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      It was her chance to escape. Her one and only chance.

      Ember stood on the far side of the room, its vastness exacerbated by the high ceiling. Thirty feet away, four panel members faced her from behind their lengthy table.

      Whilst waiting outside, she’d convinced herself she’d look each of them in the eyes. Instead, her gaze fixated on the solitary, empty, plastic chair that was strategically placed ten feet away from them.

      It had been less than ten minutes since the last applicant had been dragged out of there yelling and thrashing. Two security guards had come bounding up the polished corridor to join the two already forcing him out. Eventually they’d taken an arm and a leg each as his curses had continued to ricochet around the clinical, vacuous space, all the way to the exit.

      ‘You have no right to judge me!’ he’d yelled. ‘This system is beyond contempt! It’s the children that suffer. My children who are suffering. You’re condemning them. You’re condemning them all!’

      To her shame, she’d lowered her head. The two other people who’d also been sat waiting for their turn outside had done exactly the same. There was no fighting the system. There was no escaping the societal prison that bound those who were bottom of the ladder, except by doing exactly what she was doing then: try to get out of Lowtown and start a better life across the border in Midtown.

      ‘Our next applicant is Ember Challice,’ one of the male panellists announced. Artificial light glinted off the delicate, silver-rimmed glasses that perched on the edge of his nose as he lowered his head to examine the paperwork neatly piled in front of him, paperwork he casually flicked through with his chubby fingers.

      The other three panellists – two women and another man – remained silent, as Ember shifted under the weight of their unwavering scrutiny.

      ‘Take a seat, Ms Challice,’ the spectacled man said, indicating the empty chair without yet granting her the courtesy of eye contact.

      Ember sat down, interlaced her fingers and rested her clasped hands in her lap. She kept her feet together and firmly on the floor, her thighs straining under the pressure of her attempt to stop them from trembling.

      ‘Thirty-one years of age,’ the spectacled man continued. ‘Single. No dependants. No family. She has secured sufficient finances to fund her rent for basic premises in Midtown for the minimum requirement of the twelve-month trial period. This has been acquired through savings from her full-time work as a waitress and deputy manager at a café in Lowtown, wherein she has performed consistently for the past fifteen years. Five sick days have been registered showing good overall health.

      ‘She will be actively seeking work in the service industry on arrival in Midtown but has also secured a provisional place at Midtown College having passed all necessary entry examinations and aptitude tests. In fact, she exceeded all entry examinations and aptitude tests,’ he added, his surprise evident in his tone. ‘She will fund the first year of her studies through the sale of a small apartment she owns in Lowtown, which has been in the family name for a considerable length of time. Beyond those twelve months, she’s planning to maintain part-time employment to continue to fund her studies.

      ‘Ms Challice passed all three detailed medical examinations as well as the mental health evaluations. There is only one outstanding query, which we will come to shortly.’

      Ember’s heart skipped a beat. There was no way of them knowing. No way of anyone knowing her secret – and certainly not from any kind of medical examination. Unless there was something she didn’t know.

      ‘She has no criminal record or any marks against her regarding social disorder. She has no proven links to the third species community – vampire, lycan or any other kind of non-human.’ He flipped through a few more pages. ‘She was brought up by her aunt, the sole sister of her mother Rhona Challice, the latter having died from an accident when Ember was five years old.’

      Ember clenched her interlaced hands at the use of the word ‘accident’.

      ‘Authority records report the accident occurred while Ms Challice senior was trying to prevent her son, Ember’s twin brother, from being snatched from their home,’ he continued. ‘He was never found. Records show her father had absconded before she was born. Her aunt, her last remaining relative, died three years ago. Terminal illness. Ember lived with her and cared for her up until that point.’

      Ember remained focused on retaining her composure as they continued to clinically highlight the most personal aspects of her life as if she wasn’t there. But this was the process. This is what had to be done. Any indication of protest or indignation would lead to what she had witnessed less than twenty minutes before.

      ‘It is her aunt’s apartment, Ms Challice’s current home,’ he continued. ‘Which she’ll be selling to fund the first year of her studies.’

      The panellist removed his glasses and placed them neatly on the paperwork in front of him before finally making eye contact. ‘Congratulations on getting this far in the process, Ms Challice. I’m sure you are aware that very few applicants make it to this point.’

      She knew it only too well. It had taken her ten years. The first seven years had been about saving up enough money to meet the basic financial entry point. Most failed at that first hurdle.

      Stage two had consisted of three years of aptitude tests, personality tests, morality tests, medical examinations, lie-detector tests, detailed explorations into both her work and social ethic and also her family background. If the conspiracy theories were to be believed, passing stage two was fraught with corruption. As such, many had either been rejected or had given up by now; the system was set up to make applicants fail. There was no appeal process.

      For the very few who made it through, there was stage three. This stage.

      ‘I am,’ she said as calmly as she could, despite still balancing on a knife-edge as she awaited the query that could bring all her hopes crashing down around her. She couldn’t fail now. She’d made a promise. The very last promise she’d made her aunt.

      ‘You’re aware that this meeting constitutes the final stage of the process?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And should you pass this final stage, your admittance into Midtown will rest solely on one final medical examination on the day of entry?’

      ‘Yes.’

      He glanced at the other panel members, which was clearly their cue for questions.

      ‘I hear your plan is to work at The Facility once you qualify,’ one of the women said – a blonde woman with painfully invasive blue eyes.

      ‘Yes,’ Ember confirmed.

      Based in Midtown, The Facility was the primary medical research centre globally. It had led pioneering research into the healing effects of vampire blood – more specifically, the purest of vampire blood, the blood of vampire royalty, or the Higher Order as they were known – on human conditions.

      When the third species had outed themselves eighty years before, it had not been to instigate war but a symbiotic relationship: to offer their healing abilities in exchange for blood sharing.

      The revelation had prevented an all-out war but, with the potential of tens of thousands of third species being revealed, global action had been taken. To safeguard humankind, society had been restructured and the divisions had begun – both physical and social. Cities, villages and towns no longer existed like they once had. Instead, areas were segregated into locales. Each locale had been sub-divided into four bordered districts expanding outwards from the core like ripples. With it, a new world order had begun.

      What had been discovered during the ongoing research since, however, was that whilst Higher Order blood could indeed heal, the effects were temporary. Eight decades later, humans were still seeking a permanent cure in order to free themselves of the relationship that had necessitated their tolerance of the third species at all.

      ‘You have a particular interest in molecular biology and are hoping to work in the research department focused on finding the permanent cure,’ the woman added.

      ‘Like many others,’ Ember said, ‘I believe there is a way to bind vampiric blood to human blood, which will grant us the same advantages natural to their genetics. I would love to be a part of the team trying to discover what that bond could be.’

      ‘For what outcome?’ the second woman asked.

      ‘I would like to see the self-healing abilities, heightened immunity and prolonged life of the third species being used in a more widespread nature rather than being reserved only for the already fortunate.’

      The blonde raised her eyebrows slightly. ‘By fortunate you mean residents of outer districts such as Midtown and Summerton? Those who have earned their place for improved medical care as well as every other privilege? Do you have issue with the Global Council’s system, Ms Challice?’

      The system that had promised to be temporary but, instead, had been continually reinforced to benefit the elite. Subsequently, Midtown had increased in affluence like its neigbouring Summerton on the outskirts of the locale, whereas Lowtown – her district – had gradually become nothing more than an extension of Blackthorn: the impoverished core where the vast majority of the third species had been forced to reside.

      Those third species were as much victims of the system as the humans who didn’t tick enough social, intellectual and medical boxes to corroborate their worth. Humans like her aunt. Like the rest of her family.

      As a gaze laden with challenge and curiosity stared back at her, Ember refused to look anywhere but directly into the blonde woman’s eyes.

      ‘I fully understand that resources are limited,’ Ember said as part of the learned spiel she had used on more than one occasion during the painstaking process. ‘I fully appreciate that, currently, lines need to be drawn. There’s simply not enough to go around and that means tough decisions need to be made. I am not challenging the system. On the contrary, I am supporting the Global Council’s mission statement that they want to achieve equality one day. I want to be an active part of enabling that to happen.’

      The woman’s eyes narrowed pensively.

      But nice try, Ember said to herself as silence descended.

      ‘But we’ve already heard you lost your aunt to a terminal illness,’ the second woman said, recapturing Ember’s attention. ‘Your mental health evaluation has identified this as highly likely to be the primary motivation behind your career choice rather than selfless motivations. This is our one concern, Ms Challice.’

      Her heart skipped a beat. Nothing to do with what she was. Nothing to do with her heritage.

      ‘An innate resentment of the system is inevitable considering your aunt may not have lost her life had she not been a Lowtown resident,’ the woman continued.

      And the authorities couldn’t afford to have political unrest amongst the ranks in Midtown. Every resident’s vote counted and that meant every voter needed to be biased to the current system. That was what mattered to them.

      What mattered to her was that there was not an iota of remorse from any of them that her aunt could very well still be alive if she hadn’t been born in Lowtown. Could have still been alive if she’d had a way out of the hopeless system that had not only existed but had been reinforced amidst the greed, selfishness and ignorance of those at the top.

      Could have at least been spared some of the excruciating pain in those final months.

      Her throat knotted but she held back her tears. She scrunched her hands together. ‘I have made no secret of the fact I am aware that my aunt didn’t get the treatment she needed because of her Lowtown residency. But I can choose to respond to that in anger and achieve nothing, or I can use it to fuel my determination to work for the Global Council and make the changes they want, improve the situation for all, and thus leave a more worthwhile legacy in the process. I know which of those would make my aunt proud.’

      A lengthier silence descended as all four pairs of eyes scrutinised her.

      ‘You specified in your application that it was your aunt who had first encouraged you to begin the application process,’ the blonde finally interjected.

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘So you’ve intended to move out of Lowtown for a long time.’

      ‘For as long as I can remember.’

      ‘Hence your impeccable record. Your faultless record, some would say.’

      ‘I have determination, focus and self-discipline. I would like to be able to prove to those who say this system is unfair and corrupt that it is possible to better yourself by having those skills. My success in this process would reinforce that. It would help diminish some of those rumours.’

      It had been the response she’d been waiting for that very opportunity to give. She knew as well as they did that they had to let a certain number through. She knew her profile was flawless. She knew they’d be fools not to take a chance on her to fulfil their quota. She was entirely dependent on them not being fools.

      In the few minutes that followed, conferring was executed behind shielded mouths.

      ‘Any further questions?’ the spectacled man finally asked out loud, readdressing the panel.

      There was a shake of the head from each of the others.

      It was over quicker than she’d anticipated.

      Perspiration coated her palms, her breathing was shallow, the tightness in her chest intensifying as they scribbled on the paper in front of them.

      The walls expanded and contracted around her. Black vignettes framed her vision as she awaited the decision these four strangers would make about her life from then on. The compulsion to further fight her corner became overwhelming as the spectacled man looked through each ballot paper, but he quickly tidied them into a neat pile.

      ‘I propose we set a transition date of the twenty-fourth,’ he said. ‘Ten days from now.’

      Her heart leapt. The thrum of blood flooded her ears.

      He slammed a stamp down on her file.

      ‘You will arrive here at the Midtown border at six a.m. on the twenty-fourth,’ he said, closing her file. ‘You will need to have all of your basic belongings with you. If you pass the final medical, your residency will be confirmed. During the trial twelve-month period, should you lose your job, your home, your college place, or run out of funds, you will be removed and no re-application will be permitted for a period of five years. Do you understand that?’

      She could barely breathe, her throat constricting as she fought back tears of relief. ‘I do.’

      She’d done it.

      Ten years, and she’d finally done it.

      ‘Then the sincerest of congratulations, Ms Challice,’ the panellist said, as he removed his spectacles. He didn’t quite manage a smile. ‘We wish you luck with your transition.’

      The other man and the second woman nodded, whilst the blonde sent her the sincerest wink of approval.
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      Ember tied her apron around her waist before knocking on the door.

      ‘Yeah?’ the gruff voice echoed from inside.

      She stepped into the windowless office tucked at the back of the café.

      Harry was drowning in paperwork under his lamp as he sat hunched over his desk, his thick-rimmed glasses masking his gaunt face, the magnification emphasising the bags under his eyes.

      Ember closed the door behind herself in the cramped space before slipping sideways into the metal chair on the far side of his desk.

      ‘So?’ he asked, his eyes locked on hers.

      ‘I passed,’ she said, the first time she had uttered the words to another human being since she’d got back from the Lowtown–Midtown border two hours before.

      His gaze dropped immediately. He tidied a few sheets of paperwork on his desk. He nodded. ‘Well done,’ he said, before finally making eye contact again, albeit fleetingly. But even in that brief moment the minor glossing in his eyes was visible, despite the shadows cast on his face.

      She tried to remind herself this was just a job. At least that was how it had started. Fifteen years later, it had become far more than that. Harry had become far more than that. Harry Winslow had become the father she’d never known. He might have been a man of few words, and irritable most of the time, forever carrying the world on his shoulders, but he was always there for her.

      ‘You always were too good for this place, Ember.’

      ‘Too good for an honest day’s work?’

      His smile was brief. ‘So when are you leaving me in the lurch?’

      ‘The twenty-fourth.’

      ‘Next week?’

      ‘I’ll work right up to the final hour.’

      Harry nodded again. ‘Then you’d best go and tell Casey the news. That girl’s been pacing the last few hours.’

      Ember stood. There were so many things she wanted to say as he reverted his attention back to his paperwork. Maybe too many things for that moment. So instead of saying anything at all, she turned her back on him, resolving to save it for another time.

      ‘She’ll miss you, you know,’ he said, just as she reached the handle.

      Her grip tightened.

      ‘We all will,’ he added.

      She wanted to look back over her shoulder. She wanted to meet his gaze. But she couldn’t for fear of him seeing the tears that smeared her vision. She couldn’t do it to him. And he’d understand that.

      She stepped back out into the small passageway and closed the door behind her. Clearing her clogging throat, she headed down past the staff toilets, the lockers, the utility door on her left, and then the kitchen, before taking a right into the café.

      From behind the counter, Ember clocked Casey to her left, stood with her back to her as she served a customer. To her right, Yvonne looked straight over. As Ember promptly signalled with a thumb up, Yvonne responded with a wink and a smile before turning her attention back to serving.

      Grabbing her order pad and pen from under the counter, Ember tucked them in her apron.

      It was quieter than usual. Away from the hustle and bustle of the more central establishments in Lowtown, Harry’s place was rarely overrun with customers. It was primarily used by those who liked to keep themselves to themselves, who liked to enjoy a quiet and uncomplicated drink or a simple meal without needing to constantly check over their shoulder. As such, it had never been a thriving business, barely keeping its head above water by relying mainly on the regulars. Regulars who, to the financial detriment of the place, never had money to burn.

      The biggest profit limiter, though, was closing the doors at nine, shutting out the most lucrative hours. But it also kept his staff and his customers from having to contend with the night crowds.

      Residents of Blackthorn – unless they were the tagged cons – were allowed to cross the border into Lowtown from dusk until an hour before sunrise. In the beginning, it had mostly been about acquiring produce or deals. Now one of the increasing reasons for Blackthorn residents to enter Lowtown was to gather feeders for vampire sires, offering humans locked in Lowtown’s dead-end system a better way of life either there or back in Blackthorn. In truth, they were no better than the human gang members now notorious for offering the exact same lies.

      It was why she maintained a watchful eye on Casey, the lull most likely the reason why she was allowing herself time to chat or, as quickly became apparent, flirt. Casey was never short of attention, pretty girl that she was. She had good survival instincts though, so knew how to deflect to the best of her ability. But now she was being remiss, no doubt influenced by how good-looking the young guy was. Because that was how vampire sires operated: sending their most appealing gatherers out, primarily human in order to distract from obvious intentions.

      Ember scanned the café again. Jasper, sat in in his usual seat in the furthest corner to her right, looked up from his book, and Ember offered him a wave. The old guy had been coming there almost the entire time she had worked there. Two coffees twice a week were all his limited budget would allow, but he knew how to make them last an entire morning or afternoon – and Ember knew how to sneak him an extra fill-up or two on the colder days, or when he looked like he needed the company. She referred to it as the loyal customer bonus scheme. And more than once, Harry had removed the money she’d placed in the till and shoved it back in her pocket.

      That was how Harry ran his business. He could have played it differently, but he chose not to. And, thus far, he was one of the few lucky ones who hadn’t been involuntarily dragged into the seedy underworld by the human gangs whose tendrils had long been squeezing the lifeblood out of Lowtown. Instead, he refused to be sucked into the disillusionment and resentment of the system that had allowed the gangs to thrive, feeding off misfortune to better their own odds, dismissive of the irony of their oppression of those less powerful in their bid to rebel against the Global Council that did the exact same to them. A few – namely the Hordas clan and the Voys – dominated the various factions, the best jobs and opportunities reserved for those who were in with the right people as had become the norm.

      Instead of working nineteen-hour days in that windowless cubbyhole to barely make ends meet, Harry could have earned more, but his life wouldn’t have been his own any longer. His two daughters wouldn’t have been his own. He’d forever be in debt, and could forever be called upon to repay by whatever means the debt collectors judged suitable.

      Rather, he hoped his unblemished record would mean he’d one day be able to give his two girls the chance Ember was now taking – a chance she had now proved was possible. With Iona months away from becoming eighteen, she could have been the first, her sixteen-year-old sister only a couple of years behind.

      Leaning back against the counter, Ember glanced back at Casey, who was still uncharacteristically oblivious to her presence, before turning her attention to the dusk-laden street beyond.

      She’d tallied up five days since he’d last been in – the guy whose name she still didn’t know. In the six months he’d been coming there, he’d never introduced himself. Every time she’d served him, he’d barely even made eye contact let alone shown any interest beyond that. It piled on the evidence as to why even attributing thinking time to him was irrational, him no doubt more firmly rooted in her head than she was in his.

      Nonetheless, he’d become her guilty pleasure, the potential of his presence always something to look forward to. Beyond that, there was reassurance in seeing him; knowing he’d survived another day. It felt absurd that someone who she’d barely spoken to had become such a significant part of her life – had consumed so many of her thoughts – but he had.

      Worrying whenever he didn’t show up had taken her into new territory though. She knew she couldn’t afford to feel attached to him; she’d worked hard not to feel attached to him. Because the only thing she did know about her nameless stranger was the very reason she shouldn’t have been paying him any attention at all. Because despite not once ever having seen him smile, she had managed to catch a glimpse of those extra incisors characteristic of his kind. Incisors used to feed.

      From the first time she’d seen them, she’d worked hard not to judge, especially as his frequenting the café as much during the day as early evening confirmed that he was a Lowtown resident and, as such, would have earned his place. For some people that was enough to lower their guard, but even if Ember hadn’t been on the cusp of leaving, she’d never lower her guard around a vampire. Ever.

      So whatever it was that he did, whatever business he conducted in that café, it remained a mystery. A different person met with him every time. There was never the laughter and smiles of a casual meeting, just the firm shaking of hands at the beginning and at the end. Sometimes the meeting would last a few minutes, other times as long as a couple of hours. And that was it. Mr Mysterious, as Casey had nicknamed him, would, it seemed, now remain forever that.

      Casey who finally turned around and, in doing so, yanked Ember back to the present. She instantly realised she’d been twisting her engagement ring around her forefinger again which she regularly did, according to Casey, when she was thinking about her stranger. The engagement ring she’d replaced the moment she’d got back to her apartment to prepare for work.

      ‘Well?’ Casey mouthed, her lips remaining parted in anticipation.

      As reality sank in for the second time that night, Ember sent her a small nod and a smile.

      Casey beamed, her eyes glinting with elation. She turned to say something to the customer she’d been flirting with and, seconds later, the friend she’d come to think of more as her little sister joined her behind the counter, her eyes wide with delight. ‘It’s a yes?’

      ‘Date set for the twenty-fourth. If I pass the final medical at the border, I’m in.’

      Casey let out a squeal before wrapping her arms unceremoniously around her. ‘You did it! You actually did it!’

      Glancing over Casey’s shoulder mid-hug, Ember’s stomach flipped, her gaze meeting his momentarily as he stepped through the door. Her heart pounded as he turned left towards one of the booths.

      ‘Let me finish this order and you can tell me all about it,’ Casey said, before pulling away towards the coffee machine.

      As usual, her stranger flicked through his phone whilst waiting to be served, that permanent frown darkening his expression as he remained locked in concentration.

      She removed her order pad, nervously but discreetly clicked the top of her pen a couple of times, hoping, being nearby, that Yvonne would get to him first. But Yvonne had only just started her next order.

      With another couple of clicks of her pen, Ember conceded and forced herself away from the counter. As always, she was grateful he didn’t look up to watch her approach, her excessive awareness of her every movement making her feel awkward enough.

      ‘What can I get you?’ she asked.

      As if she didn’t know: black coffee and a glass of tap water.

      ‘Black coffee, please,’ he said, meeting her gaze only fleetingly out of polite acknowledgement before reverting his attention back to his phone. ‘And a glass of tap water.’

      She glanced down at his thumb that swiped the screen; at masculine hands with short, clean nails. No wedding ring. Nails that were as meticulously maintained as his stubble and closely cropped but full head of light-brown hair.

      It was difficult to tell the age of vampires. They weren’t immortal like stories of old dictated. Instead, as soon as vampires, as with all third species, reached their peak, their aging drastically slowed down. In human years, he looked to be in his mid-to-late thirties, given away only by the subtle evidence of lines at the corners of his eyes. She guessed that was why he wore the facial hair – maybe to age him a little because his features were otherwise youthful, exacerbated by his large, soulful eyes. Intense, dark brown eyes in a constant state of pensive observation. Because whenever he did manage to look her in the eye, even though only fleetingly, she felt it somewhere deep, as if he was withdrawing information from her with just a glance.

      But despite his attractiveness, despite the care he took over his appearance, he never came across as overly bothered by his looks. His clothes were always understated as if to blend rather than attract attention: dark jeans, grey T-shirt or hoody, waist-length jacket that he buttoned up around his neck against the breeze.

      She never once saw him smooth down his hair, or check himself in the glass, or readjust his clothes. His lack of vanity was a theory reinforced by his lack of indulgence in the female attention he got. He didn’t even raise a smile when someone was clearly flirting with him. Instead, he had that same severe frown as if they were an imposition on his time, as if he were even questioning their presence near him. For that reason, approaching him always felt awkward.

      ‘On its way,’ she said, wishing she could come up with something more original, realising she’d become as predictable in her responses as he was in his requests.

      Stepping back behind the counter, grabbing a mug and a glass, she glanced back over her shoulder to where Casey had resumed her position with the guy. Her stomach lurched as she saw Casey’s left hand furtively brush his; tucked something in her apron pocket along with her notepad.

      Leaving his full cup of coffee behind, the guy promptly left, but not before sending Casey a wink and a smile on his way out of the door.

      And not before he met Ember’s gaze briefly in the process.

      ‘Yvonne, I’m going to need you to cover for a few minutes,’ Ember said, backing up to her colleague who was already stood at the coffee machine. ‘Usual on table six.’

      ‘I’ll yell if the stampede arrives,’ Yvonne remarked, not needing to make eye contact to confirm her flippancy.

      On her way back over, Casey’s smile dropped the second her eyes met Ember’s again; the second she took in her demeanour. The second she worked out she’d been spotted. Because five years of knowing Casey meant Ember recognised her panicked and guilty face.

      Ember indicated the doorway to the corridor. And Casey knew better than to argue to the contrary.

      ‘Ember…’ Casey began, not yet having time to come up with an excuse.

      ‘What did he give you?’

      Casey rolled her eyes. ‘Come on…’

      ‘What did he give you, Casey?’

      With a heavy sigh, Casey pulled the business card from her apron pocket.

      Ember reached for it but Casey snatched it back.

      ‘Are you going to convince me not to date now too?’ Casey asked. ‘On top of everything else I should and shouldn’t be doing?’

      ‘You know as well as I do how this works. He’s working for a sire. It’s written all over him.’

      ‘Or maybe he’s just a nice guy who has showed interest.’ She folded her arms. ‘If you must know, it’s not the first time we’ve met. He’s not been pushy or anything. We met in a bar.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Here in Lowtown.’

      At least she didn’t say Blackthorn. Nonetheless, Casey had never been that negligent. She was either at work or was at home looking after her mother.

      ‘Since when have you been going to bars?’ Ember asked, keeping her tone as calm as she could.

      Casey held her gaze for a few moments as if deliberating her response.

      ‘What has he offered you, Casey?’

      Casey rubbed the back of her neck as she looked over her shoulder, wary of being overheard. ‘Things haven’t been good, OK?’ she said, lowering her voice. ‘With Mum. She’s on the downward spiral again. She hasn’t even been able to get out of bed the past two weeks.’

      Her mother had developed depression ten years before when Casey had just turned eleven. Deemed as a blight on the system, they’d been evicted from their home in Midtown within a matter of a year. The last ten years had been a downward spiral for her mother ever since.

      ‘Medication?’ Ember asked. ‘Is that what he’s offered you? Casey, you know as well as I do that anything they ship out on the streets and in bars isn’t the real thing. They’re just money spinners, preying on people who are desperate.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I don’t have much choice, do I? I can’t afford the prices the legitimate dealers are constantly upping, let alone cope with the increasingly sporadic supplies. Mum needs consistency. I can’t afford to buy in bulk and she can’t afford to miss a dose. The erratic supplies are screwing with her system.’

      For the last few years in particular, the dealers were buying all the supplies the second they came in, then increasing the prices before selling them on. The Hordas clan were rumoured to be at the heart of it, treating Lowtown like a Monopoly board and using lives to gain one-upmanship against their only true rival: the Voys.

      ‘You know what it’s like better than anyone,’ Casey reminded her. ‘What with everything you went through.’

      Ember didn’t take the bait. Discussing her past right now would do neither of them any good. ‘I’m out of here in just over a week. I will get you the money you need. I will get you the medication you need. The real stuff.’

      ‘You’ll barely be able to afford living there yourself for the first year, Ember. Besides, I’m not your responsibility and neither is Mum. You’ve helped us out enough. I need to stand on my own two feet. Now more than ever.’

      Ember felt the second pang that night, the first over leaving Harry – and now her.

      ‘Being a feeder is not going to make that happen, Casey. You know that’s ultimately what this is about. He’s reeling you in and using this to do so.’

      ‘Then what else do I do? I’m not getting out of here. Ever. Even if I could one day raise enough money to get back into Midtown, I’m not smart like you are. I’d never pass half of their tests. Besides, there’s not a hope in hell of Mum gaining residency again and I’m not leaving her behind. I need to focus on making a life for us here. Siring can work really well, even you have to admit that. And he reckons I can get myself a good one – someone who will really look after me and Mum.’

      ‘For every one it works for, there are nine for whom it doesn’t. Casey–’

      Casey caught hold of both of Ember’s forearms, her eyes resolute – eyes of desperation thinking they were seeing light at the end of the tunnel when Ember knew all it was was someone lighting a match to burn down the exit.

      ‘Ember, we can’t all do what you’ve done. And I’ve accepted that. My mum needs me now. I need this now. I need to make my own choices. I need to find my own way through.’

      She squeezed Ember’s hand before pulling away and making her way back out.

      Ember raked her hands down over her face as she sighed with frustration before following behind her.

      She stepped back behind the counter to see her stranger was already heading out of the door. He hadn’t waited for his coffee, or his water.

      Heart sinking, she watched him pass the window outside, lifting the collar on his jacket to fend off the cold evening breeze.

      And she watched him not look back.
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      Ember grabbed her change of clothes and trainers from her staff locker before heading into the toilets.

      She slipped out of her uniform of black trousers, fitted pale pink shirt and ballet flats and swapped them for her shapeless jeans, sweater and trainers. She pulled on her puffer jacket and zipped it up to conceal her feminine form before tying up her long hair and tucking it beneath her baseball cap.

      She’d always classed herself as fortunate not to have the kind of looks that instantly grabbed attention like Casey’s did. It had certainly become a helpful survival tool in Lowtown. Being a woman alone on the streets of Lowtown was still a risk though, making blending and keeping a low profile essential.

      Collar up and baseball cap down over her eyes – ears kept free to any prospect of being followed – Ember kept up a steady pace as she made her way home. It was less than a half an hour walk and primarily across the quieter parts of Lowtown near the Midtown border. She nevertheless always kept to the main streets and, as there were several routes back to her place, regularly interchanged between them so as not to create a discernible pattern.

      Being in the quieter area also thankfully meant no one had ever really shown much interest in her apartment. Housing in Lowtown had become a serious issue after the Global Council had discovered that less people than they initially thought measured up to the rigorous screening process. As well as protection rackets now being rife, forced landlordship for extra profits had not become uncommon either.

      She headed towards the narrow lane that ran down the side of her building, once a small hotel before it had been converted into apartments. Her entrance was around the back: left into the alley, then the next left around to the rear. The external door to her and her neighbour’s place was adjacent to the dead-end.

      They were the only two apartments accessed from the rear now: hers and Cam’s. Or what had been Cam’s. She hadn’t seen or heard from him for almost two months now, leading her to believe he was one of many who left one night, never to return.

      People regularly went missing in Lowtown and the authorities couldn’t keep up. At the last count, less than twenty per cent of cases were solved, and even less than that were ever acted upon at all. Instead of the statistics encouraging increased funding to combat the problem, the authorities chose to finance the demands for higher protection at Midtown’s border instead. As had become the norm – instead of tackling the issue or safeguarding those caught in the middle – they raised the walls and the division further.

      So, despite knowing she should have reported him missing, it was obvious Cam’s case would have been one they’d decide not to pursue. Once they’d got a glimpse of his standard behaviour, it would have been deemed a pointless use of resources.

      Cam had been a nightmare those past four years: the late-night parties, the sound of his movies and other nocturnal activities oscillating against her bedroom wall on a regular basis. And, because they shared the same stairwell, the set-up had made avoiding him, or his mates, impossible. Both of their apartments were on the first floor, hers directly to the right at the top of the stairs, and Cam’s to the left past the curve of the balustrade. The second floor had long been bricked off. Every night returning home from work, she’d never known who she’d bump into in the stairwell; or whether he’d have left the external door open again, leaving her to combat whatever fate had been awaiting her, as he’d stumbled home too inebriated or high to care.

      The last thing Ember needed was any more trouble moving in so had opted to plead ignorant and not flag up to the authorities that the apartment opposite hers was potentially vacant – especially with her application so close to succeeding. What they discovered afterwards was up to them.

      Less than fifty feet away from the alley, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck began to prickle, the base of her spine tingle. It had been a second sense since she was a youngster, and had become second nature for surviving there: knowing when she was being followed. She didn’t need to look over her shoulder; every instinct told her that her reaction was far from paranoia – a belief confirmed when she heard the rare sound of footsteps at that point of her journey.

      Her stomach knotted. She tried to swallow but saliva wasn’t forthcoming in her arid mouth. This could be it. This could be the night she didn’t make it home. Or, even if she did, the night all her hopes, everything she had worked for, were ruined. Ten years of struggling and this is what it would come to – the irony of being within reaching distance of both her front door and her way out of there and having both snatched away.

      Having second thoughts about whether to lead them back to where she lived, she looked ahead to the empty street looming beyond. There were no public places left for her to enter without needing to turn around – and that would take her straight into her follower’s, or followers’, path. She had no choice but to continue. She loathed doing it. But knowing she might not even make it to the next day, she focused on what she needed to make happen now.

      Ember slipped both hands into her coat pockets as she maintained a steady pace. She subtly removed her keys with one hand and debated between the pepper spray and her flick knife for the other. She opted for the pepper spray, knowing that would be most immediately disabling and thus buy her more time.

      Her ears tuned into the silence. The temptation to check over her shoulder to see how close they were was overwhelming, but any indication that she knew she was being followed could prompt them to up the ante quicker. She needed to close the gap between herself and the outer door first. She needed to give herself a fighting chance.

      Taking a left down the alley at the side of her building, she caught a glimpse of them in the corner of her eye: two of them and, from their stature, most likely male.

      Her stomach vaulted.

      Turning left again into the back alley, she cast a wary glance into the ten-foot square recess on her left that contained the large industrial bin – a recess she had always hated passing in the darkness.

      She needed to get to the end of alley. If she got through the outer door and managed to lock it, she’d be safe. Failing that, she might at least be able to fend them off in the stairwell and get into her apartment.

      As she continued to maintain her steady pace, the back alley narrowed in on itself, the darkness intensifying as her portal to safety seemed too far down the end of an ever-increasing corridor, the ground beneath her like a conveyer belt pulling her in the wrong direction. Her thighs felt sluggish, weakening by the second as her anxiety intensified. When she was less than twenty-five feet away from the door, she knew it was all or nothing. Ember sprinted with everything she had.

      Her chest and thighs instantly burned from sudden exertion, despite having always kept herself fit for that very cause. She skidded to a standstill outside the door. She shoved her key in the lock.

      Her stomach flipped as an arm locked around her neck, yanking her backwards. Her hand gripped the mace as she was spun away from the door. She instantly sprayed the canister in the face of her second attacker.

      He cursed under his breath, clamping his forearm over his eyes as he stumbled away.

      Shutting her eyes, she turned her head away and sprayed behind her to try and blind her restrainer too. But the mace was knocked from her hand. She was slammed face-first against the wall opposite.

      But she was not being taken down that easily.

      Shoving her hand back into her pocket, Ember withdrew her knife and stabbed it into his thigh. With gritted teeth, she twisted the blade as she simultaneously used the wall for leverage to shove him, and herself, backwards.

      He lost balance, taking her down with him. She promptly scrabbled to her feet, brought her foot down hard between his splayed thighs without hesitation before bringing the heel of her trainer down onto his face.

      Seeing her other attacker attempting to blink away the pain, she smacked her knuckles hard into the bridge of his nose, advantaged by his watery eyes still partially blinding him.

      She reached the door again. She turned her keys still hanging in the lock. Stumbling across the threshold with haste, she fumbled to remove them. Succeeding, she slammed and locked the door from the inside just in time for a shoulder to reverberate against the other side.

      Heart pounding, light-headed, she fell back against the wall beside the door, directly at the foot of the stone stairwell.

      Lit only by the narrow, meshed opaque window above the door, the electrics having burnt out years before, it took her eyes a few moments to adjust. It was the one thing she hated about that space. More to the point, she hated the pitch-blackness of the utility area recess that lay out of sight under the stairwell itself.

      Her heart pummelled her ribcage. All she could hear was her blood thrumming in her ears, her rapid, shallow breathing amidst the backdrop of curses and threats muffled by the thick metal door as if she were under water.

      For now she was safe.

      For now she…

      Ember flinched. Her breathing snagged. She pressed her back tighter against the wall as she detected the mass half way up the stairs in front of her, less than ten feet away.

      Despite the abuse beyond the door escalating, it suddenly felt like a gateway into a world of lesser risk. Because as she pieced together a human form, size and stature alone told her it was most definitely a male lying face down in front of her. Cam. Cam had returned – drunk and unconscious on the stairs like she’d found him countless times before. Because he was unconscious. He didn’t stir or flinch even as her two furious attackers pounded the door outside.

      As her vision adjusted further though, she could see this figure was more svelte than Cam’s stocky frame. From what she could tell, he was taller too. Neither did this stranger dress like Cam; Cam always having opted for gregarious and oversized clothing – brightly coloured harem trousers and T-shirts mainly – whereas this guy was in darker, more fitted clothes.

      Someone else had moved in. Someone who, up until then, she’d known nothing of. Because based on her having to unlock the door, whoever it was had entered by legitimate means. This was not a random break-in. This was not someone opportunistically taking shelter for the night.

      Regardless, more significantly, she could no longer be sure they were even human.

      Willing her attackers to go away and not wake him, Ember glanced up towards the security of her apartment. There she could safely call the authorities out of earshot. Because there was no way she could turn around and go back out, nor did she have anything left to defend herself with in there – trapped in the bottom of an isolated stairwell with a potential ticking time bomb.

      As her attackers finally fell silent, the emptiness of the stairwell was exacerbated – not least because of how far she was from anyone capable of hearing her screams or cries for help.

      Threading her two keys between her fingers as a makeshift knuckle-duster, breath held, Ember didn’t dare take her gaze from him for a second as she took her first step up.

      Pressing her back to the wall opposite the rusted metal balustrade that he laid closer to, trainers silent against stone, she ascended, her free palm brushing over concrete and flaking paint.

      Finally in a position to see his profile though, she froze.
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      Ember’s defences dropped a fraction as she stared at her stranger, partially in relief, but primarily due to being bewildered as to what the hell he was doing there.

      It was only when her eyes adjusted further, when she dared to take another step up for a closer look, that she saw it: dark liquid having spilt out from beneath his coat.

      Blood. 

      Fuck. 

      She dropped back down a couple of steps. Injured vampires eventually self-healed. They self-healed even quicker if they fed. His instincts would dictate he fed.

      Prospects of sabotage struck. A set-up. It was too much of a coincidence for it not to be – him being there in the café all that time and now on her stairwell. She thought back to the blonde woman’s wink. How easy it had been to get through that final stage. How maybe she hadn’t got through it at all. How maybe the conspiracy theories were right. How maybe the guys outside had been a part of it too.

      Driven by her instincts for survival, she sprinted up the steps.

      Despite her hand trembling, she eventually unlocked her door.

      She glanced back down the stairs. He hadn’t moved a fraction.

      Inside, she slammed her door behind her, bolted it, and fell back against it.

      But if the authorities had intended sabotage, they could have done so long before then. And if he had been placed in the café as some kind of test of her resolve, they surely would’ve done better than some guy who, despite being good-looking to the point of inevitable distraction, hadn’t even been arsed to string a sentence together. Acknowledging her paranoia, she steadied her breathing. He was nothing to do with the authorities. And he’d be OK. He was a vampire – of course he’d be OK.

      But there was also a chance he wouldn’t be; that maybe the injuries had been too severe.

      She reached into the inside pocket of her coat for her phone. Unlocking it, she keyed in the emergency number.

      But held back from connecting.

      Any calls would be registered. The second she got through, everything would be recorded – her report of a vampire on her stairs. A vampire she couldn’t disprove a connection to. A vampire she couldn’t prove hadn’t come to visit her by prearrangement. Simply reporting his presence near her home would leave her implicated. It would throw open a whole raft of questions. Questions meant delaying her application – maybe even by months pending further investigation. It could destroy her chances altogether. One shadow of a doubt was all they needed. They didn’t need proof to condemn her: she needed proof of her innocence. And, right then, she had nothing.

      Besides, she couldn’t call the emergency services anyway without knowing more. They were slow enough responding to human cries for help in Lowtown, let alone vampires.

      As thoughts of her aunt’s final hours filled her head, reminding her of the cruel negligence of the system she’d turned to for help, pleaded with for help, she pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead to block out the pending spiral of despair she always teetered on the edge of when revisiting those memories.

      She yanked herself back to the present. At the very least, they’d want to know if he was still alive. Her stomach churned, her heart beating a little faster at the prospect she might already be too late.

      Stepping into her kitchenette, Ember grabbed a paring knife from the drawer. Phone in one hand, keys swapped for the knife in the other, she tentatively opened the door and peered back outside.

      The stairwell remained silent. Her stranger remained face down and unmoving.

      Leaving her door open behind her, Ember warily descended the steps, ready to make a hasty retreat at any moment.

      Placing her phone down within easy reach on one of the steps, knife still gripped in her hand, Ember crouched beside him to press the fingers of her free hand against the pulse point on his wrist. His flesh was ice cold. She’d heard the rumours, just like anyone else growing up in Lowtown, but she’d never touched a vampire before. Had never actually made physical contact with one of his kind. But all her medical research for her college application supported her concern that he was too cold even for one of his kind. A glimmer of unwarranted grief tightened her throat as she waited for any sign of his characteristically slow-beating heart.

      Waited in the silence. In the stillness.

      Eventually, she felt it. Relief consumed her. But as she retained her fingers over his pulse, it was definitely too slow – weak too. She leaned a little closer to hear his breathing. It was shallow, intermittent.

      It didn’t make any sense. Even if the injury had occurred a matter of minutes before her arrival, he should have been self-healing by now.

      Something was wrong. Something was definitely wrong.

      Knowing he was too far gone to wake up yet, or to have enough strength to do anything even if he did, she collapsed onto the step.
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