. Passed down from parent to child, aunt to nephew, friend to friend. And the beast fed so well. 

Losing someone was inevitable. Not everyone could stay in Penny Harbour, under its direct influence. Some came and went and came back again. But the beast had tried so hard to hold on to Laurel. She had promise. It kept her close for so long, and watching patiently as she grew into a troubled woman, stoking the fire in her. Waiting to see what glory she would unleash when she finally, finally gave in and imploded. But that had been a shortsighted game. It knew that now. 

The vampire was determined to take her out of Penny Harbour. Teach her how to be like him. Make her better. 

In Penny Harbour, Laurel might have cracked and dug her claws into Greg, or maybe even someone she loved. She might have done small, glorious works in its name. But out there, in the world, hungry and out of control, she would feed it a bounty that it had only dreamed of. 

Out there, she could be insatiable.








  
  
Chapter two



Laurel


I’d started to tell Spencer about the voice. In the back seat, I’d crashed into all these words and emotions, trying to explain the horrible things I’d been about to do, and he’d cut me off. Stopped me from confessing without knowing it. He had assumed that everything I was feeling was about being blood-hungry. But I knew better. I’d let him believe, but… 

The voice. 

The fucking voice.

He’d tried to distract me, and all I’d done was play pretend until he saw what he needed to see. Kissed him like his body was on my mind instead of this insanity in my head, and got back in the car without having to show him anything. I was good at pretending to want to fuck. I’d learned it all my life. And if it came in handy here, well…hopefully I wouldn’t have to do it much. 

After we were back on the road, I curled up in the seat and closed my eyes, facing away from Spencer. I needed some peace and quiet. The voice had calmed a little since I’d eaten, but it came back quickly, talking in slow circles behind my thoughts. Whispering. Telling me not to listen to Spencer. That I should have eaten those men. Just like before, it had been loud and insistent, and it had taken so much effort to drown out everything else.

That’s because you know I’m right. 

I’m part of you for a reason. 

I never left you. 

I’ll never leave you. 

From the time I’d woken up without a heartbeat until now, it hadn’t said a word. I’d thought it was over. Spencer had promised it would be. That the vampirism would drown it out, push it out of my system. I’d thought I’d left it behind in Penny Harbour. 

Why would you ever be so stupid? 

I’m everything that makes you up. 

I am your fatherless years. 

I am every cruelty Greg set upon you.

I am every sleepless night and restless day. 

I’m the pain that your grandfather passed to your father and that he gave to you, generation after generation. 

Did you think you could just run from that? 

My body tightened, muscles burning as I forced myself to be still. I wanted to open the car door and tumble out. Run into the woods. But it was in my head. Echoing around in my memories. Pressing up against things I wanted to leave forgotten. 

I had to trust Spencer. He had promised, and I had to be patient.

Your vampire doesn’t know what he’s talking about.

How can you possibly be rid of something that’s been with you all your life? 

There’s no pushing me out.

I am you.

Nausea rose in my gut, the kind that refused to be kept down.

“Spencer, pull over.”

“What? Why—”

“Now!” 

Spencer killed the speed of the car, the wheels screeching, and pulled onto the shoulder of the road. I had my seat belt off before the car stopped, and as soon as it did, I forced the car door open and fell onto my hands and knees into the grass. I retched, my whole body lurching with the violence of it. 

A car door slammed and Spencer was by my side, his hand on my back.

“Jesus, Laurel. Are you all right?” 

I retched again, unable to answer. 

And the voice kept on speaking. 

Poor boy.

Doesn’t understand what he’s dealing with.

If this thing was still in my body, I had to warn Spencer—

And what will he say? 

That you’re corrupted? 

That you’re not worth saving?

That—

A light flicked on. Spencer’s phone, set to flashlight. The grass, covered in red and black gore. Blood and coal. 

Spencer sat back against the car, his eyes on the mess in front of us. “That has to be good, right? You’re purging that thing from you…How else would we get it out?” His voice sounded so unsure. He hadn’t convinced himself, let alone me. 

You see? 

Even now, he fears you.

He knows something is rotten in you.

Spencer wouldn’t think that. Telling him would mean answers. Figuring this out together. He’d saved me from it before and he could again. He could tell me how to get rid of it. 

Would he? 

Your whole life has taught you anything but that, sweet girl. 

You’re on your own. 

Relying on him will leave you alone anyway.

The moment he figures out just how much of a monster you really are, he’ll be gone.

May as well get used to it. 

The nausea had passed. I sat back, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. When I looked behind me, Spencer was staring. Worried. It was such a common expression now that I wasn’t sure if he wore any others since I’d come back from the dead. 

But was he worried for me, or for himself? 

I wanted to scrape the voice out of my brain with my nails. It couldn’t be trusted; I knew that. And I didn’t know what to do. Spencer had told me that it would leave my system somehow. Maybe…maybe if I just gave it a little time. A few days, even. This could be part of the process. Things were still shifting in me; I could feel it. Even in just the time I’d been dead, I’d felt a little stronger each day. Not the way people talked about feeling stronger when they’d been sick, though it was that too. Stronger than I should have been, ever. 

Strong like Spencer was. The kind that could lift too much and snap a neck too easily. The kind that won fights so I never had to be afraid again. 

I could get rid of this thing by myself. 

Spencer didn’t need to know. 

In a couple days, I’d be right as rain. Like nothing had ever happened. 





Spencer






Watching Laurel heaving her guts out onto the grass had left me shaken. 

Already, this didn’t feel like what had happened to me. And as I drove down the highway, both of us lost in our own heads again, I wracked my mind, trying to remember every detail of my turning. It was hundreds of years ago. I’d been out of my mind for almost a year after it had happened. If I had emptied my guts after my first few meals, how was I supposed to prioritize that memory over the knowledge that I had become a murderer? Put in that perspective, I couldn’t be sure who I had been back then. 

Any number of things could have brought that on. Her anxiety, her homesickness, any of the things I’d been waiting to surface in her. It made sense. But it did mean she would be hungry again soon, and hopefully it meant that her body was ridding itself of that black bullshit in her veins. 

Regardless of what it was, we would handle it. I would handle it. 

As always, the highway was practically empty. Most living people were asleep, and the large part of what was left on the road was transport trucks. I kept the car in the passing lane for most of the drive, pushing the speed limit as hard as I reasonably could. Summers were difficult; more hours of daylight meant more danger, especially when we were on the road as much as we were about to be. And I needed to buy her time to hunt, or she might murder an entire hotel. 

By the time we reached Grand Falls, we only had an hour and a half left until the sun started to come up. I’d planned the route to the hotel, but not where we could hunt. Once I pulled off the highway, I drove in the opposite direction from the hotel, looking for somewhere quiet and suburban. Safe. Where Laurel wouldn’t get caught if something went wrong. And every minute that passed on the search for exactly the right hunting grounds grated against my patience. 

We needed to get inside. It had to go faster than this. 

I pulled up to a stop sign on a dead street and put the car in park. I grabbed my phone off the dash and poked around the map for an idea of where to go. 

And it happened so fast.

Laurel threw open the passenger door and burst out of her seat belt, lunging out of the car. I’d barely looked up when the scream tore through the air. 

Not hers. 

I dropped my phone and leapt out of the car, vaulting over the roof to her side. Laurel was a few feet away, on her hands and knees in the grass again. This time, on top of someone. The scent of hot blood filled the night air, and my own craving deepened. But the scream had died, and no heartbeat thudded nearby. She’d ended a life before I’d gotten out of the car. 

I stood over her. Laurel’s face was buried in the neck of whatever poor soul had walked by. A jogger, by the look of the athletic wear. The noises Laurel made were beastly. Slurping and crunching. And when I crouched beside her, her head whipped up to stare at me, teeth bared and eyes red. 

Blood coated her face. Her snarl was a warning not to get between her and dinner, but lights had flickered on in windows. The scream must have woken someone. 

“Laurel, we have to go.”

She sneered at me and leaned over to return to her meal. 

“No.” I grabbed her arm and pulled her off the corpse. She tumbled back harder than I’d expected and landed on her ass. Something about the jarring movement stirred her, her eyes coming into focus again. 

She looked down at the corpse, then at her hands. 

The jogger’s arms were torn to shreds, his skin like paper under her nails. Red coated her fingers.

Her eyes were wide, staring at her own hands. Terrified. But even as she shook, even as she came to the realization of what she’d done, Laurel licked the blood from her fingers. Like she couldn’t stop herself from doing it. 

“Laurel.” 

Nothing. 

Reaching out, I cupped her cheek with my hand. 

She shrugged me off and kept cleaning her palms with her tongue. 

Caught too close to dawn and at the mercy of how fast the neighbours called the police, we were about to be in a lot of trouble. 

I grabbed her by the hair at the back of her head and forced her to look at me. 

She winced, but I seemed to finally have her attention, focusing on me as if realizing I was there for the first time. 

“My love, we have to go now.” I kept my voice calm. In control. 

She woke up properly then, coming back to herself slowly. A lick across her lips. A look at the blood that had dripped onto the denim of her jeans. And finally the slow turn of her head as she took in the man she’d killed. 

The look of abject horror that melted across her face broke my heart. 

Despite it being hundreds of years ago, I remembered how difficult it was to become this. The first souls on my conscience. 

“Come here.” I reached out and pulled Laurel against me as the wail broke free of her, coating the night in her grief. Trying to keep her calm was senseless; I scooped her into my arms and carried her back to the car, her sobs wracking against my chest. Hurrying to the car, I put her on her feet and forced her to sit. She immediately pulled her knees up to her chin on the seat and stayed that way. I slammed the car door on her, more lights coming to life in the windows around us, and rushed to get in the driver’s seat. I threw the key into the ignition. I hit the gas and manoeuvred us away from the neighbourhood as quickly and covertly as I could.

It wasn’t the plan. None of it had been the plan. I’d hoped to start teaching her how to hunt stealthily tonight, and she’d torn a man’s throat out before I could look up from my phone. Now she was hyperventilating in the seat next to me. I forced myself to focus on the road, dipping in and out of suburban side streets. Following road rules. Making precious little noise, trying to move quickly without drawing attention. Taking the long way to the hotel, in case someone happened to be paying attention. 

After a few minutes, as my panic died and it was clear no one was on our tail, I took my hand off the shifter to reach for Laurel. She’d stopped crying. Her arms were around her knees and her forehead pressed into her legs. Conspicuously quiet. 

“Darling, are you all right?” I asked, knowing full fucking well she wasn’t. 

She said nothing. 

I took my hand off her shoulder and went back to shifting, trying to get us to the hotel. We were coming far too close to dawn for my liking. And when the enormous neon light of the hotel brand appeared in the distance, I let out a sigh of relief. I just had to check us in, get Laurel into the room, and keep her there. 

The parking lot was very full when I pulled in. I found the darkest available spot and parked, shutting the car off. Laurel still hadn’t made a peep. 

I leaned over. “Laurel, darling, I need you to hear me.” 

She nodded, a sniff the only answer I got. 

“I’m going to go handle the hotel clerk, and you are going to stay right here. I’ll come back for you in five minutes, and then we’ll be inside our room, where it’s safe. Do you understand?” 

She nodded again. 

“Please look at me, darling.” 

Laurel looked up, her tears streaking through the blood on her face, her eyes bloodshot. “I understand, Spencer,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. 

I kissed her on the forehead, long and lingering. She seemed to be back, which wasn’t necessarily good for her sanity. I wished I could have better prepared her for the loss of reality that came with the hunger, but we hadn’t had time. Besides, how can one begin to describe what it was like to lose yourself entirely to a need like that? 

Then I got out of the car and left her, praying to all the old gods that she’d stay put. 

With a frown, I hit the lock button on my car keys, mostly just to make myself feel better. 

The hotel was nothing fancy. A brick facade with a dated lobby and automatic doors that swung open as I approached. Bigger cities would never allow that in the middle of the night; locks and intercoms meant fewer robberies. A bewildered young attendant looked up from her sandwich and blinked. 

“Sorry!” She put her sandwich back into its container. “You must be David Smith, my last check-in for the night.” Her fingers clicked on a keyboard somewhere out of sight. She flashed me a smile. “I’d almost given up on you!” And then her face fell as she noticed the state I was in. Blood in all the places that I had pressed Laurel against me.  

“It’s been a hell of a night,” I said with a sigh, letting her see how truly tired I was. I reached into my pants for my wallet and pulled out my fake ID and the credit card. “We got waylaid helping out someone on a back road. They hit a deer just in front of us, and one of the ladies was a bit worse for wear. Between moving the deer and helping the lady, my wife and I are just a mess.” 

“Oh!” She startled to attention, the story I’d woven dismissing whatever suspicions she’d had. She took the cards I offered her. “I hope everyone is all right!” 

I gave an exasperated sigh. “Lady totaled her car, but nothing a night at the hospital won’t fix. I don’t want to traumatize you with the details, but we had to help get rid of the deer, and it wasn’t as dead as we thought, and my wife—she’s a bit of a mess emotionally, you know? Blood everywhere. I just want to get her in the shower and into bed, if that’s all right?” As tall a tale as it was, the real horror was that hotels saw much worse on a regular basis. It wasn’t that strange a thing to believe when pushed against all the real things that went on behind closed hotel doors. 

The attendant—Min, the name tag read—shook her head, pity all over her face. “I’m so sorry. That’s just horrible. The deer just dart across the roads sometimes, don’t they?” She looked down at her computer again, handing me back my cards without looking away. Then she was tapping, swiping, packaging things, and handed me a little bundle. “Well, let’s not keep you waiting any longer, hmm? Two keys for room 202. The Wi-Fi code is inside, and breakfast is until ten if you decide to partake. Though I’d be sleeping in if I was you.” Min gave me a practised, bright smile. “Anything else I can help with?” 

“No, ma’am. Have a good one, Min.” I moved away from the counter and toward the door. 

“You as well,” she said, but she was already back to looking for her sandwich, forgetting about our interaction entirely. 

Amazing what a touch of overenthusiastic honesty could do to help a lie. 

When I got back into the car, Laurel was slouched in the seat. A collection of bloody wet wipes sat in her lap, her face cleaner than it had been before. She was staring up at the mirror in the sun visor. No one was looking back at her. Just an empty reflection. 

“I wanted to make sure my face wasn’t covered in blood,” she whispered, her voice flat and lifeless. “I forgot.” 

I leaned over and took her face in my hands, planting a kiss on her forehead. Then I looked her skin over, using my thumb to wipe the smallest bit of blood from the corner of her mouth. “It’s a lot of adjusting, I know. Your phone camera will do the job. Wonderful modern technology. But I’ll always be your mirror, darling.” 

Laurel gave me the faintest smile, covering my hand with hers. “I just want to lie down.” 

“Let’s get you inside.” I gave her a kiss and moved to get back out of the car. I passed Laurel the cooler and took the duffel bag with the necessities inside. Chargers, a change of clothes, her e-reader, the Switch. As we started toward the front doors, I leaned in. “Just follow my lead. I’ve handled everything.” 

She nodded and kept her head down as we walked into the hotel lobby. I gave Min a little wave, and she paid us no mind as we made our way past the counter and to the elevator. The metal doors opened quickly, and we stepped in, alone. I pressed the button for floor two and fished the key card out. 

A few minutes later, we were dropping our things inside the hotel room and locking the door behind us. I stopped to check on the temperature of the blood inside the cooler—cool but getting warmer, which meant a trip to the hotel ice machine later—but stopped as Laurel moved past me. She kicked off her boots and began to strip off her clothing, one piece at a time. Her bloodstained jeans and top, her bra, her socks. Then she dropped in a heap onto the large white bed and stayed there, almost naked, her pale skin streaked in haphazardly cleaned crimson.

Fuck. 

I scooped up the remaining four bags of blood and brought them to the mini fridge. Once they were tucked inside, I joined Laurel on the bed, pulling her against me. “Love, what can—”

“I killed him,” she muttered into my chest. “It happened so fast. It felt like someone else was in control of my body. His heart was so loud. I was starving and—” A sob broke through her words. “And I can still taste him.” 

I held her tightly. “I know. But it’s normal. It’s expected. You’ve only been this version of yourself for a few days. It won’t always be like this, I promise. I’ll help you.” I gave her room to say something, but she stayed quiet. I struggled to find the right thing to say, anything that would fix this. “You’ll learn to control your actions and the hunger will get less intense. The turning will be finished, your body as vampire as it gets. You’ll always be capable of killing, but it’ll be in your power to choose.” 

A dark laugh escaped her throat. “I’ll get to choose who lives and dies. What kind of gift is that?”

“It isn’t a gift,” I whispered into her hair. “It’s not a gift or a curse, or a burden, or a responsibility. It simply is. Some humans on this planet choose to kill people all the time, for fun, or profit, or honour. Some killers are celebrated and others condemned. And they’re all just people. You and I just happen to be exceptionally primed for the job.” 

“And what if I don’t want to be a killer?” Laurel asked, her fingers tightening around the neck of my shirt. 

“Then we’ll figure that out. We just need to be careful. Patient. And when mistakes happen, you’ll have to learn to forgive yourself.” I moved and tilted her head up so I could look her in the eyes. “I love you, no matter what happens.” 

Her eyes searched mine, her cheeks newly wet again. “I don’t think I love me.” 

I held her, aching to fix what was hurt inside her, and knowing I couldn’t. “Maybe not today. But we always have tomorrow.” 



Penny Harbour


Later 






Amanda used to feel a lot of things. These days, she mostly felt angry. 

Everything changed after the fire. When her family’s house burned down, her life as she knew it stopped. Simple, obvious stuff, yeah. She lost everything she owned, from the movie posters of all her favourite characters to the My Little Ponies she hadn’t played with in years. For six months before the fire, she’d been working on making stuff out of clay and painting it. She’d planned to sell them all at the craft fair and make some money to get better tools. Learn to make real jewelry. 

And that was gone. All the supplies, all the hopes. 

So why the fuck should she try to get it all back again? 

Mom and Dad started involving her a lot in the household stuff. Amanda was the oldest, so it made sense. She heard an awful lot about how the insurance didn’t want to pay up, even though it was clearly arson, because the house had had knob-and-tube electricity and was “a fire hazard.” They planned to fight the company tooth and nail, but it meant that money was going to be tight for a long time. And space, too, since everyone had crushed themselves into Nanny Barbara’s house until they found a new place to live. 

Amanda loved Nanny Barbara, but Nan also smelled like apple cider vinegar and smoked like a chimney. And Pop had to have supper exactly at four every afternoon or he got pissy. 

She missed her life so much. 

School was hard. Half the people in her itty-bitty ninth grade class took pity on her ’cause none of her clothes were hers and all her schoolwork had got eaten by the fire. The other half made fun of her for the exact same reasons. 

Someone had come into her life—not even directly, sneakily, like a fucking coward—and changed everything. Changed how people looked at her, talked to her, treated her. She dreamt of fire and woke up in a cold sweat. Spent time thinking about what would have happened if they’d had no fire alarms and if they’d all been sleeping. 

She’d heard of ghosts, but no one had told her yet that the real ghosts lived in  your head and haunted you no matter where you went. 

Amanda was angry. She was sick of everything. She had no control over her life. Had no money to have hobbies, nothing that belonged to her. Even her story wasn’t hers anymore. It had been stolen by someone she’d never met.

And so one day, when Ricky told Amanda that she smelled like an old lady and asked why all that money from the benefit dance couldn’t buy her some deodorant, Amanda hauled off and punched him right in the nose. She didn’t know much about hitting people, but it must have been good because he bled everywhere and his eye was black for a week. The principal told her she understood that Ricky was a no-good son of a bitch—mostly because they lived ten houses apart and Ms Bumble knew what he got up to in his spare time—but that Amanda couldn’t go making a habit of knocking out boys on school grounds. Next time she’d have to suspend her. 

Amanda got real good at punching after that. 








  
  
Chapter three



Laurel


Years of living with Greg had taught me how to cry while he slept next to me. How to be quiet, sobbing in the dark. 

Somehow, I hadn’t imagined needing to do it with Spencer. 

Lying in the perfect dark of the hotel room—so much brighter to my eyes than what it would have been when I was alive—I curled into myself, Spencer’s shape on the other side of the bed a blur behind my tears. He was lying on his stomach again, arms wrapped around his pillow, face buried in it. Peaceful. Beautiful. Asleep.

All the things I didn’t feel. All these things that I couldn’t imagine becoming.

How did he sleep all day, so at peace with himself, when one night as a monster had torn me open? 

The thought brought a wracking sob through my body and I forced every muscle to tense so I didn’t shake the bed. If I woke him, I’d have to tell him what was wrong, and so much was wrong. 

I wiped my tears from my face again and the scent of the blood under my nails hit. My mouth watered and shame washed over me in a flood. I had killed a man. Torn him apart with my own hands, and the first hint of his blood had me ready to do it again. I craved the taste of him. 

I’d stolen his life. Taken him from his kids, his spouse, his parents, whoever was out in the world begging for the return of someone who would never come back to them. What right did I have to do any of that? 

None. 

And as I stared into the dark, other things came back to me. I slid my fingers over the places I’d been shot not even a week ago, feeling the skin that had healed over. It still hurt, but not nearly as much as it should have. Touching my shoulder brought back a flash of memory—holding Greg by his throat, wanting to kill him. The woman whose neck I’d snapped. Ed, whose jaw I’d torn off with my bare hands. Billy, who I’d blown apart with a shotgun shell. 

This man wasn’t my first kill. 

But the others weren’t my fault. Sure, my hands did the work, but it wasn’t me.

Me. 

Not me. 

Me. 

Us.

We made such beautiful violence together.

I shook my head, trying to dislodge that horrible voice. I didn’t have to listen to it. 

No matter what sick thoughts I’d had in the past, no matter how desperate I’d been to get away from Greg, I never would have actually hurt anyone. Not if it weren’t for that fucking monster that had decided to live inside me. Without it, I wouldn’t have been in that backyard. Wouldn’t have killed those people. It had taken control of me, and it was responsible. Not me. 

Not. Me. 

I am but a piece of you, little girl. 

One who wants to create such wonders with you. 

Then.

And now. 

I pressed my head into my hands, trying not to cry out. 

Do you think it was you or I who killed that man tonight? 

Is there a difference between us? 

The blood you licked from your hands wasn’t on my skin. 

That was you. 

The sound of the man’s screams echoed in my head. 

I hadn’t been in control. I hadn’t stood a chance. But could I tell the difference between what the voice was asking me to do and what was the hunger? 

Everything was so confusing and I was so tired. 

I wanted the thoughts to stop, so I could go to sleep and wake up to find that the night had just been a very bad dream. 

That all of it had. 

The cost of immortality was too high. 

Spencer stirred. Let go of his pillow and blinked his eyes open just a crack. I stilled, trying to play dead. Convince him to close his eyes again. But his lips pursed, sadness washing over his face. 

He said nothing. Just reached over and pulled himself against me. Wrapped his arms around me, and held me. I waited for his anger. Or his questions. They never came. He ran his fingers through my hair, and the little kindness opened a floodgate in me. I cried desperate tears into his bare chest. 

And as the voice kept whispering the terrible things I had done, I tried to think louder than it. Tried to drown it out. 

I was not alone. 

Spencer had been a monster and I had cared for him anyway. He had made me a monster. He would love me for being this.  

He would help me find my way.

If he could love himself so fully, with so much violence behind him, I could learn to do the same. 

Tomorrow. 


      [image: ]I was surprised to wake up. I couldn’t remember falling asleep, but at some point during the day, it had happened. My mouth was dry and I felt dehydrated—a thing I had no real explanation for, considering I hadn’t needed to drink water since I’d been turned. But the sensation was there all the same, like any other time I’d cried too much for my own good. 

Noise rustled down the hall from us and a familiar feeling washed over me. I might have dreamt but couldn’t be sure. I knew I’d woken up a dozen times to the sounds of doors slamming shut and couples bickering. And at some point it had stopped, and I had slept. 

I felt…better. A little lighter, though not by much. Numb, like how I’d always felt when I woke up. Not quite awake, not quite asleep. 

Spencer was still sleeping, though, his back facing me. And the memory of his kindness drew me in, until I was wrapping my arm around his waist, my face pressed into his back. I sighed, content and safe, if only for a moment. 

“Good morning, darling,” Spencer murmured, lacing his fingers into mine. By that time, the sun was on the other side of the building, less light attempting to pour in.

“Doesn’t really work, does it?” I kissed his back. “It’s not morning. But saying good evening feels just as weird.”

He turned over to face me. Spencer was beautiful as ever, even though he was clearly still tired. His eyes squinted with disturbed sleep and his hair was deeply out of place on the pillow. “As long as you’re here, I have all the light I need.” 

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help the shy grin that forced its way onto my face. “You’re a flirt, Spencer. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“On occasion, yes.” Spencer leaned in to kiss me and then tipped his forehead against mine. “How do you feel?” 

I let out a long, slow breath. I didn’t know how to begin. How to express why I had been crying without leading him to believe that something worse was happening. Something that I was going to handle on my own. 

“Tired,” I started, unable to keep looking into his eyes as I spoke. “Last night was…hard. I know the hunger is going to creep in soon, and I know I need to…to…Fuck, it’s hard just to say it, because naming it makes it real.”

“You need to drink blood to survive?” he filled in. 

“Yes,” I whispered. “And I don’t know how to be this. How to live with it.” 

He pressed his nose into my hair and inhaled the scent of my tropical shampoo. “What if instead of tackling that existential crisis, we start with a cup of coffee?” 

“Can I have a snack?” I asked, raising my hand to his lips. As I woke up, my hunger was also rearing its head. Deferring to him was comfortable, though. Letting him decide my fate. 

“How hungry are you?” 

I shrugged. “Five out of ten.” 

He leaned over me, clearly hoping to ply me with affection. “Let's start with coffee and wait until you’re a bit hungrier. Need to make sure you can last in this room until the sun goes down, don’t we?” 

He trailed kisses down my throat, and my body tensed at the affection. I craned my head back to let him continue, and gasped as he used the opportunity to nip at my collarbone. 

Spencer smirked. “Or we could start with something else, if you prefer. I did promise, after all.” 

Shame washed over me. “You promised if I behaved myself, which is not what happened.”  

He brought his head up and kissed my lips, slow and promising. With attention like that, my body came alive very quickly. 

“It’s my game,” he whispered, “and I think you deserve something nice to think about.” 

I didn’t manage to get any words out, all of them lost to quiet, shy moans as Spencer worked his way down my skin, nipping at my clavicle, kissing down my breast, and finishing with a long, languid lick. Desire curled in my stomach, all thoughts of hunger and shame falling out of my mind as he kept moving down the field of my stomach and buried his face between my thighs.


      [image: ]By the time we were done being distracted by each other’s bodies, it still wasn’t quite dark enough to leave. Instead, we showered, and after, Spencer made coffee and insisted that I keep waiting for my bag of blood. I understood what he was saying; we had limited supply and it was important that we didn’t go through it quickly. But my hunger was looming bigger and bigger in the back of my head. Even though he had successfully distracted me for a while, by the time we’d hit the showers, it was back in full force. And so was the voice. 

But I listened to him and left the blood where it was, and sat at the table instead. Spencer set the coffees down in front of me, mine dressed as a double double—two milk, two sugars—and his as decadent as he could make it, and with our cups in hand, we had to make the call I’d been dreading. 

Spencer set his phone on the table. “Are you ready?” he asked. 

I nodded, not feeling even remotely ready. “I have to be.” 

You’re going to call your friends?

Last night you killed a man. 

Do you really think they could still love you after that? 

Why do you insist on deluding yourself?

Spencer put his hand on my arm. “We can wait—”

“I told them we’d be in touch, so we’re calling.” I held my coffee with both hands, elbows on the table. “If we wait too long, they’ll worry, and I may as well start learning to lie to them now.” 

Spencer eyed me for a moment, but then hit the call button and set it to speakerphone. 

The phone rang twice before a familiar voice shot out of the speaker. “Spencer?” 

“Hello, darling. It’s us.” 

“Laurel can hear me too?” Emma asked, her voice full of anxiety. 

“I’m right here,” I filled in. 

Emma’s voice faded into the background as she yelled away from the mic. “MJ, they called!” 

A moment later, the heavy sound of footsteps was audible on the phone. “Hey, losers. You made it all right, did you?” 

“We’re fine. Just waking up,” Spencer said. He watched me and, seeming to sense that I wasn’t really wanting to carry the conversation, kept talking. “We got to the hotel room before you’d be awake, so we waited to contact you.” 

“No one likes getting woken up at five in the morning,” Emma agreed. 

“I’m not sure I like going to bed then either,” I muttered into my coffee.

“You okay, Laurel?” MJ asked. 

Spencer kept staring at me, like he was waiting for me to snap at any moment.

I pasted on an unconvincing smile, remembering that old advice that people could hear it in your voice when you smiled. “Just some growing pains, that’s all. Hard to learn to stay up all night and sleep through the day, especially with a busy hotel all around us.” 

A noise of disapproval came through the phone. “I fucking hate hotels,” MJ said. “Last time I stayed in one, the neighbours were up all night fucking into the headboard as if they were trying for the Guinness Book of Sex Records.”

That was enough to crack a real smile on my face. Calling Emma and Mary-Jo had felt impossible, but boy did I fucking miss them. 

“Are you sure it wasn’t you, MJ?” Spencer teased. 

“I feel like I’d remember that, hobgoblin. My date that night wasn’t half as enthusiastic as what the other room was up to.” 

“Anyways,” Emma cut in. “Everything else is all right? You’ve got enough to eat? Enough money? Enough…I don’t know—whatever it is you need?” 

“Don’t worry about us.” Spencer took my hand in his. “We’re doing just fine, and it’s very much under control.” 

So gallant.

He lies for you. 

Lies to them. 

Lies to you.

You, keeping the biggest secret of them all.

“Where are you off to next?” MJ asked. 

“Quebec City for the time being,” Spencer replied. “Hard to say which city we’ll stay in, but it’s as good a place to start as any.” He swiped down on the phone, looking at the time. “That said, we should get moving. Only so many hours of darkness in the day, and we need to take advantage of all of them. It’s four hours to the city, but who knows how long it’ll be before I can find something to eat.” 

“Fair enough.” Emma cleared her throat. “Just…keep in touch, all right? Text me that you got in safe.” 

“Will do, darling. Talk soon.” 

Goodbyes were said, and he hit End Call. 

I slumped over the table, suddenly exhausted by even the smallest conversation with them. I’d barely spoken because I hadn’t known what to say. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life lying to them, aren’t I?” 

“Not if you don’t want to.” Spencer poked around on his phone, looking for something on the map app. “We’re just sparing them the ugly details of a few mistakes.”

“Mistakes…” I looked across the room, staring at the unmade sheets on the bed and spreading my fingers over the top of the coffee cup. Seeing the man’s face in my head. “That’s all he was, huh? A mistake.” 

“Yes, Laurel, he—” 

I snapped my head around to look Spencer in the eyes. “Do you think his family will be that forgiving, Spencer? On the worst day of their lives?” 

Spencer looked at me gravely. He took my hands in his and squeezed them tightly. “This is part of the work, Laurel. Holding both at the same time. Understanding that a monster lives inside you, doing your best to keep it asleep, and forgiving yourself for what it does when it wakes up.” 

“Right.” I dropped his hands and got up. Without another word, I started moving around the room, pulling chargers out of walls and tossing yesterday’s clothing into the duffel bag. What exactly had I expected? He had already been through this. One life didn’t matter to him anymore. He could say those things and they were just simple. But not for me.  

It seemed like becoming a vampire meant becoming some version of heartless. By Spencer’s logic, I would have to adjust or walk out into the sun. I couldn’t imagine a version of this where I didn’t wake up covered in guilt, soaked in it every minute of every day. He seemed to believe that I could learn to be careful or learn to kill without remorse, but I wasn’t so sure. 

The blood was still too fresh on my hands for me to know anything. 



Spencer 






When dark had properly fallen, and we had gotten back into the car, Laurel changed the music over to the radio. As I pulled out, making my way toward the highway once again, Laurel switched stations, one after the other after the other, bobbing from French to English and back again. 

“What are you looking for?” I asked. 

“The news,” she said. “But in English.” 

Eventually, she landed on a station and left it. With five minutes to the hour, a classic rock song streamed out of the speakers, and finally, the jaunty tune of the hourly news rang out. A story about rising electricity prices first, and another about a hit-and-run. And then.

“A man was found dead last night in a suburb in Grand Falls. With wounds to his throat and arms, police are left confused as to what might have happened. One neighbour described it as an animal attack, despite those kinds of incidents being rare locally. Animal control is on the lookout but hasn’t turned anything up. Locals are advised not to travel alone in the area until the animal has been caught.” 

I switched the stereo back to my phone and turned the volume down, letting the low music fill the car. “Laurel—” 

“At least they’ve got it right,” she snapped. “I’m not much better than an animal.” 

“Laurel, it’s time to eat. You’re getting sour.” 

She grumbled but reached into her bag to take out the chilled bag of blood that she’d put inside it before we left. A moment later, her fangs dug into the plastic and the vague scent of blood filled the air. 

My stomach growled. 

I’d been ignoring my needs for hers, but I wouldn’t be able to for much longer. We both needed a good hunt when we hit the city. 

When she was finished, she rolled down the window and tossed the empty blood bag onto the side of the highway. Without a word, she slumped into the seat and refused to look at me. Actions befitting a petulant child. 

Saying nothing was hard. I had so many conflicting emotions roiling in my chest. Anger, despair, worry. I wanted to hold her and pity her. I wanted to shake her and ask her to stop pitying herself. More than anything, I wanted her to be okay. And I knew from centuries of experience that no one could force that to happen. She would only get better in her own time, and who was I to ask her to be quicker about it? I had caused all of this in the first place. 

So instead, I gripped the wheel tighter and sped up, pushing us toward Quebec City. Toward something better. 
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