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Chapter One
 
   Lenina Miller leaned against the bedroom door, gazing at her engagement ring. The diamond winked in the morning sunlight streaming through the window. It should have brought happy memories, pleasure and pride, but she longed for nothing more than the freedom to dive beneath her duvet and hide.
 
   <Weakness. Sentiment>
 
   She looked up. Though alone in the room she heard it clearly, a whisper in the deepest corner of her mind.
 
   ‘Leave me alone.’ She scratched her left cheek through a layer of medical gauze.
 
   The act of speaking to an empty room sent a chill down her spine. Suddenly the gentle sunlight offered no warmth, merely highlighted the loneliness of the space, filled with clothes and shoes belonging to someone else. Lenina longed for the comfort of her own things, the comfortable warmth of her dressing gown, the faint coconut scent of her hair brush. Even the dust bunnies in the corner of her bedroom seemed a sad omission from the space.
 
   But beggars couldn’t be choosers. She heard the old saying in her mother’s voice and silently agreed.
 
   <Someone approaches>
 
   A trill from the front doorbell followed.
 
   ‘How did you know?’
 
   Smug pride filled the voice. <I know. I see. I hear. You would too, if only you tried>
 
   ‘I’ve been a vampire for two days. Give me a break.’
 
   <God-Touched> the voice corrected.
 
   Lenina rolled her eyes.
 
   ‘Chuck, the police are here.’ This voice came from downstairs. Unlike the first, this belonged to a man Lenina knew and loved: her father.
 
   ‘Coming.’ She wiped her face. Sucked in a few more nerve-steadying breaths. Her heart continued to race in her chest, a rapid, patter-patter she felt sure everyone would hear. Hadn’t she finished with the police yesterday? What more could they possibly want? Did they know she’d lied?
 
   <Should have let me fix it. Silly law-men would know nothing more than I choose>
 
   ‘And that’s exactly why I didn’t. You can’t just—’ she lowered her voice. The last thing she needed now was for her father to hear her talking to herself. As if he wasn’t worried enough.
 
   <He is strong>
 
   Lenina preferred not to question if he was strong enough. She was barely sure of herself.
 
   When certain she could do so safely, Lenina left the sanctuary of the bedroom and trudged down the stairs.
 
   Rattling the bars of his mental prison, the ancient creature living in her mind paced and peered through her eyes to assess the scene in the sitting room.
 
   Tense and straight-backed on the sofa, a short female PC narrowed her eyes when Lenina entered. Her hands twitched towards the speedcuffs she wore on her left hip. Beside her, wearing a watery smile, a male officer sat with his hands in his lap. Opposite them, her father, Raymond Miller, held out his arms. She accepted his hug. Through his clothes she heard the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. His skin smelled of Old Spice, soap and leather. Like childhood. Safety.
 
   ‘You don’t have to do this now, Chuck. They can’t make you.’
 
   She sighed. ‘They can.’
 
   ‘You’ve done nothing wrong.’
 
   The presence inside her agreed wholeheartedly. Saar, Egyptian soldier and two-thousand-year-old vampire, crooned to her like a worried parent. <Self-defence. The runt wants you dead. You protected yourself. Saved us>
 
   She pulled away from Ray and addressed the male officer. ‘Officer Jackson, isn’t it?’
 
   ‘Hello again, Miss Miller.’ Shawn Jackson looked much as he had the night before, though now his curious eyes studied her through narrow-framed glasses. Like last night, his dreadlocks were gathered at the nape of his neck, neat and unobtrusive. His gaze touched the bandage on her left cheek. The wince of sympathy seemed an unconscious reflex. ‘This is my colleague Officer Bristow.’ He gestured to the woman. ‘I’m sorry we have to bother you so soon after what happened. I hope you know we’re incredibly sorry for your loss.’
 
   Lenina cringed and swallowed over a sudden thickness in her throat. Guilt and misery crawled through her insides as she broke away from her father to lean next to a low cabinet filled with DVDs. ‘Thanks.’
 
   He nodded, adjusting his glasses across the bridge of his nose. ‘I want you to know, in light of what happened to Detectives Blake and Thorne, the Chief Inspector tasked an equally efficient and talented team to find the man you described.’
 
   Lenina bit her lip, twisting her ring around her finger. They would never find him; he’d died the night before. She watched it happen. After bleeding out from a stab to the heart, Jason’s body crumbled away into a soft pile of golden sand, packaged in filthy grey clothes. A god-touched death.
 
   Ray cleared his throat. ‘I hope these are somewhat more efficient and talented than the last pair.’
 
    PC Jackson narrowed his eyes. ‘Excuse me?’
 
   ‘One of them kidnapped my daughter and took advantage of her grief under the pretence of protecting her. He held her in his house then murdered his partner.’
 
   The younger man fiddled with the strap holding the radio in place on his right shoulder. ‘At this time I’m not at liberty to discuss matters relating to the case, but I—’
 
   ‘Officer,’ Ray loaded the title with skewer-sharp sarcasm. ‘You can’t tell me anything, but Lenina is right there. I know what happened. Tristen Blake is a murderer and a serial womaniser. Brad Thorne was incompetent. Neither of them had any chance of finding who killed Nick and I hope they weren’t the best you had.’
 
   ‘Daddy, please . . .’
 
   Ray’s lips snapped closed. An instant later his shoulders slumped. ‘Tea, anyone?’
 
   ‘Yes, thank you.’ Lenina had no intention of drinking anything, but the shaken police officer needed time to recover. ‘Two sugars.’
 
   Her father frowned. ‘I know how you take your tea, Chuck. Anyone else?’
 
   Bristow shook her head. After a pause, Jackson did the same. ‘Don’t let me trouble you, Mr Miller.’
 
   ‘If it was trouble, I wouldn’t offer.’
 
   ‘Daddy!’
 
   Muttering, Ray slouched into the kitchen and slammed the door.
 
   Lenina unfurled her fists and touched her flushed cheeks. ‘Sorry about that.’
 
   Jackson nodded. ‘I understand.’
 
   ‘No, you don’t.’ She glared at the officer until he lowered his head. The tiny pulse in the side of his throat quickened. She licked her lips as his nerves began to stain the air.
 
   ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. But I meant what I said, Miss Miller; I wish I could do more. But right now all we can do is follow up on last night with some questions before handing over to the new detectives.’
 
   <Questions? A waste. You cannot help>
 
   Lenina ignored the voice in her head and shifted away from the officer.
 
   <Be small. Be female. Make him care for you. He will go away>
 
   ‘I’ve already told Chief Hobb everything. I don’t know where Tristen is.’ Lenina’s voice trembled at the lie. She could feel her missing sire even in that moment, a constant presence in her mind she longed to block. ‘He killed Inspector Thorne and . . . took advantage of me.’
 
   PC Jackson softened. He wiped the sounds of his mouth with the tips of his fingers and glanced at his partner. PC Bristow said nothing, but her eyes screamed ‘liar’ so loudly it made no difference.
 
   <Woman hates you. You are a threat. Be no threat>
 
   Lenina hesitated, then allowed herself to slide to the floor, back pressed to the wall. When PC Jackson started forward, she hugged her knees to her chest.
 
   ‘Miss Miller?’ His scent changed. So did the pulse in the side of his throat.
 
   Lenina watched him from the corner of her eye and realised Saar was right. Much as she hated to admit it. She allowed her voice to quiver. ‘I don’t know what else to do—sorry—I want to help—what do you want me to say?’
 
   ‘Nothing, Miss Miller. I’m sorry to cause you distress. Maybe we could come back tomorrow . . .’
 
   Though his lips continued to move, Lenina no longer heard him speak. Instead she listened to the thud of his heart, the rush of blood in his veins. It seemed louder than usual, pulling her away from the conversation until all she could hear was the life in his body.
 
   She whimpered.
 
   Saar grunted. <Weak>
 
   ‘I can’t—’ she began.
 
   Saar’s impatience flared, then died, replaced by a rush of wary concern. Then anger. Then excitement. His voice pounded through her brain like the echoes of a megaphone. <Enemies approach>
 
   ‘What?’
 
   <Prepare to fight>
 
   Lenina leapt to her feet, a smooth, boneless move. Her heart beat a furious triple step against her ribs. Every nerve in her body tingled with the sudden rush of nervous energy. ‘Where?’
 
   PC Jackson yelped at the sudden change, scrambling back towards his partner. ‘“Where,” what?’
 
   <Outside>
 
   The doorbell rang.
 
   PC Bristow tensed on her seat. Her fingers tugged at the shaft of her asp baton. ‘Expecting anyone?’
 
   ‘Ramona should be back soon, but she has a key.’ Lenina shook her head as she crossed the sitting room. ‘I’ll get it.’
 
   Before she could reach the hallway, Ray strode from the kitchen. He clutched a steaming mug in one hand and a tea towel in the other. Shoving the former into Lenina’s hands, he scurried into the hallway. ‘I’ll get that. Stay with them.’
 
   ‘No!’ She darted after him, ignoring startled looks from the officers.
 
   ‘I’ve got this, Chuck, don’t worry.’ Ray reached the door. Tugged it open.
 
   The lock cleared the hatch. Sunlight streamed in. A savage impact jerked the door from his grip. Framed pictures shook and tumbled from their wall hooks.
 
   Two men stood on the step, one with long, greasy hair, the second flashing gold-capped teeth and a tongue piercing through a wolfish grin. ‘We’re looking for Lenina Miller,’ he said. ‘Is she home?’
 
   <Enemies!>
 
   The prickle of otherworldly energy sizzling across her skin told Lenina more than Saar’s frantic cry ever could. She froze, the mug of tea searing her fingers.
 
   Ray glanced back at her. His shoulders stiffened. ‘And who are you?’
 
   Gold Teeth shared a look with his companion. ‘Call us . . . concerned citizens.’
 
   <Attack, girl>
 
   ‘Daddy,’ began Lenina.
 
   ‘I’d rather know exactly who you are.’ Ray folded his arms. ‘And how you knew to find my daughter here.’
 
   <Attack, I say. Now!>
 
   Spurred by the voice, by the terrible golden grin, by the terrified thudding of her own heart, Lenina flung the tea, mug and all. It cracked off Gold Teeth’s forehead and doused him in hot fluid, streaming down his face like sugary tears. While he screamed and cradled his scalded cheeks, Lenina kicked the door shut. Bolted it.
 
   ‘Chuck, what are you doing?’ Ray gave her wide eyes.
 
   Oh, God, what have I done?
 
   She clutched her chest. ‘I had to.’
 
   ‘Why?’ 
 
   Words caught in her throat. Even if able to speak Lenina had no idea what to say. She grabbed her father’s hand and dragged him into the living room.
 
   <Leave him. Others too. They hinder you>
 
   Bristow was already on her feet, asp in hand. She flicked it to extend the telescopic shafts. Her upper lip curled back. ‘What’s going on? Who’s screaming?’ She beckoned to her companion who stood, though with less caged violence in his motions.
 
   ‘We need to go.’ Lenina gave them each a desperate glance. ‘Hurry. Back door.’
 
   ‘Chuck, if you’ll just calm down—’
 
   ‘No!’ The very idea made her stomach clench. ‘We have to run.’
 
   A loud thump came from the hallway.
 
   <They will take you. Leave the humans>
 
   Lenina stared at her father. The two officers. Her feet shuffled against the floor. Stopped.
 
   Where could she possibly go? They would find her. She was marked now.
 
   Her fingers traced the dressing on her left cheek. ‘I don’t know what to do.’
 
   <I do>
 
   A cold tingle raced down her arms, a dozen iced fork tines. Lenina yelped and shoved against it but the intrusion  came too fast. Saar surged into her limbs and took rough control of her body.
 
   ‘Move!’ The voice was hers. The tone far from it.
 
   Ray gaped. Bristow swore. Jackson reached for her arm.
 
   ‘Miss Miller—’
 
   ‘Do not touch me, male!’ With Lenina’s hands, Saar grabbed PC Jackson and hurled him into the DVD cabinet. The officer hit it back first and slumped to the ground, groaning as DVDs rained around him.
 
   No, no, please. Not again!
 
   Saar picked up the sofa. He hefted it into the air like a feather and propped it against the sitting room door on its short edge.
 
   Sweat beaded on Lenina’s forehead, dribbled into her eyes. The sting of it made her blink, a temporary blindness that did nothing to hinder the force using her body.
 
   Please . . .
 
   <Too weak> Saar turned her body towards the kitchen door. <You cannot fight them without me>
 
   ‘I don’t want to fight anybody.’ She lowered her voice. Pain lanced through her head as she pressed on Saar’s influence. Like pushing against a car set in neutral on a flat road; it would move, if only she pushed hard enough.
 
   <We leave>
 
   The tingling itch spread to her toes. Her legs took two steps towards the kitchen.
 
   ‘Okay, Lenina, put your hands on her head and get down on your knees.’ Bristow pointed with the asp. ‘Obey at once or I will use physical force against you.’
 
   Saar laughed, a deep, rolling sound that compressed Lenina’s vocal cords to an unnatural limit.
 
   Ray twisted the tea towel. Pushed forward to stand between Lenina and the irate officer. ‘Please, wait—’
 
   From the other side of the barricaded door came the sounds of splintering wood.
 
   Lenina turned her focus inward. The ancient god-touched prowled there like a once-trapped beast, the remnants of the cage she imagined to keep him under control all broken and twisted. ‘Please.’ She turned her back on the startled looks thrown her way. ‘Don’t do this.’
 
   <Moon puppies will kill you>
 
   No time to ask what ‘moon puppies’ were. ‘I’ll be okay.’
 
   <You’ll kill?>
 
   She hesitated. ‘I’ll run—I promise—they’ll never catch me.’
 
   Saar’s impatience trickled through her lips as a low, angry growl. <I’ll kill. I’ll show you the true god-touched way. Start with the humans>
 
   ‘No!’ Lenina shoved against him, grunting as stars exploded across her vision. Her feet skidded beneath her. Saar’s pressure died. His furious cries echoed in her head and she spent precious seconds rebuilding his mental prison.
 
   More crashes from the hallway.
 
   Heavy footsteps.
 
   Voices.
 
   Hinges squealed in protest.
 
   The door burst open.
 
   Lenina scrambled aside to avoid the sofa as it shot back three feet and toppled over upside down.
 
   The strangers stalked through led by Gold Teeth.
 
   ‘That wasn’t very nice.’ He squeezed tea from the ends of his dark, shaggy hair. His energy crackled through the air, prickly on the skin like coarse fur.
 
   Pale and shaky, Ray raced forward and yanked Lenina to her feet. After looking briefly into her eyes, he pushed her behind him. His hands formed tight, white knuckled fists. ‘Get out.’ His voice trembled.
 
   Lenina experienced a fierce stab of pride for her father’s bravery. Then fear rolled in and swallowed it.
 
   <They will kill him. Eat his flesh. Suck his bones>
 
   ‘Shut up,’ she hissed.
 
   Gold Teeth scratched the piercing in his right eyebrow. ‘Not without what we came for. Guess that’s her.’ He inhaled noisily. ‘Must be.’
 
   The small hairs on the back of Lenina’s neck stood to rigid attention. Every limb, every scrap of skin tingled. The very air seemed to scrape her flesh with razor sharp edges. ‘Please, leave us alone.’
 
   ‘Can’t do that, girlie. I need you.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   Another smile. ‘Reasons.’
 
   PC Jackson rolled on to his back, with a muted groan. A second avalanche of DVDs slid from the broken shelves. Their clatter filled the silence. No one else moved.
 
   Gold Teeth stepped forward. ‘Kallisto, leader of England’s Red Fang chapter extends a personal invitation to you to join her in her home. I, Darryl Wulfsun, have come to escort you.’
 
   Saar’s power pulsed, a quick stab of nervous energy a finger’s breadth from panic. <Kallisto?>
 
   Ray stiffened and reached back with his arms, as if to protect her within the circle of his flesh. ‘She’s not going anywhere with you.’
 
   ‘Daddy . . .’ She grabbed his hand. The fingers were stiff and hard beneath hers. ‘Don’t.’
 
   The second man, all greasy, slicked back hair and shifty eyes, gave a sigh and tapped his watch.
 
   ‘I know, I know.’ Darryl shrugged. ‘But we’re not supposed to hurt anyone.’
 
   PC Bristow shoved her way to the middle of the standoff and stared up at the bigger man. The top of her head barely reached his chest. ‘You have five seconds to get down on your knees with your hands on your heads.’
 
   ‘Humans.’ Darryl snarled, a terrible ripple of sound like the grumbles of a wild beast. ‘I don’t take orders from humans.’ A pale yellow colour seeped across the whites of his eyes, blanking them out until nothing remained but the gleam of lupine gold and a perfectly round, black pupil.
 
   Lenina shrieked. Bristow paled.
 
   <Moon puppy will fight now. Be ready>
 
   PC Bristow gave a wordless bellow and cracked her asp against Darryl’s shoulder. She followed with a punch, aimed at his face. He didn’t even flinch. Darryl caught her fist and jerked it to the side, one large, sweeping motion. Grinning, he drove an answering punch into her breastbone.
 
   The crack sent a wave of weakness through Lenina’s knees. She clutched her father and tried to hold back the scream bubbling up into her throat.
 
   Bristow’s fingers flexed on the asp. Released. Dry, wheezing coughs slipped from her mouth along with a dribble of blood. She fell, clutching her chest.
 
   Darryl Wulfsun stepped over her twitching body and placed his hands on his out-thrust hips. ‘So, girlie, about that invitation?’
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two
 
   Lenina’s thoughts struggled. Like wading through thick mud. Through the attempts, Saar’s laughter echoed in her head.
 
   <You are too weak to fight them. Join them. Let them help>
 
   She bit her lip. ‘Help you or help me?’
 
   He chuckled.
 
   Answer enough.
 
   Darryl shrugged. ‘Let’s put it another way: come with us, or I’ll kill everyone in this room.’
 
   PC Bristow made a sound somewhere between a yelp and a whimper. Each breath frothed in her chest. A pale blue colour crept across her lips.
 
   Lenina gripped her father. Her legs refused to move, even if she wanted them to.
 
   <So weak! You sicken me. You fight for nothing. You give nothing. You risk nothing. More human than god-touched. Your fragility mocks the power you hold>
 
   She cleared her throat. ‘PC Bristow needs help.’
 
   ‘Then stop stalling. I ain’t got no quarrel with her—once we’re gone the coppers can do what needs to be done.’
 
   <Go. Go to Kallisto>
 
   That name . . .
 
   The room dipped in and out of focus. One moment Lenina stood in the living room, the next in a hot, wet rain forest.
 
    
 
   Insects ticked and clicked around her, a soft layer of sound beneath the call of birds coloured yellow, blue and red. Tepid drops pattered down from the leaves above, spotting her face and chest.
 
   Ahead stood a cluster of barely clad men with spears fashioned from sharpened sticks. Smears of green and brown paint dotted their arms and faces. Many boasted needle sharp twigs thrust through their nostrils.
 
   At her side, the small, dark haired form of a girl around six years of age, laughed and clapped her hands.
 
   ‘They’re perfect,’ she sang. ‘Can I keep them?’
 
    
 
   Lenina jerked free of the memory, but the young girl’s face persisted. Thin. Pretty in a lopsided way, with long hair draped over her back and shoulders.
 
   <Kallisto. My dearest childe. We must go to her>
 
   She stepped forward.
 
   Ray’s hand closed over her forearm. His dark eyes were wide, showing white all the way around. ‘What are you doing?’
 
   She touched his hand. Remembered all the times he’d been there for her. All the times he comforted her, hugged her, loved her. The only reason he was here at all was because of her, his desperate need to take care of her dragging him up from London. If not for her, if not for her lack of control with Nick . . .
 
   Lenina eased her arm free. Nudged him aside. Faced Darryl. ‘If I come with you, you won’t hurt anyone?’
 
   He held up his hand, palm out. ‘Sure. Come willingly—no fuss—and I won’t hurt a soul. My word on it.’ The phrase seemed to mean something to him. Darryl actually stood straighter when he said it and gave her the full weight of his gaze. Even the smile was gone, replaced by quiet solemnity and patience.
 
   She looked again at Bristow. At Jackson still struggling beneath the mound of DVDs.
 
   I don’t know what else to do.
 
   <Go with them. Join Kallisto>
 
   Lenina straightened her shoulders. Lifted her chin. When her legs threatened to give way she locked her knees and stepped forward. ‘I’ll go.’
 
   ‘Chuck, don’t be stupid.’
 
   She raised her hand. ‘I don’t want you to die, Daddy.’
 
   ‘I won’t,’ Ray insisted. ‘He’s bluffing. No one would ever make a threat like that and actually mean it.’
 
   The scents on the air said otherwise. Even if she was new to the power of her god-touched nose, Saar wasn’t. With two thousand years of practise, he knew the smell of another predator when he caught it.
 
   As if sensing her resignation, the ancient creature gave a gleeful surge within her. His pleasure flooded her senses; not just excited, he was . . . ecstatic.
 
   Darryl made a sweeping gesture with one arm. ‘After you, m’lady.’
 
   She dragged her feet towards the figure with the golden smile. He grabbed her the moment she came within range, swinging her round and pulling her back tight against his chest. His nose sank deep into the hair at the nape of her neck. He inhaled. Sighed.
 
   ‘Interesting. You don’t smell like the rest of them.’
 
   Lenina yearned for a long, hot shower.
 
   The greasy-haired stranger strode around her towards Ray. He smiled and then, lightning quick, grabbed the bigger man’s wrist, slid right and forced Ray’s arm up behind his back.
 
   Lenina gaped. ‘You said you wouldn’t hurt anybody.’
 
   ‘I haven’t.’ Darryl grinned. ‘Did you see me move?’
 
   ‘But my dad—’
 
   ‘—Is insurance.’
 
   ‘But—’
 
   A bored sigh. ‘Luke?’
 
   Ray shrieked as the pressure on his arm increased. Another inch, would dislocate his shoulder. He bent at the waist, grasping and grunting.
 
   ‘Stop it,’ shrieked Lenina. Tears gathered in her eyes. ‘God, please, don’t hurt him.’
 
   Darryl flashed his Midas smile once more. ‘Then we understand each other?’
 
   She shook her head. ‘He can’t—he doesn’t understand. He doesn’t know. Just take me, please.’
 
   A vein pulsed in the centre of Ray’s forehead. Sweat dripped down the side of his neck. ‘Lenina . . . don’t. Let me come with you. I can help.’ He fought hard against the grip on his arm, but the angle made effective movement impossible. Each time he tried, his neck corded and tension shivered down his arm and legs.
 
   ‘There has to be another way,’ she begged. ‘Please.’
 
   ‘Take me instead.’ PC Jackson’s voice came from beneath the pile of fallen DVDs. He staggered to his feet with a great sigh and an air of one proud of a major feat. The narrow glasses hung crooked off one side of his face, his hat was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Silence.
 
   ‘Did you hear me?’ With a deep breath and a glance at his partner, Jackson righted the glasses and inched forward. ‘I’ll go. Let’s leave civilians out of this.’
 
   Darryl smirked. ‘Civilians? Boy, this ain’t no American cop show.’
 
   ‘Innocents then. Let Mr Miller stay here and help my partner.’
 
   Lenina gazed at Darryl. Held her breath.
 
   ‘Why?’ He spoke slowly, clicking the ball of his tongue piercing against the back of his teeth.
 
   Jackson straightened his shoulders. His expression behind the wonky glasses was utterly serious. ‘I’m a policeman. I can’t, in good conscience, let you take Mr Miller.’
 
   ‘Really? Just that?’
 
   He hesitated. ‘Of course. What else would there be?’
 
   ‘You tell me.’
 
   Lenina shared her stare between the two men, then studied the floor.
 
   ‘We’ll be miles away before reinforcements arrive. You know that, right?’ Darryl sounded amused.
 
   ‘It’s a risk. I’m prepared to take it.’
 
   <Human lies. Stinks of anger and fear>
 
   ‘What do you think, Luke?’
 
   The greasy one looked up from his man-handling of Ray. ‘I think we need to get out of this house. Stop playing and do what we came for.’ Though the words were harsh, his gaze slid past his partner’s and focused on the air behind him. His shoulders hunched slightly, as if preparing for a blow.
 
   Darryl considered for agonising seconds. ‘I don’t trust you. No human is as selfless and giving as that, I don’t care what their job is. And you smell like bottled rage. You’re a ticking time-bomb, copper.’
 
   Stunned by the similarities in the observations, Lenina looked again at the officer.
 
   He squared his shoulders. ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about.’
 
   ‘And I’m really a nice guy.’ Darryl scoffed. ‘No dice. We take the old man.’
 
   At a gesture, Luke shoved Ray into a stumbling, bent-backed walk. He marched through the door without pausing, vanishing from sight within seconds.
 
   Lenina struggled. ‘You can’t—not my dad—he said he’d go with you.’
 
   ‘And why would I take the copper when I’ve got your pops? Do you know this guy? Care about him at all? You must think I’m an idiot.’ Darryl pulled her tighter against his chest and wrapped his fingers around her throat. ‘Now back out with me, girlie. Real slow.’
 
   #
 
   The front door was a crumpled pile of blue and green splinters. The metal numbers “1” and “2” lay near the bin, still attached to fragments of plastic and wood.
 
   Outside birds sang, the sun shone and the day continued as though the world wasn’t about to end.
 
   Lenina watched clouds scud across the autumn sky in puffy, cotton wool trails.
 
   At the end of the drive, engine idling, stood a blue and white van. No windows, except for those at the front.  Luke already had the side door open, holding Ray by the neck with effortless ease. He growled, low in his throat and gave the bigger man a little shake. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ he murmured.
 
   Officer Jackson ran from the house. He watched, fingers twitching, eyes narrowed. He spoke into the radio clipped to his shoulder, giving locations, descriptions, summaries. Not that it would make a difference. When he finished, he leaned forward as if readying himself to leap.
 
   ‘I dare you, copper—be a hero. I know you want to.’ Darryl grinned and shoved Lenina aside. ‘I like a good fight.’
 
   Jackson sucked his teeth. But he didn’t move.
 
   ‘That’s what I thought.’ Grinning, Darryl gestured to the van. ‘Your carriage awaits, girlie.’
 
   Lenina rubbed the sore spot on her arm. ‘Please, don’t do this. Let us go. No one will know.’
 
   His expression darkened. ‘She will. Get in.’
 
   Still she hesitated. ‘Kallisto? So? Why are you doing this? Is it money? Is she paying you? I can offer you more—I’ve got jewellery. Savings—’
 
   ‘Money?’ His eyes flashed. ‘Are you thick?’
 
   Ray gave a tremendous roar and threw himself backwards. The motion caught Luke off guard and sent him skipping backwards. The pair landed on the ground and rolled, all flailing limbs and loud shouts.
 
   ‘Daddy, no!’
 
   Luke leapt up with a flip like a martial arts pro. His teeth gleamed long and sharp in his mouth, not three fangs like Lenina’s god-touched change, but every single tooth. As Ray tottered to his feet, Luke darted in, slashing across his belly with his fingers spread wide.
 
   A mist of crimson flew into the air.
 
   Ray shrieked.
 
   Bright florets of red blossomed through his shredded shirt.
 
   Time slowed. Colours burst with abrupt vividness while every edge and corner took on a hard clarity. Sweet blood scented the air, overpowering the stench of car exhausts. Every voice, every thump, every footstep, every heartbeat hammered against Lenina’s hearing like the pounding of immense drums.
 
   Fangs pricked her bottom lip.
 
   Someone was screaming, a shrill, feral roar.
 
   Only when she reached Luke and kicked him in the throat did she realise the voice was her own. Inside, Saar applauded from within his prison, rattling the bars of his cage.
 
   <Kill them. They’re nothing. Kill and we will find Kallisto. She will free me. Kill them all>
 
   Something scraped the pavement.
 
   <Down!>
 
   Lenina threw herself to the floor. Rolled. Above her, Luke stumbled as his wild swing missed its mark. She drove both feet into his stomach. He reeled back, crashing into the fence at the end of the drive and tumbling over it, out of sight. She stopped, panting, searching, confused, afraid.
 
   ‘Daddy?’ She crawled to him and dragged his head into her lap.
 
   Blood stained everything, from the paving slabs to his hands. The smell of it filled her nostrils, sweet, hot and delicious. The crimson warmth stained her fingers and Lenina shuddered as longing coursed through her.
 
   Just a taste . . .
 
   <Tribute is good. We’ll need the strength>
 
   Lenina opened her mouth. Her tongue tingled in anticipation as her bloodied fingers hovered before her lips.
 
   Ray groaned.
 
   ‘Daddy?’ The need to drink ebbed. The scent lost its sweetness. Instead Lenina experienced gripping cold as fingers of icy terror closed around her lungs. ‘Oh, God, no. No, no, no.’ She unfastened the top buttons on his shirt. ‘You’re going to be okay—it’s shock—stay awake. You’ll be okay. You will. You’ll be fine, I promise. Daddy?’
 
   Sweat coursed down his face in rivulets. His fingers twitched. The red stains on his shirt expanded. His eyes rolled, unfocused and glassy.
 
   Darryl loomed above her, the lower half of his face twisted and elongated. Hair bristled down the backs of his hands. ‘Leave him. We need to go.’
 
   Lenina pulled her father closer. Ripped his shirt open. A foul stench slapped her senses and brought tears to her eyes. Four deep gouges ran across Ray’s torso, choked with blood so dark it appeared black. The first, high up across the chest leaked a thin, yellowish fluid. In the lower ones, soft pink things bulged and pulsed with each laboured breath.
 
   Are those intestines?
 
   <Bad wounds. He will die>
 
   ‘Shut up!’ Lenina beat the side of her head with a bloodied fist. ‘Daddy? Please, Daddy, look at me. Say something’
 
   Darryl grabbed her arm. ‘Time to go.’ He hauled her upright as if she weighed nothing.
 
   Ray’s head slipped from her lap and thunked against the floor.
 
   Faint sirens floated on the breeze. Three different sets.
 
   One of them had to be an ambulance. It had to be.
 
   Lenina squirmed. ‘Let go. Please—I have to help.’
 
   The tall man shook his head. He appeared to frown. ‘You can’t.’
 
   ‘But the hospital—’
 
   ‘—Can’t help. His guts are hanging out, girlie, look at him.’ Darryl didn’t wait but dragged her towards the open van. At the entrance he stooped and grabbed her ankles, tipping her into the vehicle like a sack of potatoes. ‘Luke, get in here. Bring the other one.’ Then he threw himself on top of her and pinned her wrists to the floor.
 
   Lenina screamed. She kicked and bucked her hips. She scratched and clawed. Darryl bore it all with nothing more than a grunt and a few choice curses.
 
   ‘Help my dad. Please. Help him!’ Her eyes rolled as she fought to see.
 
   Something sharp pricked her thigh. Creeping coldness fanned outwards.
 
   The world lurched, then blurred with alarming swiftness. She blinked. No difference.
 
   Her legs stilled.
 
   ‘What . . . did you do?’
 
   Darryl eased off her body. One hand curled loosely around the shaft of a syringe. In the dim light his face appeared normal again. His gaze slide away. ‘It’s a sedative.’
 
   ‘You can’t. Please . . .’
 
   ‘Why didn’t you just get in the van? We were leaving. It was good.’
 
   ‘Daddy . . .’
 
   ‘He’s gone, girlie. I’m sorry.’ He even sounded sincere.
 
   She growled, but the sound was distant. Even the echo of Saar’s voice seemed to come from miles away. ‘It’s not . . . he needs . . . help him. He needs help . . .’ Every word loitered on her tongue.
 
   The very act of keeping her eyes open gave her a roaring headache. She closed them. Just for a moment.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Three
 
   Alexandria, 9 September 30 BC
 
   The sweet scent of burning flesh clung to the air like a stubborn child. It refused to leave, no matter the strength of the wind, seeping into every stone, every scrap of cloth, every leaf on the trees.
 
   Saar held his breath for his long as he could, but habit more than necessity made him inhale. Each time he did, the smell permeated his nostrils and clogged his senses.
 
   Sitting in the rich brown mud of the Nile delta, he scribbled his name in the earth with the point of his finger. He used the Egyptian glyphs Cleopatra once insisted he learn and added Kiya’s name beside it. On the other side he scratched ‘Mosi.’
 
   Just seeing the name generated a fresh surge of rage.
 
   He dashed the signs away with the flat of his hand.
 
   Sand, mud and water slid from his clothing as he stood, returning to the river which carried the taste of dead, rotting men. Many months would pass before the waters tasted as they once did. Thankfully, crops cared nothing for the extra flavouring.
 
   A red flower drifted on the current, swirling across the ripples like a tiny dancer.
 
   Several others followed, red, yellow, white, all different shapes and sizes.
 
   Saar knew then that the burial ceremony was over and that the people had turned to the river to offer their last tributes to the queen.
 
   It pleased him to see flowers. Even with Octavian making himself at home in the palace, the sight told Saar that he was not the only one to mourn the Queen of Kings.
 
   Cleopatra’s passing—his failure—still ached in his chest, but the loss of Kiya distracted him with deeper pain.
 
   Singing began a short while later, voices raised high in a combination of Greek, Hebrew and Egyptian. The Greek voices sang loudest, forcing Saar to wonder if any of the poorer people of Rhakotis had been allowed to attend the street procession.
 
   It would be just like Octavian; to keep the rite for the rich only. For the people who secretly hoped he would add their fair city and the rest of the country to Rome’s growing empire.
 
   He snarled under his breath, baring his teeth at the empty river.
 
   The trail of flowers floated by unheeding.
 
   #
 
   Blending in was a simple matter of keeping his face and body covered. Though Saar’s size and height made him stand out, many locals seemed to take him for an invader. They certainly never spoke to him in Egyptian, choosing to speak Greek like the other soldiers from Rome.
 
   He overheard much news this way, listening to the conversations of others while hiding his face. Easy to avoid detection looking like a beggar: his clothes resembled rags, no longer white and gleaming like Cleopatra always insisted.
 
   He stopped beside a small fishing boat, watching the owner repair a net with skilled, nimble fingers.
 
   ‘Killed herself.’ The man nodded at his companion who laboured with another net on a neighbouring raft. ‘That’s what I heard.’
 
   ‘You heard wrong,’ said the other.
 
   ‘How would you know? Find any fish in that palace? Because that’s what you do all day, fish and bone, skin and sell, same as I.’
 
   ‘But I watch. And listen. Heard some soldiers talking—they say she locked herself in a room at the back of the palace when the Romans came. She killed all her servants with a dagger coloured silver, then cut her own throat. And, to make sure the job was done right, she put out her hand for a snake to bite.’
 
   Saar shifted slightly. A small motion, but too much for his weakened state. He slid down the incline, thumping into the damp sand at the bottom, on his hands and knees.
 
   The two men looked up in alarm.
 
   ‘What do you want?’ The first dropped his net and reached for a small knife.
 
   Surprise mingled with anger. Had the city come to this? So soon? Instant fear and mistrust?
 
   Saar stood slowly with his hands held out. ‘Just a poor man wanting food.’
 
   ‘Don’t look here, there’s none for you.’
 
   ‘You spoke of the queen,’ Saar persisted. ‘What of her burial?’
 
   ‘We didn’t go. That crooked nose soldier and his men kept us away. Said there would be prayers and a ceremony for us after her body went to Rome.’
 
   ‘Rome?’ Saar straightened. The sudden reveal of his true height startled the fishermen into backing off. ‘He can’t. She is Egyptian—a Pharaoh. She must remain here.’
 
   ‘Cleopatra was Greek,’ the second man snapped. Though unarmed he seemed the more agitated of the two. He held a flopping fish in his hand and wore its guts up to his wrist. ‘She was born a Greek and died it too. Don’t let her fancy words and processions and titles fool you. Nea Isis—pah! She was Greek. And now she’s Roman. Changeable as this river, even in death.’
 
   Later, as he ran from the harbour, Saar slashing that man’s throat and the gurgling shrieks which followed. The hot rush of blood sliding into his mouth. He remembered the blissful sweetness and the tingle through his limbs as the tribute helped to heal the lingering wound in his chest. In his mind’s eye, the second man floated away down the Nile, screaming that he couldn’t swim.
 
   What Saar couldn’t remember was how the fight began.
 
   #
 
   Saar hurried towards the cluster of houses grouped around a well in the shadow of three tall trees. Though the blue door he once sought lay in the dust several yards away, the house it belonged to remained untouched.
 
   Inside, a stool still stood beside the wooden table. Atop it lay his mother’s grinding stone, white with a light dusting of flour. His heart gave another throb at the empty stool. So much loss . . .
 
   ‘Kallisto,’ he called, ‘I have returned.’
 
   The girl peered out from behind a sack of grain, clear tracks cutting through the grime on her cheeks.
 
   He bit his lip. ‘You’ve been weeping. Again.’
 
   ‘I miss Mother.’ She rubbed a small bubble of mucus from her nose with the back of her wrist. ‘I’m lonely. And scared. Must you leave me?’
 
   He moved closer to the grain sacks, shoving one aside to sit on the floor in its place. When he held out his hands, she whimpered and crawled into his lap. Her hair tickled his nose, still laced with the scent of smoke and sickness. Her malady ran deep, beyond the reach of most physicians. The certainty saddened him for he knew of no other way to rescue her from the illness slowly poisoning her insides. The very air from her nostrils stank of death.
 
   ‘I always return,’ he murmured.
 
   ‘One day you won’t. Father didn’t. Mother went to buy bread . . . ‘
 
   Saar remembered the yawning knife wound in the dead woman’s throat. He recalled carrying her, washing her, wrapping her body with the few scraps of linen clean enough to do such service. Then he carried the body into the desert and dug the hole with his bare hands. Kallisto helped, but Saar felt comforted to put his god-touched strength to use.
 
   The little girl brought the few goods salvaged from the wreckage of her home. Cups, bowls, a small knife, two combs. A poor selection of items to give her mother comfort in the afterlife.
 
   As he whispered the prayers and covered her with sand, Saar hoped the woman wouldn’t be angry.
 
   ‘I’m sorry child. I went to gather news and to see the physicians about my wound.’
 
   ‘Is it better yet?’
 
   Saar shook his head.
 
   Mosi’s strike had been hard and true. Saar knew he should be dead like the rest of his children. Clearly his pact with Set lifted him above all worldly hurts. Even death.
 
   Yet the wound ached. Though outwardly healed, the agony speared him with every breath, with each exertion. Even with continued offerings of tribute, the healing process crawled. Pain followed him into sleep, colouring his dreams with images of Mosi. Night after night Saar woke shivering, sheathed in sweat, while Kallisto stroked his hair.
 
   ‘I’ll never leave you,’ he told her.
 
   ‘What if you forget me?’
 
   ‘Impossible. You saved me from death.’ When he saw her quizzical look, Saar smiled and wrapped an arm about her skinny shoulders. ‘I found you on my way to the palace, remember?’
 
   She nodded, thumbing her nose again. A cough rattled her chest, wet and painful.
 
   ‘Fires burned in hot, yellow tongues while men and women screamed in the streets. My soldiers ran for their lives, with no thought of fighting. The Romans cut them down. Mad with my own grief, I thought perhaps I should join them in death.’
 
   ‘Because of Mosi?’
 
   Saar gazed at her. It struck him how strange it was to share his woes with her, a child of a mere six years. While strong and mature, she remained a child. Yet she listened to his tale with the strict attention that only a young mind can give. And she pitied him.
 
   ‘Yes, because of Mosi.’ The name scraped his tongue like shards of bone. ‘I loved him.’
 
   ‘You still love him. That’s why you’re sad.’
 
   He rubbed his chest again, for the first time considering that the pain stemmed from his own feelings as well as the physical wound.
 
   For the first time since the battle so many weeks ago, Saar allowed himself to be still. Think. Feel.
 
   His hands trembled on Kallisto’s shoulders. Dull cold wormed through his insides. When the first tear slipped down his cheek he knew she spoke truth. That hurt more than anything.
 
   ‘Your tears are red,’ she whispered. ‘Normal men cry tears of water.’
 
   ‘I’m not a normal man.’
 
   Kallisto wriggled from beneath his arm and knelt before him. She stroked the tears away with the pads of her thumbs. ‘Please don’t cry. Maybe he loves you too. You can find him and ask; you said he still lives.’
 
   ‘Yes . . . he lives.’
 
   ‘If I had someone who loved me, I would want them to find me. Then I wouldn’t be alone.’
 
   He touched her cheek. ‘You are not alone. You will never be alone again.’
 
   She grasped his thumb and kissed it.
 
   ‘Child, I thank you, but you cannot understand. Mosi cost me everything. My queen, my country, my first love—yet I love him still. He survived when all others perished but . . . if I’m to know peace, he must die.’
 
   ‘Won’t that hurt?’
 
   He lowered his head. The truth would no doubt frighten her, so instead he said, ‘Not as much as knowing he lives when Kiya is dead.’ Barely had the words left his mouth before he knew what must follow. He stood. ‘Kallisto, I must leave this place. I must find Mosi.’
 
   Her eyes widened and shimmered with tears. ‘You’ll leave me?’
 
   ‘You won’t be alone. There are many families with space in their households. I’ll compel them to take you in.’ He lowered his hand and pulled her upright. ‘Come.’
 
   ‘No.’ Kallisto bit her lip. She followed him to the door but refused to step through, folding her arms and staring up at him. The filthy ropes of long hair knotted in clumps about her face. Though small and young, in that moment she had a stubborn look about her Saar recognised. A sense of the girl-queen Cleopatra lingered in the petulant twist of Kallisto’s mouth.
 
   ‘You must. I’ll find a good family for you. You’ll be safe and loved as much as any other child. Maybe more. I can make them favour you above their own blood kin. You could live in Brucheum.’
 
   ‘But I want to be with you.’
 
   ‘My road takes me away from Alexandria. Perhaps from Egypt. Mosi travelled north. He may be on a ship by now and if he crosses the sea it will take many months to find him.’
 
   ‘When we buried Mother you promised to protect me. Would you break your word with the dead?’
 
   A ripple of unease prickled down Saar’s spine. ‘I said I would protect you as far as I am able. Giving you a family is good protection.’
 
   Kallisto frowned. ‘But then you’ll leave. What if they reject me? Or if the Roman men return? Even with a family I may be hurt. The only way to protect me is to keep me with you.’
 
   Despite himself, Saar smiled. ‘You are sly, child. You would do well without me, I think.’
 
   ‘But I don’t want to. You’re my father now.’ She left the doorway and wrapped her arms around Saar’s middle. Her head she lay against his hip. ‘Please don’t leave me.’
 
   There were dozens of reasons why the girl should remain. Saar considered them all, while his free hand absently stroked the knotted black hair. He gnawed his thumbnail for a moment then crouched low enough to peer into her eyes. ‘You’ll do as I say? When I say?’
 
   Her expression brightened. ‘Yes, yes.’
 
   ‘You’ll hide if I say hide? Stay if I command it?’
 
   ‘I’ll follow you forever.’ She coughed again and the liquid gurgle of the sickness filling her lungs told Saar “forever” couldn’t possibly be more than a month. Two with luck.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Four
 
   Movement.
 
   Road noise.
 
   Brightness.
 
   Lenina growled and rolled on to her back, covering her eyes with both hands to shield them from the dazzling light set into the ceiling. Something cold rubbed her face. Hard. Shiny.
 
   She opened her eyes again, but the light stabbed in, drawing a deep groan from the depths of her throat. The hard, shiny thing knocked her chin and she recognised the curve of a thick steel loop. And another. And another.
 
   <Chains> Saar’s voice was normal, but something about his presence felt sluggish. Awkward. He nudged her by rattling the bars of his mental prison, even that a half-hearted gesture.
 
   Another roll took her to her left side. Something resisted, drawing both hands back towards where she’d come. Opening her eyes again hurt, but damn it she needed to see.
 
   Chains, sure enough. Thick lengths of them looped through shackles about both wrists. More around her waist. Ankles. Another arching away from beneath her chin. Only then did she notice the collar, stiff and cold against her throat.
 
   ‘Miss Miller?’ The voice came from above. To the left. ‘Miss Miller, can you hear me?’
 
   ‘Officer Jackson?’
 
   Her tongue resembled chunks of wood wrapped in cotton wool. Her throat burned with thirst, the nice normal kind.
 
   ‘I think you’d better call me Shawn.’ The police officer sighed and shuffled into view. His arms stretched behind him, shoulders pulled back at an uncomfortable angle. Thin loops of rope bound his ankles together. ‘Can you sit up?’
 
   ‘I don’t know.’
 
   ‘Don’t try. I have no idea what he gave you but you dropped like a stone. I’ve never seen anything like it.’
 
   ‘What happened?’ Flashes of colour fizzed across her memory. People shouting. Blood. Fear.
 
   Shawn tossed his hair out of his eyes with a practised flick of the head. ‘The one with the gold teeth injected you with something. I tried to help but the skinny one knocked me flat and shoved me in here. He took all my gear, cuffed me and chained you to the floor.’ He hesitated, gaze flickering away from her face. ‘They used a lot of chains.’
 
   Lenina rolled to her back once more and felt her way along each chain, following the links to where they met a thick ring set into the floor of the van. Enough slack to sit up, but not to stand. Enough to lift her arms and touch her feet.
 
   She eased into a sitting position and put her back against the wall of the van. ‘Give me a minute.’ Her mouth seemed to have an extra tongue. ‘Let me think. I can—I’ll break them—we’ll climb out the back. Escape. Run . . . why are you spinning?’
 
   ‘Maybe you’d better lie down.’
 
   ‘I’m fine.’ She stiffened to stop her body sliding to the right.
 
   ‘Your head was bleeding. You might have a concussion.’
 
   ‘Maybe. Perhaps.’ She touched her cheek. ‘I don’t know. I just need to think—’ The chains slithered from her hands, pooling on the floor in a shiny pile. Dizziness cleared in an instant. Fragments of memory crashed together to display a clear, horrifying picture. ‘What happened to my dad?’
 
   Shawn stared at the floor. ‘It was quick.’
 
   ‘What happened?’
 
   ‘He . . . I think it was a heart attack—or a stroke—I’m not sure. He had some sort of fit. The last I saw was him bleeding on the pavement. There were sirens when we left the house—maybe it was an ambulance. Maybe—’
 
   Lenina heaved against her chains. Three links snapped immediately, spinning broken chunks of metal across the back of the van. The slack on her right side increased and she used it to pull again at the chains on her left. One of the rings in the floor groaned, then shot free, dangling a piece of wood behind it.
 
   Screams fell from her lips. Long, shrill, agonised bellows, over and over as she continued to force her way out.
 
   Tyres screeched. Horns blared. The scent of singed rubber floated through the air.
 
   The van rocked forward and threw her on to her face.
 
   An idling engine.
 
   Sunlight speared into the small space as Darryl threw open the rearward doors. The furious expression on his face melted away when he spotted the broken chains. ‘Holy Jesus. How are you even standing?’
 
   Lenina threw herself at him. The chain linking her collar to the floor groaned, but held, pulling her up short three feet from his stunned face. ‘What happened?’ She clawed the air like an animal. ‘My dad? What did you do?’
 
   ‘Nothing. I didn’t do anything—’
 
   ‘You did!’ Tears blinded her. Heat flushed her neck and face, burning, searing, smoking. ‘He was no threat to you. He was only human. He didn’t know.’
 
   Darryl shook. He inched his way across the narrow gap. ‘I kept my word, girlie. I always do. I told you I wouldn’t hurt anybody if you came quietly. When your pops decided to pull a Bruce Lee on us the only person I hurt was you.’
 
   Her pull on the chains eased off. Strength flooded from her limbs. Lenina sagged, panting against the side of the van. The white-hot surge of rage faded like lighter fuel. In its place, welled horror, black and choking.
 
   ‘My dad—do you think the ambulance got to him? Do you think he’s okay?’
 
   Instead of answering, he climbed into the van. He did it slow, one hand extended before him, the other clutching a short syringe filled with clear fluid. ‘No clue, girlie. Not my job to worry about humans. Fetch you, that’s all I was told.’
 
   She lunged, fingernails grazing the side of his face as he threw himself backwards. He thudded on to the road. The syringe flew from his grip.
 
   ‘Monster!’ she roared. Fire burned through her insides. It seared away the last cobwebs fogging her brain and left everything hard and clear as crystal.
 
   To the side, Shawn cursed and scrambled to the rear of the van on his hands and knees. When she faced him, he crossed himself. ‘What are you?’
 
   No need to feel for the changes; Lenina knew her fangs were exposed. That meant her eyes were black, whites and irises blanked out by inky darkness.
 
   Shawn’s face slackened, his skin ashen, breathing rushed and uneven. In that moment, though there were no similarities between them, Lenina was reminded of Nick. Her fiancé’s last moments played before her eyes: his terror-struck face, bloodied strands of blond hair, the sweet nectar of his blood as it rushed down her throat.
 
   No . . . I’m the monster.
 
   ‘What are you?’ Shawn insisted.
 
   She slumped to her knees. ‘I’m god-touched.’ The confession was the tiniest of whispers. ‘A vampire.’
 
   ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’ Shawn’s voice rose several octaves.
 
   ‘Do I look like I’m kidding?’
 
   He flinched. ‘No, no. I just—vampire? They’re not real. This is a joke, right, it has to be.’
 
   She turned away, gazing sightlessly at the open doors.
 
   Darryl stood. Brushed down his clothes. After a deep breath and a shake of his shoulders, he retrieved the fallen syringe and tossed it in. It landed near Lenina’s foot and rolled passed her, coasting to a stop near Shawn’s knee. ‘Stick that in her so we can go.’
 
   Silence filled the van.
 
   Shawn stared at the syringe as though it were about to grow teeth. ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘Ain’t no way I’m coming in there if she can metabolise this stuff so fast. She shouldn’t be awake let alone tearing up my flooring. Stick her and we’ll keep moving.’
 
   ‘Are you insane? You heard her—she thinks she’s a vampire.’
 
   Darryl chuckled. ‘Worse things out there than blood suckers, copper.’ The words were no sooner from his mouth than his eyes flickered to gold. Five claws extended from his fingernails, sharp, black and hard. ‘Much, much worse.’
 
   Shawn paled. He stared longingly at the open door then wedged himself into the furthest corner of the van. ‘You’re like her. Vampire?’ He closed his eyes. ‘This can’t be happening.’
 
   ‘He’s not a vampire,’ Lenina muttered. Though unsure of how, she knew it to be the truth.
 
   <Moon puppy> offered Saar.
 
   Puppy . . .
 
   It clicked. Lenina shuddered. ‘He’s a werewolf.’
 
   A grunt from Darryl served as confirmation. ‘I don’t get the fuss about you. If you’re as fancy-powerful as Red Fang keep saying, why didn’t you know that from the start? You defective, or something?’
 
   Part of her longed to fire off an angry retort. The rest of her couldn’t muster the strength. ‘I don’t know.’
 
   His gaze strayed to her left cheek. ‘They’ll know. If we ever get there. You,’ he glared at Shawn. ‘Stick that needle in her so we can get out of here. We’re attracting too much attention.’
 
   Shawn jerked his head from side to side.
 
   ‘Want me to come in there? I fancy I’m quick enough to dodge her and get to you. Remember . . . her, I need.’
 
   Desperation fluttered across Shawn’s face. He clutched the floor for several seconds before creeping forward, inch after reluctant inch. He grabbed the syringe. Tucked it against his chest. His fear billowed out in near palpable waves, lapping against Lenina’s senses like the delicious scent of baking bread.
 
   Saar growled.
 
   ‘Go on then.’ Darryl pointed. ‘She won’t hurt you. Me, she’d fillet like a trout, but apparently she’s got a soft spot for the humans.’
 
   Lenina’s shoulders slumped. She stared at her hands. Too much. All too much, too fast. The world began to spin again.
 
   Shawn’s hand trembled on the syringe, gripped clumsily as if unsure of how to use it. He shuffled forward. Then again. ‘Miss Miller?’
 
   She lifted her gaze to meet his. His startled yelp might have amused her in any other circumstances. ‘You’re actually going to do it, aren’t you?’
 
   ‘He will if he knows what’s good for him,’ snapped Darryl. ‘I’d rather not fight you, but I will if I have to. This way we all get to keep our skin.’
 
   The syringe wavered. ‘This morning I left the station to take a statement, now we’re—I don’t know what. You’re a vampire? For real?’
 
   She nodded.
 
   ‘Oh, man.’ Another toss of his head cleared the dreadlocks from his eyes. ‘And he’s a werewolf?’ He made a helpless gesture with his free hand. ‘But can’t you fight them? You’re strong—can’t we get away?’
 
   Lenina longed to know the same thing. Instead of the fear of that morning she felt hollow and distant. As if viewing the conversation from behind plate glass. Could this be what shock felt like?
 
   She shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’
 
   He turned the syringe over in his hands. ‘I don’t want to do this. Please believe me. But if you can’t get us out . . . I don’t want to die in this van.’
 
   Lenina toyed with the chains. Thought better of it. She put both hands in her lap and shifted to a more comfortable position. ‘I won’t hurt you.’
 
   Still he hesitated. His forehead wrinkled. ‘I would never normally—I’m a police officer. I swore to protect innocent people.’
 
   ‘I’m not innocent.’
 
   Stillness. Then shuffling. Warm hands against her wrist, rolling back her sleeve as far as it would go. A finger pressing into the crook of her elbow. Warm breath gusted against her cheek.
 
   This close the pounding of Shawn’s heart was a rolling drum beat in her ears.
 
   The hunger rose just as a second sharp prick scratched the inside of her arm.
 
   More numbing cold.
 
   This time, when darkness swept in, Lenina welcomed the velvet black embrace of oblivion.
 
   #
 
   Nick lay beside her on a bed of red satin. His fingers traced the side of her face, following the curve of her jaw before settling on her lips. He grinned. ‘You have the best mouth. I want to kiss it all the time. You’re like a drug.’ His pleasure made the South African twang of his accent pitch and dip.
 
   Lenina rolled away and shuffled on to her knees. As Nick lay back, she straddled his waist, pushing his shirt up to expose the flatness of his stomach. A fine dusting of golden hair circled his belly button and trailed down, vanishing into the waistband of his jeans. More went the other way, thickening as it reached his chest.
 
   ‘Ek het jou lief,’ she murmured.
 
   Delight filled Nick’s eyes. ‘I love you too, babe. And you’ve been practising. Maybe one day I’ll take you home, né? Show you my old haunts?’
 
   ‘Mmm . . .’ Lenina kissed his chest, grinning as his hips rolled beneath hers. His pectorals twitched and she kissed him again, grinning when he closed his eyes.
 
   ‘Tease,’ he murmured.
 
   ‘You know it.’
 
   He smiled at her, toying with the ends of her braids as she leaned in for another kiss. He was still smiling when she fastened her lips to the side of his throat and sucked at the pale flesh. He groaned. ‘That’s nice, babe . . . so good.’
 
   Lenina opened her mouth and pressed her teeth to his skin. It gave slightly beneath the points of her fangs. When she pressed harder, sweet, liquid warmth welled up and splashed her tongue.
 
   Nick screamed.
 
   #
 
   Lenina jerked up, then immediately fell back, gagging as the collar about her throat pressed in. She gasped, gazing at the ceiling while her stomach turned and gurgled.
 
   <Too long without tribute. You’re young. Set must be appeased>
 
   She blinked away the fog of confusion and forced her eyes to focus.
 
   A single bare bulb in a wooden ceiling. Metal walls. Chains, criss-crossing her body. Broken links scattered like shrapnel.
 
   Van.
 
   To her left, smeared against the wall, Shawn stared with eyes wide and round behind his wonky glasses. His bottom lip trembled. ‘You okay?’
 
   A ripple of hunger flowed through her belly. The presence inside her purred and turned its attention to the only source of food in sight.
 
   <He will do. Strong man. Plenty of blood in him>
 
   It seemed like such a good suggestion. Sensible. Desirable.
 
   Lenina shuffled towards him, sniffing sharply. A spicy scent assaulted her nostrils. Hot. Tart. Mouth-watering.
 
   ‘Miss Miller?’ Shawn saw her face. His jaw dropped. Understanding drained the colour from his cheeks. ‘Wait. Please, wait a second. Listen to me, Miss Miller. Lenina?’
 
   <He is afraid. He knows he is prey>
 
   ‘Yes . . .’ Lenina paused, gathering her feet beneath her in preparation to spring.
 
   ‘Don’t!’ His breath escalated. Each breath expelled a puff of terror so strong, Lenina could almost taste it.
 
   She tensed.
 
   ‘Help!’ Shawn hammered on the side of the van, wedging himself back into that far corner. ‘Hello! Anybody? She’s gone mad. Someone, please.’
 
   The doors sprang open.
 
   Only then did Lenina realise the van was stationary. She hissed at the shaft of watery sunlight outside and glared at Darryl silhouetted in its centre.
 
   Saar cackled. <The puppy cannot stop you. He knows. See his glass tube? He fears you>
 
   Lenina lunged. Darryl dived. Six inches from Shawn’s face, his hand closed about her ankle and yanked her back.
 
   The floor thudded against her chest and shoulders. She twisted, snarling like an animal. ‘I’ll kill you!’
 
   The flood of cold spreading from her calf down told her the needle had hit home.
 
   Lenina kicked out. Her heel slammed into his nose.
 
   Blood burst into the air, a thick red gush.
 
   Darryl grunted. Swore. Rolled aside.
 
   The syringe protruded from her calf, half the liquid still in the chamber. Lenina jerked it free and hurled it against the wall.
 
   <Good. Now take him. We need the strength. Drink. Give the tribute>
 
   A tiny voice argued with Saar’s advice, but it was so small, so distant, Lenina barely heard it. She lurched forward, straining against the remaining chains towards the human huddled in the corner. Towards the food. Towards the blood.
 
   Loud voices exploded in her ears. One inside the van, some outside, one whispered directly into the deepest corners of her mind. She shook her head as if to dislodge it, but the voice persisted, soft, sibilant and searching.
 
   ‘No . . .’ She tumbled forward. Struck the edge of the van. Her palm slapped into the edge of the door but her body kept going, tumbling over the edge and half way to the ground. The collar stopped her descent with a breath-stealing jerk.
 
   Stars burst across her vision. Spots of purple and green.
 
   Two strong hands grabbed her ankles. Heaved her back into the van.
 
   Sweet, sweet air rushed back into her lungs and she gasped, choking and spluttering.
 
   Shawn crouched near her face, poised on his toes as if to dart away again. ‘Can you breathe?’
 
   She groaned. Even that small sound seared her throat.
 
   ‘Lie still. Deep breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth.’
 
   ‘No.’ Lenina rolled to her front. Scrambled backwards into the van. ‘He’s coming.’ She looked for somewhere to run, but the world was spinning again, round and round, up and down, colours blurring in and out of incoherent shapes.
 
   The voice whispered again. Louder. Not Saar’s authoritative monotone or the frantic jabber of her own memories but something new. This voice stroked. Soothed. It caressed her in places no hand could ever touch and with it came the homely aroma of peppermint.
 
   Darryl reared in the doorway, blood pumping from his mangled nose. He spat a glob of red sputum on the gravel and blinked the gold colour back into his eyes. ‘I ain’t got time for this, girlie—Kallisto’s waiting.’ An instant later he jerked around, glaring at something just beyond the open door. ‘What the bleeding hell are you doing here, blood sucker?’ A snarl oozed through clenched teeth.
 
   Lenina closed her eyes. She didn’t need to see to know who it was. The quickening of her body, the heat in her stomach, the hot tingle in deep, intimate places could be the work of only one man.
 
   There was one thing in the world she wanted more than the ecstatic sweetness of blood in her mouth. The knowledge sickened her to the very core.
 
   <Runt is here>
 
   Tristen Blake stepped into view, smiling that brilliant smile. His eyes glowed an eerie, ghostly white. ‘There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Five
 
   Lenina caught a vague impression of large, spacious corridors. Wood panelling. Dark wallpaper. Large oil paintings. Everything about Red Fang headquarters proclaimed wealth and age, from the thick burgundy carpets to the candle chandeliers offering flickering light of a soft, golden hue.
 
   Her arm itched beneath Tristen’s hand. She longed to pull away but fear kept her silent and docile.
 
   She could feel him now, filling her mind with his scent and the memory of his touch. Much as she tried to deny it, the tingle in her skin was not merely a product of discomfort and loathing.
 
   Had Saar the body to do it, he might have rolled his eyes. Instead he paced in sullen silence occasionally growling at Tristen’s nearness. <Runt deserves death not love>
 
   Lenina bit her lip over a scream. What she felt was anything but love. Lust, yes, but no more than a cheap trick—product of sly mind games and Tristen’s devious use of sex in her weakened, emotional state. Couple that with the fact that he had become her god-touched sire by unfortunate default, there was little she could do to keep him out. Especially with skin to skin contact.
 
   <If not love, then why pine?>
 
   She stumbled, caught off guard by Saar’s apparent ability to read her thoughts.
 
   ‘Steady, Lenina. Let’s not start the fireworks too soon.’ Tristen smirked and dropped his hand from her arm to curl around her waist. A smooth, practised move that reeked of familiarity. He pressed close and increased his pace. ‘Nearly there.’
 
   I hate him. She curled her shackled hands into fists. He tried to kill me.
 
   <Kill him first>
 
   The idea brought a smile to her lips. For all of a second. I’m not a killer—I don’t want to be.
 
   <You killed before>
 
   That wasn’t my fault!
 
   <Kill, or be killed. The only rule of war>
 
   She gritted her teeth. This isn’t war.
 
   <It is. That you dislike it will not change the fact. Kill the runt>
 
   She left the bitter vampire to his murmurings, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other.
 
   At her side, Darryl guided Shawn with a hand on the back of his neck, holding him the way one might restrain an overexcited puppy. With his hands still cuffed behind his back, the officer could do no more than trot to keep up and try not to trip on the carpet.
 
   Behind them all strode Greasy-Luke his hands clasped before him at hip height.
 
   Tristen led them up a vast stair case with steps as wide as a dining table. They curved up in a gentle sweep against one wall lined with portraits. Each image topped a small brass plate, with name and date picked out in black.
 
   Jebediah Smith-Peterson, 1892. Edward Smith-Peterson, 1859. Johnathan Smith-Peterson, 1789. George Smith-Peterson, 1712. Emmanuel Smith-Peterson, 1673.
 
   As the stairs progressed, the paintings increased with age and Lenina could no longer read the tarnished nameplates. At the top, the grip on her waist guided her left and along a narrow corridor with more panelled walls and a soft green carpet.
 
   A door to the right stood open. Through it came the scent of old paper. Mustiness. Dust. Leather.
 
   Lenina knew before entering the room served as a library. The walls confirmed the fact: dozens upon dozens of shelves, rammed with books of varying heights and thicknesses. The air strained under a weight usually reserved for funeral homes, though something else lingered there too. A silent, looming menace.
 
   Behind a desk in the centre sat a woman with long, bottle-red hair. She smiled as Lenina met her gaze and pushed aside the keyboard she had been using. Beside her, at a lower desk, with a toy keyboard and monitor, sat a girl of about six years, with rich, dark skin and long flowing hair.
 
   Saar gave a sudden, frantic leap, hammering at the bars of his mental cage, screeching like a madman. He moved so fast that Lenina barely caught him, stumbling and falling as she grappled for control. The floor rushed up to meet her, but it never quite got there.
 
   Tristen’s arm tightened around her, jerking her to him until they stood crushed together, chest to chest, nose to nose. Their lips brushed.
 
   More . . .
 
   Lenina jerked back, hating herself.
 
   He grinned.
 
   She scrubbed her lips with the back of her hand.
 
   ‘Blood suckers . . .’ Darryl pushed his way into the room and closer to the larger desk. He glanced at the child then fixed his attention on the red-haired woman. When she arched an eyebrow, he stiffened and shot a glance at Luke. The smaller man glared back, a challenge in his narrow black eyes.
 
   Sighing, Darryl shifted his grip on Shawn and sank to one knee, pressing the knuckles of his free hand against the carpet. After a moment of tense silence Luke followed suit, though his knee barely touched the ground before he was upright once more.
 
   Lenina frowned at them both. She opened her mouth but Tristen chose that moment to step out to the side. He knelt and yanked her to the ground beside him. Instead of pressing his fist to the floor, he touched the inside of his wrist against his lips, then turned it towards the red-haired woman.
 
   ‘I am Kallisto,’ she intoned, her voice deep and slow. ‘First Majestic and leader of Red Fang in England. You did well to accept my invitation, Lenina Miller. Welcome to my home.’
 
   Saar growled and beat again at his prison. Within seconds, Lenina was trembling with the effort to keep him at bay. The chains dangling from her wrists and throat clattered in the stillness.
 
   Soft laughter came from the young girl. She tossed her hair, then leaned against the miniature desk, crossing her legs and folding her arms in a near perfect imitation of the older woman. ‘We invited you,’ she sang.
 
   Lenina shivered. ‘Invitation? This is kidnap.’
 
   ‘Impudence. Do you not understand who I am? What I could do to you?’
 
   Saar laughed.
 
   Lenina joined him. Fear, panic, true mirth, she could no longer tell, but her shoulders bucked for several seconds.
 
   ‘My words amuse you? I could strip the skin from your flesh an inch at a time. You would beg me to die.’
 
   Tristen’s fingertips dug deep into her elbow. ‘What are you doing?’
 
   Lenina turned her stunned gaze on him. ‘But she’s not Kallisto—you know that, right?’
 
   Darryl gave her a startled look. He scrambled to his feet and jerked Shawn back against the wall. Luke followed at a slower pace, thoughtfully stroking the tufts of dark hair on the end of his pointed chin.
 
   The red-haired woman spluttered a laugh. ‘Don’t be ridiculous—of course I’m Kallisto. How dare—’
 
   Lenina shook her head, bemused and wary. ‘But you’re not. You can’t be.’
 
   ‘Explain yourself.’
 
   ‘You’re white.’ Lenina searched the room for support. When none came, she straightened her shoulders and kept talking, fighting to keep the tremor from her voice. ‘First Majestic? If that means what I think, you claim to be the first human Saar Kissed after the battle in Alexandria. What would a woman of your complexion be doing in Egypt in 36BC? I’m an archaeologist and a historian; that doesn’t make sense.’
 
   Silence . . . followed by slow, sarcastic applause.
 
   ‘Well done.’ The little six-year-old leaned off the table and stalked around it, still clapping as she came. ‘Very well done, Lenina. Few others see through the ruse, certainly none as young as you. But I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me.’ Inky darkness seeped into her eyes and blanked them out. Fangs showed as she smiled.
 
   Saar gave a moan of longing.
 
   ‘You’re Kallisto?’ Though she phrased it as a question, Lenina didn’t need an answer. She knew.
 
   ‘Yes. And you are everything I hoped. More. Welcome.’ Her voice was lower than it should have been. It had weight in it; experience, power and strength combined. The trace of an accent, ancient yet familiar, lingered in her vowels.  ‘Release the chains. She can do no harm here.’
 
   Darryl scrambled to obey, leaving Shawn with Luke while he fumbled with the key. He refused to meet her eye.
 
   Lenina rubbed the soreness from her wrists and throat and studied the girl.
 
   No, not girl . . . god-touched.
 
   ‘You’re afraid.’ Kallisto cocked her head.
 
   The urge to nod swelled within her. Instead she swallowed a shuddering breath and clutched the hem of her top, twisting the fabric between her fingers. She kept her head down, shoulders rolled in. ‘Why did you bring me here?’
 
   Kallisto stepped away, trailing her hands over the desk and dismissing the red-haired woman with a lazy flick of her fingers. She claimed the seat and blinked the darkness out of her eyes. ‘Last night I received a phone call. A Seeker told me of a woman who specialises in Ancient Egypt and associated mythology. She works in a museum in Leicester and recently suffered a terrible attack at the hands of a mugger who bit her on the throat.’
 
   Tristen twitched then froze. The sudden absence of his breathing made Lenina question if he was there at all. His presence in her mind reeled back, a hook on a fishing line, until he was nothing more than an echo.
 
   ‘My Seeker went on to tell me that this woman’s fiancé was later murdered following an attack on their home. He too was bitten on the throat. This woman then became the subject of much police attention as one of the investigating detectives was killed in her presence. The other detective,’ she shot a venomous glance at Tristen, ‘disappeared.’
 
   Tristen shifted, as if to take his feet. ‘If I may explain—’
 
   ‘You may not.’
 
   His knee bumped back down to the carpet.
 
   A cold bead of sweat slid down the back of Lenina’s neck. The fabric between her fingers gave with a sharp tearing sound. ‘I’m sorry—’
 
   ‘For what?’
 
   ‘I—’ she shook her head. ‘I don’t know. Please—I don’t know anything about anyone. I haven’t told anybody. Please just let me go home.’
 
   ‘You are home.’
 
   Lenina jerked her head up, leaning back when she found Kallisto two feet from her kneeling place. Another drop of sweat joined the first. ‘No—’
 
   ‘Yes. I’ve dreamed of this moment for a long time, girl. I’ve fancifully put myself here, before you where I might touch my father again. Hear his voice . . .’ Kallisto stroked the backs of her fingers along Lenina’s face. Her skin was hot and smooth, the touch a feather-light caress.
 
   Lenina shuddered as the weight of Saar’s longing bore down on her senses. A tear gathered in the corner of her eye. ‘Stop . . . please.’ She had no idea who the words were meant for.
 
   Kallisto smiled, then pulled away, suddenly brisk. ‘You, wolves—take the human upstairs.’
 
   Darryl opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. ‘Yes, of course, Kallisto.’ Though the words were respectful enough, his tone resembled broken glass. He grabbed Shawn by the shoulder, beckoning Luke with a flex of his free hand. Shawn had just time for a terrified whimper before they forced him from the room.
 
   His expression seared itself upon Lenina’s memory: confusion, pain, terror. She sniffed back tears. Tried to focus.
 
   <Human is unimportant. Forget him>
 
   Impossible. She had seen that expression before.
 
   Once more Tristen tried to rise. ‘Kallisto, if you would allow me to—’
 
   ‘Make no requests of me,’ she cried, whirling round. ‘The Vessel was Kissed on your watch. By your Childe if reports are to be believed. Yet you did nothing to inform us. To inform me. Why?’
 
   ‘I wanted to,’ he stuttered, clearly choosing his words with care. ‘But her case was high profile and complicated. I knew to bring her here would disrupt my role within the constabulary.’
 
   ‘You value your human job more than your calling as a Watcher?’
 
   His head snapped up. ‘Of course not. But if I came straight here, the hunt would have followed. Everything here would be at risk. You would be at risk. I wanted to protect you from it.’
 
   Kallisto gave a shy little smile. In that moment, she truly appeared to be the six-year-old she resembled. ‘Protect me?’
 
   ‘Of course. Always.’
 
   Saar growled. With effort Lenina avoided vocalising it, but she shared his anger. This timid display of obedience and servitude was at complete odds with the man she knew.
 
   ‘As soon as I saw the mark on her face I knew what she was,’ Tristen continued. ‘Who she was. I went to her home as soon as I could but the wolves had already been there. I came as soon as it was safe.’
 
   Long seconds passed before Kallisto spoke. ‘Show me the mark.’
 
   When Tristen’s hands brushed her face, the urge to cringe away fought desperately with the desire to fall into his arms. Heat rose between them, a sweet swelling of lust that tingled through her cheeks. She became aware of her heart beat rising, pounding to match his. Her mouth flooded with moisture as her lips puckered for the promised kiss.
 
   ‘Please . . .’ She had no idea what she was begging for.
 
   The bandage peeled back from her cheek with aching slowness, allowing cool air to caress the wound.
 
   The stitches itched.
 
   As soon as his hand moved away Lenina returned to herself. She narrowed her eyes but the damage was done, Tristen’s amusement visible in the arch of one slender eyebrow.
 
   Beside them, Kallisto sucked in a deep breath. ‘Neeva.’
 
   ‘Jason did it.’ Tristen’s voice filled the reverent silence, quick and breathless. ‘Marked, by one of The Blood, just like  the prophesy says.’
 
   ‘The first sign. Two more is irrefutable proof. I must test her. Now. I must know.’ Kallisto broke away and ducked beneath the larger desk. When she resurfaced, she held a wide, stone basin.
 
   Lenina gazed at the chipped, white limestone. Something in her stomach gave a violent lurch.
 
   ‘Do you know what this is, girl?’
 
   She hesitated. ‘No.’
 
   ‘Liar.’ Kallisto gave a feral smile. ‘You know. You feel it. Your very breath is saturated with the stink of your lie. And your fear.’
 
   She pressed her hands to her head, wary of the waves of white cloud fogging up her vision. The feeling was so common now that she almost didn’t fight it, but fear of what she might see stopped her falling into the memory. ‘I don’t know what it is.’
 
   ‘Then perhaps you’d care for a closer look? Perhaps you would like to hold it.’
 
   ‘No!’ Lenina reached as far as one knee before Tristen dragged her back. He held her shoulders and the heat of his fingers through her clothes made her quiver with wanting. ‘Please, don’t make me.’
 
   Kallisto leaned in, the bowl held out before her. ‘Then tell me what it is.’
 
   Lean back into Tristen or touch the bowl. Impossible choice.
 
   It inched closer. A finger’s breadth from her trembling hands.
 
   The fog of Saar’s memories began to swell. Fear came with it. Anger. Cries of pain. ‘It’s Kazemde’s bowl.’ She shouted the words, scrunching her eyes shut. ‘Please—it’s his. Saar had it in the temple beneath Alexandria. The blood—Set’s blood—came from that bowl.’
 
   The hands on her shoulders loosened. Lenina sagged, too drained to care that Tristen’s fingers rested lightly on the bare skin of her wrists.
 
   Kallisto sniffed. ‘The youngest of us are taught the Birth Story. All god-touched Kissed in the UK are brought here to hear it. Tristen or Jason might have told you—it could be their knowledge you parrot now. I must know for sure. Touch the bowl.’
 
   ‘No.’ She struggled, but Tristen clamped down once more. He forced her hands together then held them out, shoving her inexorably closer.
 
   The voices in her head grew louder. White mist swirled. True shapes formed. Tall pillars of rough, unworked stone. A cave. A tall, slender man with choppy dark hair and serious eyes.
 
   She had just time to recognise the swell of Saar’s longing before her fingers brushed the cool stone rim.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Six
 
   Alexandria, 17 July 36 BC
 
   Saar squelched from the underground river wringing moisture from his shendyt and the cloth sack slung over his shoulder. He released his dagger from between his teeth and held it while scanning the area for enemies.
 
   Behind him, Mosi coughed and spluttered, dragging himself on to the sand. The sight reminded Saar of his own actions several weeks prior. Remembered relief at the sensation of solid earth beneath his feet made him smile. No reason to fear such things now.
 
   The journey this time was no less wet or bumpy. Or painful. His head tingled as miraculous, god-given powers healed the cut across his forehead, sliced across his flesh by a low outcrop of rock. Salt water stung the wound.
 
   He turned, taking in gloomy walls and high ceilings. Daylight crept through in pin-prick points, golden shafts of light spearing to the ground. So different to his first visit. But the smell was the same; dry sand, salt and musk.
 
   Mosi flopped onto his back. ‘Is there no other way to reach this place?’ His voice echoed through the cavern.
 
   ‘Perhaps, but I don’t know it. The first time I left in a dream state, stumbling blind until Antony and his men found me.’
 
   ‘You were guided here by a messenger of the spirit world. He fed you the blood of a god and left you a terrible gift. Perhaps this temple should not be easy to find.’
 
   ‘I agree but that is why we are here—no others must stumble upon this place.’
 
   Mosi touched his arm. ‘I’m glad you found a way here. Had you not, you might never have found me.’
 
   Turning, Saar dropped the dagger and swept the smaller man into his arms. His hug was crushing; the bones of Mosi’s body crunching beneath his grip. But he didn’t let go. Saar met those full lips with his own, sliding his tongue into the gap and feeling the sharp point of fangs within. His hands tangled in the soft brown hair, still beautiful at its shorter length. When he drew back, they were both breathless.
 
   ‘Thank you for joining me, Mosi.’
 
   He smiled. ‘I’ll go anywhere with you.’
 
   ‘This place is a tomb. Dark, evil things happened here.’
 
   ‘You survived.’
 
   He reached up, seeking the cut on his forehead. It was no longer there. Shuddering, he retrieved the dagger and put it back into the sheath at his hip. ‘Did I?’
 
   #
 
   Saar led the way through the passage, trailing one hand along the wall. Behind him, Mosi’s steps dragged. His breathing hitched. The rhythmic beat of his heart took on a rapid pace. A moment later he hurried close and pressed in against Saar’s back.
 
   ‘How can you stand this place? I smell death here. Pain. Was it always like this?’
 
   ‘I had no power to smell it before.’
 
   ‘Set reigns here. Can you not feel him? He’s in the walls, on my skin. He weighs on my chest like a stone.’
 
   ‘No harm will come to you here. Not while I live.’
 
   The passage sloped down, then right, then round. Saar followed and put out one hand to pull Mosi closer. The smaller man trembled against his side, his steps slow and shuffling. Saar gripped tighter and squeezed in what he hoped was a comforting way.
 
   Light eventually bloomed before them, a soft glow that brightened and filled the passage. A tall, round chamber opened before them.
 
   Unlike his first visit, Saar could see the hole in the roof gave way to the outside world. Visible in the gap, skudding white clouds drifted through a watery blue sky.
 
   A gasp came from his right.
 
   Whirling, half expecting danger, Saar found Mosi following the story depicted in pictures on the tall, sloping walls. They told the story of the battle between the bothers Set and Osiris and how it spilled over to consume the lives of their nephew and son, Horus.
 
   Mosi touched the paint of a tall black figure with square, pointed ears and a forked tail. ‘This was a temple?’
 
   Saar nodded. ‘So Kazemde told me. Given that this place is so far from the city it cannot be anything but a secret. Those in Alexandria have no love for Set. It should not surprise you that his place of worship would be hidden from those who disapprove.’ He stopped before the tall stone altar and touched the surface. The dried blood remained, a disgusting mixture of black and rusty brown. More patches scarred the sand around his feet. A full circuit of the altar revealed more blood and several hand-shaped smears. On the walls.
 
   Long fingers of cold teased down his back.
 
   ‘His body . . .’
 
   Mosi looked a question at him.
 
   ‘Kazemde’s body. I killed him here; a stab beneath the jaw with this,’ he tugged his dagger free and held it up.
 
   Mosi reached for his hair, probably to tug it. Still unused to the shortened length, his fingers grasped air for before catching the dark strands. ‘That blade has a dark feel to it. Why must you keep it?’
 
   ‘It’s powerful. The blood of Set lives in the metal. From blood all power comes.’
 
   ‘It is evil. You should leave it here.’
 
   Saar re-sheathed the weapon and walked the perimeter of the small chamber again, occasionally scuffing through the sand with his toes. ‘Kazemde is gone. But how? I left his body before this very altar.’
 
   ‘Why do you want it?’
 
   Unsure until that moment, Saar looked Mosi full in the eye as he spoke. ‘I need to see. I must prove that my life and these powers are not some waking dream. I must know he was real and what happened here had a purpose.’ He lowered his head. ‘I must know that I didn’t damn myself without assistance.’
 
   Mosi closed the space between them with two long strides. He held Saar close and ran slender fingers through his shaggy, dark hair. ‘You didn’t do this,’ he whispered. ‘And you don’t need his body to prove you were tricked. Just look at this so called temple. You would never come here unless desperate. You were used by someone who sought to manipulate the good in you for their own ends.’
 
   ‘I wanted power.’
 
   Though his fingers trembled, Mosi touched the altar. A look of pain flickered across his face and he jerked away. ‘How many times must I say you are a good man. This terrible thing, this dark magic . . . don’t let it define you. Be as you always were. Protect our queen. Serve your city.’
 
   ‘But the tribute—’
 
   ‘—Can be resolved. There must be other ways. And if we must offer blood as tribute we will do it in a way that does not dishonour us. We will find a way.’
 
   Shaking, Saar let himself be comforted. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel of Mosi’s body, the familiar contours he had come to learn and love over the past few weeks. He touched Mosi’s neck, remembering the sight of long hair spilling over those slender shoulders. Now Mosi’s hair was short, rough spikes of black that stuck up all over his head. Despite Mosi’s insistence, Saar hadn’t the heart to hack away all that beautiful hair.
 
   ‘What is this?’ Pulling back from the embrace, Mosi stooped and retrieved something from a nook beneath the altar.
 
   Saar’s insides knotted. ‘That held the damned black liquid.’
 
   Mosi turned the bowl over in his hands. He inspected the symbols on the sides with narrowed eyes. ‘I don’t know these signs. They are very old, as is the bowl. It feels . . .’
 
   ‘What?’ Watching his face, Saar saw colour drain from his cheeks and forehead. Slow at first, then faster, like the slide of sand through the timers in the palace. Mosi began to shake. His fingers convulsed, flexing around the stone bowl until it creaked.
 
   ‘Mosi?’
 
   He opened his mouth. Fangs sprang forward. In his eyes, the brown colour faded away, replaced by glowing white light.
 
   Saar grabbed his shoulders. Shook him. ‘Mosi? Mosi!’
 
   Low moans fell from his mouth. Soft at first, then louder. Their pitch increased, twisting through the notes of pain until Saar longed to press his hands to his ears.
 
   ‘Mosi!’ He gripped the smaller man’s hands. ‘You’re cold . . .’
 
   The moans became screams.
 
   Still Mosi held the bowl.
 
   Saar grabbed it. Pulled. Mosi’s grip never loosened.
 
   Panting, Saar pulled his lover’s fingers one by one, prying them away from the edges of the bowl.
 
   Still he screamed, tossing his head from side to side, body trembling, now shaking; terrible tremors that made his feet slip and slide through the sand.
 
   ‘Mosi, please!’
 
   Saar recognised the switch in his own vision and knew his own eyes had changed. He knew they were black; black to match Mosi’s white and the strange sharpness to the world told him that panic controlled his motions.
 
   He gripped the bowl again and heaved it against his chest.
 
   With a last shrill shriek, Mosi’s hands slipped free.
 
   Thrown off balance, Saar stumbled back, bumping against the altar before falling to his knees. The bowl landed beside him, upside down in the sand.
 
   Mosi heaved a great sigh. Stopped screaming. Blinked away the white from his eyes and stared at the ceiling. His lower lip trembled. ‘I was dying. I could feel it.’
 
   Crawling towards him, Saar tugged the smaller man’s head into his lap. ‘No, young one, not dying. I’m here. I’ll protect you.’
 
   ‘My strength was fading. Like the very essence of me was draining into that bowl.’
 
   Saar gave it a cursory glance. ‘There’s nothing there. I promise. You are well.’
 
   It was several minutes before Mosi agreed to move. When he did, he skirted wide around the bowl and refused to touch it again, even when Saar slung it into the sack over his shoulder.
 
   As they mounted the altar and leapt up to catch the lip of the hole in the ceiling, Saar looked back again at the room in which his whole life changed. He frowned.
 
   Outside, having climbed through, he looked left and right until he found Alexandria; a smudge of dark shapes against the horizon several miles away.
 
   ‘Remember this route, Mosi.’ He started to walk.
 
   Still disorientated and jittery, Mosi clutched his arm. ‘We must never return. That room is evil. That bowl you carry is evil. It should be buried in the sand and forgotten forever.’
 
   Saar gnawed his thumb nail. ‘Remember this route so we know never to come this way again. That room must never be found. Later, I will return alone and block the exits so none may find it.’
 
   Beside him, Mosi heaved a sigh of relief.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Seven
 
   Lenina woke on the floor. Her fingers burned.
 
   Kallisto stared down at her, eyes bright with joy.
 
   <You sleep too much>
 
   She groaned. ‘Leave me alone.’
 
   ‘Never.’ Kallisto clapped her dainty hands. ‘This is the proof I require—soon I will see my father returned. In your unconscious speech I heard him. You spoke of things only he could know.’
 
   When Lenina sat up, every joint in her body creaked in protest. She rubbed her eyes and waited, wary of Tristen’s presence blossoming in her mind again. Though his gaze was trained on Kallisto, Lenina knew his attention remained on her.
 
   ‘The second sign.’ Kallisto leapt to her feet and retrieved the bowl, cradling it like a small child. Her eyes became vacant. ‘Soon. I’ll see you soon, dearest Father and when you return I’ll never leave you again.’
 
   <Soon my daughter>
 
   Lenina wiped Saar’s smile from her lips. ‘When you say ‘return,’ what does that mean?’
 
   ‘He will live again. Your blood carries his essence and with the correct rituals we will bring him forward that he may live, act and speak through you.’
 
   The news should have surprised her, but it didn’t. Not really. Instead it merely confirmed that creeping sense of mounting dread she’d felt for the past two days. She nodded slowly, not accepting but thoughtful.
 
   The Vessel will awaken Saar.
 
   She stared at her reddened fingertips. ‘But what will happen to me?’
 
   ‘He will consume you.’ Kallisto beamed as though explaining Christmas. ‘It will take some time to become accustomed to his new form, but my father can overcome anything. Even death cannot defeat him. You are proof of that.’
 
   ‘I’ll be dead?’
 
   ‘You’ll be gone.’
 
   ‘No.’ She shook her head, closing her fingers across her palms. ‘You can’t.’
 
   ‘I am the oldest living creature on this planet—I have gifts you cannot dream. The things I want have a curious habit of coming to me.’ The smug smile matched the youth of her delicate face. ‘Saar’s Fang will come soon and the three signs will be complete. We must prepare.’ Age and experience dropped from her voice, leaving her breathy and child-like. She paced them room, curling a strand of hair around her finger.
 
   ‘Tristen, you must order the wolves to retrieve the rest of the family. The ritual requires their blood and I see no need to wait for the third sign. My brothers and sisters must join me.’
 
   She kept talking, reeling off orders, making plans, but Lenina heard none of it. Her insides seized. A cold, thick hand closed around her throat until she gagged on a surge of fear.
 
   ‘Family?’ she whispered.
 
   Kallisto stopped pacing. Smiled. Her voice once more took on that sing-song quality. ‘Your human family are a key component of this ritual. Saar will use their blood to strengthen himself that he may free his essence from the prison of your mind.’
 
   Lenina stiffened. ‘Haven’t you done enough?’ Disbelief briefly overtook the fear. ‘Dad’s already gone . . .’
 
    The smile on Kallisto’s lips drooped on one side. ‘Gone?’
 
   She saw him again on the path, heels hammering the floor, stomach gushing. She felt his fear and the weight of his pain and her own crushing helplessness. Sudden tears blinded her.
 
   ‘He’s dead.’ Saying the words made it real. She hugged herself. ‘Darryl—the wolves killed him before we came.’
 
   The air became very still.
 
   Kallisto’s eyes blanked out and fangs sprang from her gum line. ‘Raymond Miller is dead?’ A strange stifling sensation filled the room. Lenina felt it brushing against her arms and face, crawling down her throat. She swallowed.
 
   ‘Yes.’ Her jaw ached.
 
   Kallisto’s slammed a hand against a panel of small buttons beside her keyboard. ‘Darryl! Come.’
 
   Tristen cleared his throat. Under Kallisto’s glare he stooped into a half-bow. ‘The moon puppies were never suited to such a delicate job. They’re incompetent and pack politics makes them unreliable at best. A liability more likely. If you’ll allow me to return to Leicester I’ll find Raymond Miller myself and—’
 
   ‘Be quiet.’ Though she spoke softly, the menace was palpable.
 
   ‘But I can find him. If I could only—’
 
   ‘When I want your services, I will take them. Be silent.’
 
   Frustration boiled down the sire-childe bond. In a small, childish way, Lenina found a measure of satisfaction in it.
 
   The door to the library crashed open. Darryl stalked through, his eyes burning a deep gold. ‘I ain’t no dog to be summoned, Kallisto. Do not call me like—’
 
   Kallisto stepped up to him. No flash of power, no blur of motion, just a step from one side of the huge room to another, that happened in the space of an eye blink. With the same stunning speed she drove her fist into his stomach. He doubled over, gagging. His knees wobbled, then hit the floor. The tiny girl grabbed his chin and glared into his watering eyes.
 
   ‘You. Are. My servant.’ Fangs glimmered between lips dotted with spittle. ‘You are less than the lowest god-touched in this mansion and a mere step above the human you guard. Question me again and I shall show you what happens to servants who displease me.’ Her fingers dug into his flesh until little beads of blood welled up around her fingernails. ‘Do you understand?’
 
   Darryl made a thick, wet sound that may have been consent. Kallisto took it as such and loosened her grip. He coughed, wiping the five smears of blood from his chin. When he next stood, his entire body sang with tension, muscles tight across his neck and shoulders. His hands curled into fists.
 
   Lenina watched and understood that he was far more dangerous than Kallisto gave him credit for.
 
   But Darryl didn’t attack. He rolled his head, making his neck click, before unfurling his fists. Red indentations lined his palms. ‘What can I do for you, Kallisto?’
 
   ‘Is Raymond Miller dead?’
 
   A fractional hesitation. ‘I don’t know. Luke cut him up pretty bad—we left quickly.’
 
   A tingle spread from Lenina’s gums. She ran her tongue over them, willing her fangs to stay in place. The anger was new, but she embraced it, clutching it close to a her chest like a babe in need of protection. The warmth it lent her formed a welcome counterpart to the fear.
 
   Saar gave an approving growl. <There is strength in anger. Fear will kill you more surely than my daughter. Shame it is too late for you. You will die>
 
   No.
 
   <Yes. You waste your body—I will take it>
 
   She gritted her teeth. We’ll see about that.
 
   Back at the desk once more, Kallisto trailed her hands over the stone bowl. She ran a finger around the rim, two slow circles, before she spoke. ‘Raymond Miller, his wife and son are vital components of Saar’s rebirth ritual. You were to bring me the girl—I said nothing of human casualties.’
 
   ‘It was an accident. We didn’t plan for—’
 
   ‘Enough!’ The word cracked through the room like the lash of a whip. ‘Return to Leicester, find Raymond Miller. Bring him here. Alive or dead, I want him.’
 
   ‘But—’
 
   ‘Do not make me tell you again.’
 
   Darryl cast a helpless gaze about the room. When his sights fell on Lenina, she tilted her chin, delighted to see him sweat. Never mind how desperate he looked, this was his fault.
 
   His shoulders sagged. ‘They’ll be here by this evening.’
 
   Kallisto waved her hand at him in silent dismissal.
 
   Lenina forced herself not to watch him go. Instead, she spoke to the opposite wall, measuring her voice to ring clear and firm. ‘Leave my family alone, Darryl.’
 
   The heat of his stare scalded her back, but still she refused to turn.
 
   Footsteps shuffled.
 
   The door clicked shut.
 
   Kallisto smirked. Propping her chin on the back of one hand, she tapped her bottom lip with the other. ‘How long have you been of The Blood?’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   The amused look died. ‘Do not question me.’
 
   Anger’s heat chilled rapidly beneath that stare. ‘Two days.’
 
   ‘Hmm.’ She nodded. ‘New god-touched generally cut all human ties with their first tribute. Their loyalty shifts first to their sire, then to the rest of their line. Those who don’t are either incredibly strong-willed or destined to become Elders. Usually both.’ When Lenina didn’t respond, she continued. ‘To me, you appear as neither, though your instincts undeniably are remarkable. Few god-touched have them so highly developed at such a young age.’
 
   Lenina gazed at her toes. The awkward, backward compliment made her more uncomfortable than most of the conversation so far. Kallisto, though crazed and volatile, had a curious and almost grudging respect for her.
 
   ‘Then why kill me?’
 
   A smile. ‘Because that is your purpose.’ She faced Tristen and made another of those flicking gestures. ‘Take her upstairs. House her with the human then return to Leicester—you too must seek out Raymond Miller.’ 
 
   ‘Gladly.’ Tristen offered another half bow then seized Lenina’s arm. She offered no complaints as he hauled her from the room.
 
   #
 
   The rest of the mansion was just as large and impressive as the lower levels. More panelling, deep carpets and exotic lighting options. Lenina saw only a fraction of it. Once clear of the library and walking back down the hall she broke away from Tristen and ran. It was stupid, and pointless, but the thought of Darryl and his cronies hunting down her mother and brother made her desperate.
 
   I can’t be responsible for any more deaths.
 
   She made it three steps before Tristen snagged hold of her, not physically, but with a lazy flex of the sire-childe bond. He forced the sensory memory of their shared night down the link and effortlessly rekindled the pleasure they shared.
 
   Lenina grunted and lurched right. Muscles low in her stomach clenched and turned her knees to mush. She pressed her thighs together and clung to the wall, panting as the scent of peppermint swirled around her.
 
   ‘Don’t be stupid, Lenina.’ He stopped in front of her and tucked his finger beneath her chin. His skin was hot and smooth. She longed to slip the slender digit into her mouth. He grinned, as if reading her thoughts. Perhaps he had. ‘Where are you going?’
 
   ‘My family—’
 
   ‘—Are as good as dead. Forget them.’ His finger stroked her cheek. Traced her bottom lip. ‘Or don’t—an escape attempt would give me just the excuse I need.’
 
   She flicked out her tongue. Lapped his fingertip. The taste of his skin set off an explosion in her mouth. She closed her eyes. ‘Excuse for what?’
 
   He tilted her head. Their lips brushed. ‘To kill you.’ 
 
   Lenina jerked back. Her arm hit the wall, one of the framed portraits jabbing in her shoulder. She leaned hard on the corner, using the pain to bring herself back.
 
   He shrugged. ‘It would be an accident of course. A tragic miscalculation of powers. Much as I love these romantic interludes of ours, you’re dangerous. I’m the only person who wants Saar back less than you do. Remember that.’
 
   The gentle calm of moments ago clung stubbornly to her memory, at violent odds with the thick pulses of anger filling her head. Not Saar’s anger, but Tristen’s manipulation of the link they shared through blood.
 
   She forced away more thoughts of kissing. ‘Then why are you helping her?’
 
   ‘Would you prefer I kill you now?’
 
   ‘No, but—’
 
   ‘My reasons are mine and so are my plans. Don’t worry, it’s all in hand.’ He grinned at something over her shoulder. By the time she looked, there was nothing there.
 
   Once again his hand closed over her arm. The power he held over her simmered on the point of erupting, without ever tipping over the edge. It allowed her to think and feel, even with his skin against hers. He walked across the landing, avoiding the continuation of the stairs to higher levels of the house. In the corridor leading to the western wing of the house, he stopped outside the first door, head cocked.
 
   Lenina twitched. ‘What now?’
 
   Two familiar voices rang out on the floor above.
 
   ‘. . . Scrape and bow before that blood-sucker. It’s not right. It’s not our way.’ Luke’s voice trembled with rage, yet retained its sharp, clipped cadence. ‘Every time you bow to her, you make yourself look weak. You make us all look weak.’
 
   Darryl’s answer was soft and calm. His own passion shone through regardless. ‘We are weak. Dress it up any way you like, we ain’t nothing against the likes of vampires until we shift.’
 
   ‘Then why give up the only leverage we have? The Millers are safe with the rest of pack—if Kallisto needs them so much, now is the time to make demands.’
 
   ‘This whole deal hinges on our cooperation. You know that word, right? Cooperation?’
 
   Luke snorted.
 
   Lenina stared at Tristen. He shrugged.
 
   Footsteps tramped across the ceiling, soft and muffled. They approached down a set of steps, both men still arguing.
 
   Tristen put a finger to his lips then crept along the hallway. His steps were silent, his movements smooth as liquid. Lenina followed. As she neared the landing, Darryl stalked into view. He aimed for the main stairs but Luke grabbed his shoulder and spun him round.
 
   ‘Giving them their leader won’t make us stronger. If I were alpha I’d make sure that—’
 
   Darryl snarled. He grabbed Luke by the collar and jerked him close before thrusting him away. The other man stumbled against the banister, arms flailing. Darryl followed and pushed until the smaller man’s feet left the floor. His upper half leaned backwards, far over the rail, open to the twenty foot drop to the hallway below.
 
   Though his eyes widened, Luke neither flinched nor cried out.
 
   ‘You’re not alpha.’ Darryl kept pushing until Luke was lying almost backwards. ‘I am. I earned it. The pack is mine, understand? I’m the one charged with making sure we all survive.’
 
   ‘And I’m the one keeping you alive. Tell me what you’re planning.’
 
   ‘No. All you need do is what you’re told.’
 
   Luke growled. ‘You sound like Kallisto.’
 
   The dull thud of a punch echoed through the air.
 
   Lenina winced as blood spurted from Luke’s shattered nose. The smell of it called to her, but Tristen’s grip on her arm prevented any movement. He watched, eyes aflame with mirth.
 
   ‘I ain’t nothing like that creature.’ Darryl’s arms and shoulders trembled. His voice finally quivered and broke with rage. ‘You’d be dead long ago if I were.’
 
   Through a face full of blood, Luke smiled. ‘Better dead than a whipped dog.’
 
   Lightning quick, Darryl lashed out with his fist again. The second punch made Luke’s eyes cross and he lolled limp in Darryl’s grip. ‘Ain’t nothing more important to me than this pack, Luke. If protecting it means fetching a young blood-sucker or picking up a few humans, I’ll do it.’
 
   ‘You’re insane. You’ll kill yourself and the rest of us too.’
 
   ‘If you think you can do better—’
 
   ‘I know I can.’
 
   Darryl yanked Luke back over the rail and stepped away. ‘Then you know what to do. Defeat me in combat. That’s the way it works.’
 
   Luke eased away from the banister. He spat a glob of bloodied sputum at the carpet. A tooth gleamed white beside it. ‘Oh I’ll defeat you, but not like that. I don’t need brute strength to show you’re no longer capable of leading this pack.’
 
   ‘Good luck with that.’ Darryl pointed down the stairs. ‘Now get the car, we’ve got a lot to do.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Eight
 
   Lenina sat on the end of a soft, plush bed. The quilt was thick and hand stitched, even squares of many different materials. It covered the entire bed, top to toe and draped over the sides like a shroud. Beside her, Shawn stared at his fingers, occasionally picking at a torn edge on his thumbnail. He didn’t speak or look at her, just sat. And picked.
 
   ‘I’m sorry . . .’ She had no idea how to finish. What apology could possibly cover all she had to feel sorry for?
 
   The large room dripped more of the self-assured confidence exuded by the rest of the house. Deep burgundy wallpaper with thin blue stripes and a green carpet with spots of red. Solid oak cabinets filled with clothes and drawers stuffed with more of the same. And shoes. Dozens upon dozens of shoes.
 
   Searching the room hadn’t taken long. Nor had establishing there was no way out, no matter how much she wanted to save her mother and brother. Two god-touched patrolled the ground outside the window two floors down. Another three loitered in the hallway outside. They looked utterly normal when she first burst through the door but the air around them crackled with a curious energy, the same she associated with Tristen. When she spoke with them, Saar stirred inside her and applauded their obvious power.
 
   Her plans to escape through them were quickly discarded.
 
   ‘Who is Saar?’ Shawn spoke so softly she almost missed it.
 
   Though she had no comforting answer, Lenina couldn’t easily ignore his first words since she entered the room ten minutes before. ‘You really want to know?’
 
   ‘Got anything else to talk about?’
 
   She gnawed the edge of her thumbnail. ‘Saar was the first god-touched—I mean, vampire. He was born in Ptolemaic Egypt around 59 BC.’
 
   Shawn’s jaw dropped. Even without an archaeology degree most people could calculate the basic maths. ‘This guy is more than 2,000 years old? Doesn’t that mean he’s really powerful?’ He shrugged when he saw her stunned look. ‘I’ve seen enough movies.’
 
   ‘Yes. But he died in 1815. Kallisto wants him back.’
 
   ‘Where do you fit in?’
 
   She picked at a gold square on the quilt.
 
   ‘Look, I get that this is a lot of questions, but what do you expect? This morning I was a policeman, now I’m a hostage surrounded by vampires.’ As he spoke the word ‘vampire’ his heart rate spiked. Lenina cut a swift glance at him. A sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead.
 
   <Fear makes blood taste good. Try>
 
   She shook her head. ‘Knowing won’t make it better.’
 
   ‘Perhaps not. But it will stop me imagining what these people are going to do to me.’
 
   Lenina closed her eyes. She could think of few things worse than sitting on this bed, beside a man who smelled like food, telling him the story of how she became a monster. ‘I don’t know where to start.’
 
   ‘Keep it simple then. Why do they think you can bring back the dead guy?’
 
   ‘There was a prophesy. It talked about a god-touched—a Vessel—marked to bring him back.’
 
   ‘And that’s you?’
 
   Lenina traced the line of stitches along her left cheek.
 
   ‘But the mugger did that, it’s nothing to do with—’ Shawn shook his head, chuckling mirthlessly. ‘It wasn’t a mugging, was it? Oh, man . . .’ He rubbed the sides of his mouth. ‘I read that report, it was like a Hollywood script. So, some vampire attacked you and cut your face.’
 
   ‘I don’t think he did it on purpose.’ Behind her closed lids, Lenina saw Jason’s terrified expression as he recognised the product of his desperate bid to kill her. ‘He didn’t even mean to change me—he was waiting for Nick.’
 
   ‘Your fiancé? Really?’
 
   Lenina opened her eyes. ‘He liked men.’
 
   Shawn shuddered. ‘So he bit you the first night, then came back for your fiancé? That’s sick.’
 
   Slowly, Lenina uncurled fists she hadn’t been aware of making. Red indents from her fingernails filled in slowly. ‘Yeah. Sick.’
 
   The door opened. Through it came the Kallisto stand-in, her red hair drawn into a long tail down the back of her neck. She shut the door and swaggered forward, heels leaving little dents in the carpet. ‘Lenina Miller.’ Now she no longer pretended to be Kallisto, her voice was softer, accented with a hint of Leicester and a brush-stroke of Birmingham. She stopped in the middle of the room with one hand on an out-thrust hip, fangs already on show. ‘Nothing fancy now I get a proper look at you. I can smell the fear on you. Like lunch.’
 
   Shawn paled.
 
   ‘Oh, and don’t bother calling for the guards. They won’t come unless I call them. We’re having some girl time.’
 
   Lenina frowned. Instead of the menace and danger she’d come to expect from other god-touched, this woman reminded her of every snotty, superficial bubble-head from her college years.
 
   A welcome change.
 
   Stepping forward, Lenina tightened her jaw and reacted just as she had back then. ‘What do you want?’
 
   The woman arched a brow. ‘Feisty. Interesting. My name’s Zoë.’
 
   Lenina shrugged.
 
   ‘Zoë.’
 
   ‘I heard you the first time.’ Some of the nervous energy began to dissipate. So this woman thought she was tough? She knew nothing of how Lenina once ruled her college classes. This was easy. This, she could handle.
 
   Zoë pursed her lips. Her eyes narrowed. ‘I take it he hasn’t mentioned me?’
 
   ‘Who?’
 
   ‘You know who.’ Hips swaying, Zoë stalked into the room and settled on the end of the bed. She ignored Shawn’s frantic scramble out of the way. ‘I’ve been here a long time—I’m fourth generation. That means my sire—’
 
   Lenina held up her hand. ‘I know what that means. What’s your point?’ She watched Shawn skirt wide around the bed, positioning himself behind her.
 
   Probably wise.
 
   ‘My point,’ Zoë snarled, ‘is that I am powerful. More than a match for you at two days old. I have experience, knowledge and strength you couldn’t possibly dream of.’
 
   ‘And I’m the Vessel,’ Lenina snapped.
 
   Silence filled the room.
 
   Saar gave a soft sigh. <At last you accept the truth> 
 
   Shawn shuffled away and Lenina caught sight of the startled look in his eyes. She knew how he felt.
 
   Saying the words aloud, gave them weight. Truth. Ownership.
 
   Lenina fingered the healing wound on her cheek and plucked a piece of stitching out of the horrific scabbing. Her skin prickled. A little tingle of warmth passed through her face, billowing down to fill her entire body.
 
   Calm followed.
 
   I am the Vessel.
 
   <Yes. And it is but a matter of time before I am freed>
 
   She longed to address the certainty in that smug voice. If anything, owning the truth made her determined to ensure the 2,000 year old monster remained locked up forever.
 
   With an airy toss of her head Zoë muttered, ‘I don’t see what that has to do with it.’
 
   Saar spluttered.
 
   Lenina gaped. ‘Seriously?’
 
   Carefully, Zoë uncrossed her legs, then re-crossed them in the other direction. ‘It must be more than the sire-childe bond. He had a childe and never once looked at him the way he looks at you.’
 
   <Mad. Perhaps she is feral. Her wits are gone>
 
   Lenina shook her head. ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘Tristen!’ Zoë bounded off the bed so fast that Shawn yelped and back-peddled. Lenina shifted to keep herself between him and Zoë, an unconscious decision she quickly decided was the right one. Though part of her doubted the other woman even knew he was there.
 
   ‘He looks at you like food.’ A dreamy look filled Zoë’s eyes. Her voice became wistful. ‘Like something he’d like to unwrap and eat slowly. I saw him with you earlier—in the hallway. The way he touched your face was so . . .’ she sniffed. ‘But he’s mine, understand? You can’t have him and if you try to take him, I’ll make sure you regret it.’
 
   Lenina remembered Tristen’s sly glance over her shoulder in the hallway outside Kallisto’s study. Though she tried to concentrate on the anger, taking herself back to that moment also strengthened the memory of his touch. His lips against hers. She grunted. ‘I hate him. He’s evil.’
 
   A subtle shift in the air provided insufficient warning. Zoë leapt, her eyes blanked out to featureless black. Fangs protruded from her rouged lips and her fingernails clawed for soft, delicate eyes. Lenina gave ground, shoving Shawn aside to take the charge herself. It slammed her against a wardrobe which rocked beneath the impact.
 
   Saar erupted with an answering snarl, flooding her limbs with his strength. He steamrollered her startled attempts to hold him back and snatched hold of her arms, using them to hurl Zoë across the room. It cost him nothing, like tossing a pillow or a book.
 
   Zoë sailed across the bed and crashed into the headboard face first.
 
   <Impudent weakling> Saar’s burning rage sent sweat cascading down Lenina’s neck and forehead. <Attack me? Strike me? I’ll squash you, you insect!>
 
   ‘Stop!’ Lenina thrust out her hands, searching frantically for the pulverised remnants of her mental cage.
 
   Zoë rolled off the bed. ‘Begging won’t save you. Clearly you need to learn your place.’
 
   She almost laughed. It seemed impossible that the woman could be that self centred. And yet . . .
 
   <Do not fight me. That woman must know what it is to fear her betters>
 
   ‘And if I do?’
 
   <I will pull her spine through her overly flared nostrils.
 
   ‘Gross.’ The image made her stomach churn.
 
   <Less than she deserves>
 
   The beautiful quilt tore as one of the squares caught on Zoë’s spiked heels. She kicked the shreds of fabric away and puffed hair from her eyes. ‘Tristen is mine.’
 
   ‘Have him! The man is a manipulative, compulsive liar.’
 
   Zoë gave another enraged shriek. ‘He is three times the god-touched you’ll ever be, Vessel or not. It’s only because of him you’re here at all. He searched for you, but he doesn’t want you. He wants Saar.’
 
   <You know nothing, little girl>
 
   Lenina agreed but she forced his rage into stillness and pressed the image of a cage around him once more. The effort drove her to her knees. When Shawn crept forward to touch her shoulder, she waved him back. Still not safe.
 
   ‘Again, Zoë, what do you want?’
 
   She pursed her lips. ‘So much fuss about you, so much excitement. But you’re nothing. Tomorrow you’ll be gone, the Great Father will be here and Tristen will come back to me knowing his duty is done.’ She laughed. ‘Glorious and appropriate for a pathetic, weak, ugly little tramp like you.’
 
   Shawn gave a wordless roar and launched across the room. He caught Zoë around the waist, a solid rugby tackle. Momentum took them both to the floor.
 
   For stunned seconds Lenina couldn’t move. She watched the pair roll across the floor, locked together like animals. Then Shawn screamed. Zoë wrapped her legs around his hips, pinned his arms across his chest. Grinning she unleashed her fangs and put them to Shawn’s throat. He shrieked. Blood swelled.
 
   Sweet, sweet blood.
 
   For a single horrifying moment, there was nothing else in the world but the smell of it. Like opening the cases of old coins at the museum. The metallic aroma had a near erotic fruitiness to it, tinged with salt, spiced by fear.
 
   Shawn’s heart rate rocketed and the blood pumped faster, a vivid splash of colour against Zoë’s lips.
 
   Between her ears, Saar’s voice soared and his hunger slammed against her senses. <Tribute! Tribute is all!>
 
   Lenina closed her hand on a long length of red hair. She didn’t remember moving.
 
   Pull. Twist. Throw.
 
   The bed creaked as Zoë landed on it.
 
   Several strands of hair remained caught around Lenina’s fingers.
 
   Shawn sprawled on the carpet panting and gasping. His fingers fluttered near his throat. His eyelids drooped.
 
   With all the care of a new mother, Lenina dropped to her knees and gathered Shawn’s head into her lap. This close, there was nothing but the smell. The air thickened with the taste. Drool pooled beneath her tongue.
 
   <Why do you wait? Drink. Take it. The tribute is yours to give>
 
   ‘But I—’
 
   <What? Fool! Weakling! Let me. I will take it. I will show you what it is to be my Vessel>
 
   She considered it. For a single second, drawn out into forever, Lenina imagined stepping back to give Saar control. Wouldn’t that be easier? Simpler? He knew the powers far better than she did and clearly gave no heed to the concept of guilt. Or right and wrong.
 
   And she wanted it. Longed for it. Needed it.
 
   The hunger burned through her skin. Almost sexual.
 
   Her tongue tingled.
 
   <Do it. Give to me>
 
   Her control slipped. The cage rattled. Bars creaked.
 
   Saar jabbed through her shields like a spear.
 
   Fangs sprang forward in her mouth. She lowered her head.
 
   Something hard and shrieking crashed into her chest. Shawn slipped from her grip. The back of her head cracked off the floor.
 
   Stars. Bright lights.
 
   Pain.
 
   Snarling. Teeth. Spittle. Fingernails.
 
   Fury.
 
   Lenina hissed, scrabbling against Zoë’s frantic attempts to reach her throat. She saw swirls of liquid foundation on that pale skin. Little flakes of mascara clumped at the end of each eyelash. A smear in the perfect lipstick.
 
   She hiked her legs up, protecting her chest with both knees and shoving back on Zoë’s shoulders. One inch. Two. Three.
 
   ‘I’ll kill you!’
 
   ‘You’ll try,’ Lenina shot back. Saar’s words.
 
   Four inches. Five.
 
   Space shuddered open between them. Lenina thrust with her right knee. Twisted the foot. Shoved.
 
   Zoë sailed overhead, thudding into Shawn then rolling on. She scrambled to hands and knees. Came again.
 
   A tiny, long-haired blur streaked across the room. Caught Zoë beneath the chin. Hefted her into the air.
 
   Blood scattered from her parted lips in a glistening trail.
 
   When she hit the bed her body pulverised the headboard, reducing it to matchstick fragments. Zoë thudded down beside the bed. Lay unmoving.
 
   Kallisto straightened and pushed her hair back over her shoulder. ‘You’re causing trouble, Lenina Miller.’
 
   Still tingling, still bursting with adrenalin, Lenina dropped to a fighting crouch. ‘She started it.’
 
   ‘Oh?’
 
   ‘Don’t act like you didn’t send her. What are you trying to do?’
 
   Kallisto gave a graceful, one-shouldered shrug. ‘I did not send her. Indeed, I came to find her when I knew she was missing. Given her fixation on Tristen I deduced there was only one place she would go.’ She smiled. ‘I was correct.’
 
   ‘She’s insane.’
 
   ‘She’s powerful . . . and infatuated. Fool. One day she will learn Tristen has space in his heart for but one love.’
 
   ‘Himself?’
 
   ‘Saar.’ Kallisto’s inflection lifted. ‘You must know, all he does is in service of the Great Master.’
 
   The urge to argue boiled strong. Lenina slammed a lid on it.
 
   Kallisto walked slowly through the room. Her gaze touched Shawn then snapped back to Lenina. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Interesting. Mosi the Usurper is legendary among our people. I’m sure you understand why. For all his attacks on my father, his power cannot be denied. Second only to Saar himself, he was mighty in all things. But Tristen destroyed him—his own sire—and in so doing he paved the way for Saar’s return. We all owe Tristen Blake a great debt.’
 
   ‘If you’ve just come here to tell me how great he is you’re wasting your time. I know exactly what he is.’
 
   ‘Perhaps you do.’ Kallisto sat on the bed and beckoned at the open door.
 
   The three guards walked through, scooped Zoë up between them and carried her away.
 
   Only when they were gone did Kallisto speak again. ‘Where is Tristen?’
 
   ‘No idea.’
 
   ‘Come now, you have his bond. Feel for him. Tell me where he is.’ The promise of danger lingered beneath her words.
 
   ‘I can’t. I don’t want to be that close to him.’
 
   Kallisto glanced at Shawn. She didn’t speak, but the expression in her eyes said plenty.
 
   Lenina reached inside and dragged open the door between herself and Tristen. She braced herself for a rush of lust and longing. Nothing came. She blinked. ‘He’s miles away.’
 
   ‘Good.’ Kallisto gave a feral smile.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Nine
 
   Shawn groaned. His attempts to sit up ended in weak, ineffectual shuffles against the carpet. His throat continued to bleed.
 
   Lenina longed to go to him. She had no idea how much blood Zoë took, but his pale face frightened her. ‘Help him,’ she whispered.
 
   ‘Why?’ No malice, no confusion; Kallisto’s tone was genuine curiosity.
 
   ‘He’s dying.’
 
   ‘He’s in pain,’ she corrected. ‘And greatly weakened. If you stop the bleeding he will not die.’
 
   ‘Then do it!’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Why? You can’t leave him like that.’
 
   ‘You are perfectly capable of saving him yourself. If you wish.’
 
   She abandoned her ready stance for a frantic twisting of her fingers. ‘How?’
 
   ‘First tell me why? This man is nothing to you. Not family, not friend. Why care?’
 
   The words tumbled out. ‘I can’t just let him die! It’s . . .’
 
   ‘Wrong?’ Kallisto sighed. ‘You are no longer human, Lenina Miller. You have risen above. The laws of the world you were born to no longer apply. He is weak and you are strong. You have no obligation to him.’
 
   ‘I can’t let him die.’
 
   ‘Then seal the wounds.’
 
   Lenina held up her hands. ‘I don’t know how—I can’t—just tell me what to do.’
 
   ‘You know what to do.’
 
   Frantic, Lenina scrambled through her thoughts, pulling apart Saar’s memories for something useful.
 
   Killing. Over and over she saw him bite and drink to kill, draining blood while praising Set. Colours, scents, shrieks and sighs flitted across her mind’s eye like an old film reel, flickering, fluttering, juddering.
 
   At last she stopped, swaying as the rocking motion of a large ship threatened to toss her to her knees.
 
   The air reeked of salt and fish. And sickness . . .
 
   ‘I don’t want to die.’ The child lay propped on a pile of filthy sacks. Sweat plastered her hair to her forehead. Heat panned off her glistening skin.
 
   Saar touched her cheek. Hissed. Rubbed the fingers against his shirt. ‘You will not die, Kallisto. I won’t allow it.’
 
   ‘It hurts. I want Mother.’
 
   ‘She is gone, little one. But tonight I make this solemn vow: from this moment forward, I am your true father.’
 
   The girl felt so tiny in his arms. The touch of her slick, feverish skin against his made something inside curl and recoil, but he held her close. Touched his lips to the inside of her wrist. ‘Do you trust me, little one?’
 
   Her eyes fluttered. ‘Trust . . . always . . .’
 
   He bit down.
 
   The blood against his tongue resembled river scum; slimy, thick and foul. He shuddered and spat the first mouthful against the damp, salt encrusted floor boards of the lower deck. Another. Another.
 
   Kallisto weakened in his grip, sighing, then sagging, then drifting into unconsciousness.
 
   Saar stopped drawing the blood away when certain he could do no more without causing serious harm.
 
   The punchers in her wrist continued to dribble, a weak flow that appeared almost black in the dim light. Saar licked them, allowing his saliva to coat each wound. The flow slowed. Stopped.
 
   ‘I won’t allow you to die, Kallisto.’ Saar sighed and cradled the sleeping child against his chest. He would repeat the process tomorrow. The next day. The day after. However long it took. ‘You will live.’
 
   Lenina blinked, alarmed to find herself on the ground, Shawn’s limp body cradled to her chest. ‘I can’t do that.’
 
   ‘What?’ Kallisto’s gaze intensified.
 
   ‘Lick him—the blood—I won’t be able to stop.’
 
   ‘Then the human will die and we may speak uninterrupted.’
 
   ‘How can you be so cold?’
 
   Shawn’s eyes opened. Unfocused they swivelled left, then right before alighting on her face. He whimpered.
 
   His agony sang to her. She bit her lip. ‘I can’t do this. Last time I—’
 
   Nick’s face flashed across her memory. His terror. Pain.
 
   ‘I will have the Soldiers remove him. Perhaps then you will speak to me without distraction.’ 
 
   Heavy footsteps approached. A hand closed over her shoulder.
 
   ‘No!’ Lenina wrenched away and dipped her head. Blood smeared her nose, creeping into her senses. Hunger roared. Every scrap of skin flushed with warmth. She lapped at the wound. Remnants of Zoë’s lipstick streaked her chin. Blood pearled on her tongue.
 
   Oh, God . . .
 
   She couldn’t think. Could barely breathe. The teasing drops of ecstasy seared her throat as they slipped down, a burn that was all pleasure. More. Another lick. More teasing droplets.
 
   Help me . . .
 
   Her fingers knotted in Shawn’s shirt. His body shifted against hers.
 
   Moans.
 
   His life exploded before her, a vast kaleidoscope of colours, sounds, smells and tastes. She saw him training for his role with the police. Sharing lunch with his girlfriend. Playing with his new step-siblings. Crying over his parent’s divorce. Falling off a skate board. Throwing sticks for a chocolate brown Labrador. The memories went back, further and further until Lenina knew everything and more, her mind aching with the swell of yet another soul.
 
   But one image stuck out above all overs. She saw it as if through a veil of red, hemmed with jagged edges. A woman, walking away from him on a crowded street while he stared at the sparkling facets of a diamond ring, gleaming on his palm.
 
   Rebecca . . .
 
   She saw women, dozens of them, one night stands dotted across painful months of self-pity and misery. Kisses here, sex there, but no real feeling or emotion, just . . . action.
 
   Lenina opened her eyes, unsure of when she shut them. Her chest ached with pity.
 
   Shawn sprawled across her lap, legs spread, fingers fluttering. His hips thrust upwards.
 
   More moaning. Belly-deep and lustful.
 
   That’s not me . . .
 
   She jerked free and scrambled over to the bed. The honey-sweetness of Shawn’s blood lingered on her lips while he continued to moan and writhe across the carpet.
 
   Above her, Kallisto giggled. ‘Interesting.’
 
   ‘What’s happening to him?’
 
   ‘Humans are strange . . . some are closer to darkness than they care to believe. That one flirts with darkness the way a mouse dances before a sleeping snake. Eventually he will step too close and that darkness will consume him.’
 
   ‘But—’
 
   ‘He will live. Now, I have helped you, you will answer my questions.’
 
   Lenina struggled with the definition of ‘help.’ But she couldn’t deny that the flow of blood from Shawn’s throat had finally stopped. That the look of pain had vanished. He stilled gradually, falling into restless unconsciousness. His breathing evened out.
 
   Kallisto stood and rounded the bed to face Lenina. ‘Now we may talk without that or the lust you feel for Tristen clouding your words.’
 
   ‘I don’t lust for him.’
 
   ‘Foolish girl. Even were I blind I could see the desire in you. I smell it. Zoë saw it too, else she would have ignored you.’ Kallisto cocked her head. ‘I see him in you. In your eyes. Your manner.’
 
   ‘Tristen? He’s my sire by default, he didn’t—’
 
   ‘Not him, girl, Saar.’
 
   Lenina pressed her lips shut. What could she possibly say to that?
 
   ‘You have his memories, I take it? Fragments of his life?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘What do you see?’
 
   She studied the shorter god-touched. ‘Why?’
 
   A smile. ‘You grow bold, Lenina Miller. But bravery is close kin to stupidity. Make no mistake: Vessel or not, I will take what I need should you fail to give it freely.’
 
   She didn’t doubt it. ‘I saw him fighting. Arguing with Kiya and Mosi. With Antony. Other things.’ Heat flushed Lenina’s face as she remembered.
 
   ‘Then you should know what happened to Saar’s Fang, the dagger he took from Kazemde.’
 
   ‘He gave it to Mosi.’
 
   Kallisto growled. ‘I know that. We all know that. Where is it now?’
 
   ‘Tristen has it.’
 
   ‘Impossible. The dagger was lost in 1815 when Saar died in battle. But the weapon is linked to Saar through blood. It is the third sign concerning the Vessel. Tell me the truth.’
 
   Anger wormed through Lenina’s belly. ‘I already told you—’
 
   ‘Do you know why Tristen Blake is so well respected throughout Red Fang? Feared? Compared to dozens of others he is weak—I could crush him with a single swipe no matter how easily he toys with you.’
 
   ‘I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’
 
   Kallisto bared her teeth. ‘Tristen killed Mosi. In a swift, decisive act of sweet revenge, he opened Mosi’s throat and offered that traitor’s blood to Set. Hundreds of others returned to the sand that day, many older than Tristen, yet he survives. What does that tell you of him?’
 
   Lenina looked inward, conferring with Saar. Just like the night before, everything around the battle in 1815 was blurry and sketchy. Sounds. Smells, Splashes of colour. The occasional taste of blood. Nothing like the visions she experienced on the floor of Tristen’s house. Just a blank, hazy space . . . and a vague sense of anger.
 
   She bit her lip.
 
   ‘We will find the Fang. You are here, it must be close. When it comes, I will see my father again.’ Kallisto stalked away, pausing near the door to ask, ‘When did you last give tribute?’
 
   Several seconds passed before Lenina caught up with the question. ‘I’m not sure. Yesterday?’
 
   Kallisto frowned. ‘You are young. Vessel or not, young Blood must give proper tribute to ensure the lengthening of their lives. To refuse the hunger is to invite death. Remember that.’
 
   #
 
   Time moved slowly in that room.
 
   Lenina helped it pass by dragging Shawn into bed and covering him up. His throat looked raw and sore, but clean. The smell of his blood called to her, Kallisto’s warnings ringing in her mind. With nowhere to go, she left him on the bed and wedged herself into a far corner of the room. Tears dripped off the end of her chin.
 
   <Feeble woman. Why do you weep?>
 
   ‘You wouldn’t understand.’
 
   <I understand many things. I know humans> Saar seemed to step back, to consider her from a distance. <Guilty. Frightened>
 
   ‘No—’
 
   <Yes. Guilty for pale man with golden hair. Guilty for dark man with snake-like hair. Guilt is a waste>
 
   ‘Just because you don’t feel anything.’
 
   <I feel much. Love for my daughter. Pride. Joy>
 
   When she didn’t answer, Saar spoke again, this time recounting stories of his time with Kallisto. Of the journeys they took together. The people they killed. He seemed thrilled at the memories and more pleased to share them, reliving the events with a pleasure that bordered on indecent. Through it all, Lenina watched, fighting to ignore the images but unable to break away. How could she escape the inside of her own head?
 
   After an hour Zoë reappeared, sombre and humble. She carried a tray laden with the components of a carvery-style roast: chicken, beef, pork, roasted potatoes, Yorkshire puddings, gravy, sprouts, carrots and a tall bottle of beer. She set it before Shawn without a word then turned and walked out again.
 
   The delicious smells stabbed Lenina’s senses and set her mouth watering. She stood to look at the tray, imagining the soft give of delicate chicken between her teeth. The tart crunch of sprouts. The sweetness of carrots.
 
   Her stomach gave an angry growl, reminding her that she hadn’t successfully eaten solid food since her encounter with Jason two days before.
 
   Blood on the other hand . . .
 
   Shawn stirred in his sleep, one hand clutching at the pillow. His forehead furrowed. To the side of his throat, soft clots of blood picked out the damage of Zoë’s fangs; a small ring of punctures beneath his ear.
 
   Saar nudged her. <Too long since last tribute. Drink the human>
 
   ‘I can’t.’
 
   Shawn started awake. He saw her first and scrambled back, kicking the tray. Lenina caught it with one hand, saving the food from the carpet.
 
   ‘Your face has changed again.’ He licked his lips.
 
   Until that moment, Lenina hadn’t noticed the brightened colours in the room. The deeper smells. Harder edges. She closed her lips over her fangs and turned to hide the empty blankness of her eyes. ‘Sorry. I’m hungry.’
 
   ‘The food is yours?’
 
   She put the tray back on the bed without looking at him. ‘Zoë brought it for you.’
 
   Mention of Zoë made Shawn stiffen from head to toe. He touched the side of his throat. Winced. ‘What happened?’
 
   ‘She bit you. I stopped her.’
 
   ‘But my neck—’
 
   ‘I stopped that too. I’d rather not talk about it.’ That or any of the distressing memories she picked up as a result.
 
   Shawn rolled crusted clots of dried blood between his fingers. ‘I should be dead.’ His voice trembled, fear and something else . . .
 
   Disappointment?
 
   ‘You’re not, so eat.’
 
    ‘I’m not hungry.’
 
   ‘With all the blood you lost, you should be.’
 
   ‘I can’t. If you’re hungry, then—’
 
   ‘God-touched don’t eat.’ Her jaw knotted with the effort to stay away. She returned to the corner, each step dragging on the carpet.
 
   Rustling bedsheets signalled Shawn moving across the bed. He sniffed. ‘Smells great. Why are they feeding me? I thought they wanted me dead.’
 
   ‘They’ve already lost one hostage.’
 
   He toyed with the fork. ‘What’s the point? I’m going to die here.’
 
   Lenina clenched her fists. ‘Eat the food, Shawn. You’ll need the strength.’
 
   #
 
   Shawn set the empty plate back on the tray and pushed it under the bed. Licked a spot of gravy off his fingers. He stared blankly at the opposite wall before tucking the steak knife into his pocket. ‘Last dinner of the condemned,’ he murmured.
 
   Lenina looked up from her rummaging through the wardrobes and drawers. She held two handfuls of moth balls and several old shirts with ruffled necks and sleeves. ‘We’ll be fine.’
 
   ‘And if not?’
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   ‘Lenina?’
 
   Her name on his lips was such a strange sound that she couldn’t help but pause.
 
   ‘I know you need blood.’
 
   ‘How—’
 
   ‘I told you, movies, but I heard Kallisto talking while I was half out of it. You’re young, right? Two days? Even for a human baby that’s too long without food. I know you have crazy powers but you can only do so much.’
 
   She slammed the shirts to the floor. Moth balls scattered. ‘Make your point.’
 
   ‘You need to admit you’re getting played. They just fed me a huge meal when it would be easier to let me starve.’
 
   ‘So?’
 
   ‘Don’t be difficult! If I can accept it, you should too.’ He scrambled off the bed, stepped closer.
 
   Lenina leapt back. ‘Don’t.’
 
   ‘You’re thinking about it now! Don’t think I can’t see you eyeing my throat like a kid at a chocolate factory. You want my blood. You’re thinking of it now, in your mouth, washing down—’
 
   ‘Stop it.’
 
   ‘Lenina—’
 
   ‘I killed Nick,’ she roared.
 
   In the stunned silence she heard the hissing of her own breath. The drum-roll of Shawn’s heart.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘I killed him, not Jason.’ Tears stung her eyes. ‘We were at home—I got angry—confused. I didn’t know what was happening, but I knew what to do. I bit his throat. Drained him and, God help me, I liked it. It was better than anything—better than sex. It was the most thrilling, pleasurable—’
 
   Each confession tasted like ash on her tongue.
 
   She pushed on, gritting her teeth through the tears. Shawn’s gaze slid across hers and she caught it, held it.
 
   ‘I loved Nick with everything I had, and in the end he was just food.’ She sniffed. ‘That’s what I am now and you can’t possibly know how that feels. So don’t stand there and tell me I should accept it.’
 
   Shawn lowered his hand. His entire body shook. ‘I—I’m sorry—’
 
   Lenina snatched up the shirts and hurled them at him. ‘Don’t be sorry. Just do what I tell you.’
 
   He shook his head.
 
   ‘Can you do this or not?’
 
   ‘I think so.’
 
   ‘Be sure. We get one try.’
 
   Backing off again, Shawn fiddled with his glasses. He picked up the shirts and folded them on the bed. Slowly his scent faded from fear into resignation. ‘I don’t want to die here.’
 
   ‘Good. Then get ready.’ Lenina stretched out on the floor and took a deep breath. Closed her eyes. Screamed.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Ten
 
   Lenina’s shriek rang off the high walls, bouncing back and rattling around her brain. Shawn swallowed hard and waited half a beat before running up to the door.
 
   ‘Hello?’ His voice trembled. ‘Hey! I need help in here. I think she’s hurt. Hello?’ He beat his fist against the wood.
 
   The door flew open, admitting all three guards wearing wary expressions.
 
   Lenina immediately began to speak, fluttering her eyes and grasping at her chest. ‘The Fang—I see it—there’s water—sand—bright sunlight.’
 
   Shawn stayed close to the wall, his face pale enough to lend further weight to his act . .  . if it was an act. ‘What’s the Fang?’
 
   The guards shared a glance.
 
   The first backed towards the door. ‘Kallisto will want to know. I’ll go.’ He darted out the open door.
 
   Two against one . . . better than three. Lenina gave a low moan, twisting slightly to watch the remaining two through slitted eyes. Come on, Shawn, get them closer to me.
 
   ‘Is she okay? Should we get her on the bed?’ Shawn kept well away, pressed to the wall near the door. More than once his gaze flickered towards the hallway, watching for company.
 
   ‘The Fang,’ she murmured, nerves cracking.
 
   One of the guards bent low into her face. ‘You see it? Where?’
 
   Lenina surged into a sitting position, driving up with the heel of her palm. The blow caught him in the nose and she followed with a punch to the side of his face. He went down groaning, conscious, but hurt.
 
   It would have to do.
 
   The remaining guard stepped back, eyes wide and fearful. He didn’t notice Shawn until the policeman pressed the point of the steak knife into his back. ‘Get into the corner,’ he said.
 
   Anger flashed through the Soldier’s eyes. He hesitated, hands twitching.
 
   Lenina leapt to her feet and kicked his companion in the head. The immobilised figure grunted and flopped into stillness. ‘Do as he says.’
 
   Shawn gave her a stunned look.
 
   She hated that stare and everything it meant. Anger rose. ‘What? Did you think this would be easy? That we’d politely ask them to step aside while we ran? They’re god-touched, Shawn. Vampires.’
 
   ‘I thought—’
 
   ‘Kallisto wants my family. I can’t just sit here.’
 
   ‘So you’ll kill them?’
 
   She looked away.
 
   ‘Lenina?’
 
   ‘You think I want to make these choices?’ She took a deep breath. Squared her shoulders. ‘I don’t want this. I’m not built for it. Vampires, blood and death . . . but if I don’t make a decision, if I don’t act, my family will die. You will die. Is that what you want?’
 
   He made a helpless gesture. ‘I’m supposed to help people.’
 
   ‘They aren’t people.’
 
   ‘You are.’
 
   She glared at him. ‘I’m a monster and the sooner you get that, the better. Let’s go.’
 
   Lenina turned, meaning to take charge of the guard and use him to lead the way out. She made it half way before her feet stuck, rooted to the ground as though pinned with nails. She stumbled.
 
   <You think I would let you escape? Foolish girl. You will never leave this building>
 
   ‘Let go.’
 
   <Never. Your body is mine. You must remain until I claim it>
 
   Shawn gave the hallway another wary glance. ‘What’s wrong?’
 
   ‘Saar—I can’t move.’ 
 
   Snarling, the guard stepped away from Shawn and ducked into a crouch on the turn. He rushed forward like a charging bull, grabbing Shawn by the backs of the legs and heaving him into the air. Shawn’s back struck the wall beside the door. The steak knife spun out of his hands and skittered across the floor towards the bed.
 
   ‘No.’ Lenina wrenched against the invisible hold on her legs. ‘Please, this isn’t fair. Let go.’
 
   <You accept the truth but fail to see what it means. You are the Vessel. I am part of you. I will never leave. Your acceptance grows, as does my power. Soon I will own every part of you>
 
   Shawn punched the guard’s head. The big brute seemed not to notice. He tightened his grip and hurled the struggling policeman to the ground face first. Then he stood over him and pulled him up by his hair, one knee planted in the small of his back.
 
   ‘Kallisto will eat you alive,’ he snarled. ‘She doesn’t take kindly to tricks.’
 
   Lenina scrunched her eyes shut. Strained. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Muscles deep in her thighs and calves screamed but neither foot moved. Desperate, she looked around the room. Her sights fell on the tray beneath the bed. The steak knife close beside it. She hesitated.
 
   Shawn’s face had darkened to deep purple. He gurgled.
 
   <Even now you cannot act. You know what must be done and yet you hesitate. Your weakness irritates me>
 
   Growling, Lenina threw herself backwards. With no help from her legs she landed hard on her shoulders, hands thrust out to take the impact. Her feet remained rooted to the carpet. Groping backwards she fumbled the handle of the knife. Scraped it. Stretched and closed her fingers over it. Curling into a stomach crunch she sat up and threw the dagger point first.
 
   Thunk.
 
   The guard blinked dully. Fell.
 
   The handle of the steak knife protruded from his chest. Blood welled around the entry wound.
 
   Shawn gasped and rolled to his back. ‘How did you do that?’ His voice emerged rough and hoarse.
 
   <Parlour trick>
 
   She couldn’t look at him. ‘You need to run.’
 
   ‘I won’t leave you.’
 
   ‘I can’t move. That knife won’t keep him down long, please don’t let this be for nothing.’
 
   Slowly, Shawn took off his glasses and tucked them into his pocket. He unbuttoned his shirt and swapped it for one of the fluffy ones. No need to button it up. Gathering up the moth balls, he rubbed a handful over his hair and face then shoved the rest into his pockets. Pause. ‘Lenina—’
 
   ‘Please just go, Shawn.’
 
   He left.
 
   #
 
   <Stupid girl. More human than god-touched>
 
   Lenina closed her eyes, turning her attention inward to watch Saar. He paced, a lion stalking through a narrow cage. He had torn down one wall and worked hard on the others, worrying the bars with huge paws and sharp, yellowed teeth.
 
   ‘Let go.’
 
   He didn’t answer but continued to roar, scrape and pull. Each thud of his attempted escape rattled Lenina’s mind as surely as if he held her by the shoulders and shook her. Purple dots danced across her vision.
 
   ‘Stop it, I’m still in control.’
 
   <Not for long. My daughter will crush you. She will pull me up from your worthless body>
 
   ‘Worthless?’ She reached out again, straining until her fingers hooked over the lip of the tray. She dragged it closer and felt across the surface for the fork. ‘If I were that worthless you wouldn’t care where I went.’
 
   The presence in her mind paused. <What are you doing?>
 
   ‘I’m sick of everyone underestimating me. You, Kallisto, Tristen. I don’t even know what I’m capable of any more. You certainly don’t.’
 
   <You feel remorse. Pain. Fear. Still human>
 
   Lenina closed her hand around the fork handle and pressed the tines to her throat.
 
   <You haven’t the will>
 
   ‘You don’t sound sure.’ A muscle in her thigh twitched. She dug deeper with the fork. Felt the dull prick of metal through the first layer of tender skin. ‘Do you want to find out? Is that a risk you can take? Do you have a spare Vessel lying around?’
 
   Saar stopped. Pulled back for a fraction of a second. It was enough.
 
   Lenina threw all her energy into forcing him back, squashing his presence into a small, sealed box. He fought all the way. Like trying to force kittens into a sack. But she gritted her teeth, scrunched her eyes shut and shoved him in. Snapped the box shut.
 
   Her knees dropped sideways, released from his grasp.
 
   The room spun, dizzying swirls that left her panting. She clutched her head.
 
   ‘Ow . . .’
 
   Shaking off the creeping weakness was almost more than she could stand. But there was no choice now. She had to move. And keep moving.
 
   She stood and stumbled immediately when a hand closed over her ankle. It dragged her down and across the carpet, closer to the guard with the bloodied stain across the front of his shirt. His eyes were empty black holes.
 
   ‘I don’t care who you are,’ he hissed, reeling her in with a hand over hand motion. ‘Nobody cuts me like that.’
 
   She kicked at him, but he swayed out of range, chuckling as his hands clawed over her hips, then her ribs. ‘I can hurt you in ways you’ve never dreamed, princess. And no one will be able to tell. No bruises. No marks.’
 
   Her hands fluttered over the handle of the discarded steak knife. A quick swing brought it up, but he grabbed her wrist and pressed in with his thumb. All four fingers flexed at the pressure on the nerve and the knife fell.
 
   The guard caught it easily, grinning as he flipped the weapon and plunged down with it.
 
   Shiny steel sank into her thigh, an explosion of pain that shuddered through her entire body.
 
   She screamed, blinking away tears as she twisted to be free.
 
   ‘Okay . . . one mark.’
 
   ‘Please . . .’
 
   He snorted. ‘What, no smart, witty comeback? Kallisto was right; you practically are human.’ He twisted the knife.
 
   Lenina roared and thrashed against it. It hurt too much to be still, but moving only spread the pain across her body. She whimpered, torn between freezing and fighting for freedom. Her vision blurred.
 
   <What is that smell?>
 
   The chemical scent of insect repellent tickled her nostrils a split second before she heard the dull thunk of something hard against flesh. The guard cried out and the sound came again, this time with a strident crack.
 
   She opened her eyes.
 
   Shawn stood to the side, lowering his arms. Both hands clutched the handle of a golf club with a thick black head. The god-touched guard blinked and slumped to the ground. Blackness winked away from his gaze. The steak knife thudded to the floor.
 
   Chest heaving, Shawn peered at the matted red mess on the head of the club. His skin paled. Slowly, he put the club on the ground and wiped his hands on his shirt. ‘Can you get up?’
 
   Lenina wriggled away from him. ‘Yes. No. Give me a minute.’
 
   ‘We don’t have a minute.’
 
   ‘Why are you here? You were supposed to run.’
 
   He folded his arms. ‘I just saved you.’
 
   ‘Why? They want me alive—none of these idiots would do more than hurt me.’
 
   ‘So I shouldn’t have come back?’ He dragged a hand through his hair. ‘Well sorry, but I couldn’t just leave. I help people. Even you.’
 
   Lenina accepted the assistance to reach her feet. The injured leg wobbled ominously but the damage was already less than it had been. She limped two steps then stopped as a wave of dizziness threatened to dump her back on the floor.
 
   He grabbed her arm and pulled it over his shoulder, hugging her close with the free arm hooked around her waist. ‘How far did you think I’d get without you, anyway? Either we both go, or neither of us do.’
 
   ‘You said it.’
 
   His arm stiffened around her. ‘Can you walk like this?’
 
   Shame and anger mingled into a throat-stopping blend that stoppered speech while Saar cackled in the depths of her mind. She settled for a curt nod.
 
   Shawn led the way into the hall, pausing at the door to glance left and right before towing her along the plush carpet. A trail of blood marked their path.
 
   ‘I thought you guys were supposed to heal.’
 
   Lenina bit her lip and forced her feet to keep moving. ‘Guess everyone’s right about me needing blood.’
 
   The walk to the lower levels of the mansion was the most tense of Lenina’s life. Unable to think passed the pain in her leg, she clung to Shawn as he guided her along the first corridor, down a short set of steps and on to the mezzanine. The exposed nature of their position made her heart thud so hard against her ribs she felt sure somebody would hear. If they didn’t, then the trail of blood would give them away.
 
   ‘I need to stop,’ she said at last. ‘I can’t keep moving like this. I’m sorry, it won’t heal.’
 
   Shawn gave her a pained look. He gazed down the steps leading to the lower level and the huge doors just within sight. ‘Okay. In here.’ He pushed open the nearest door and helped her into it, easing her down to the floor when far enough inside.
 
   It was dark within. The distinctive hulk of a baby grand loomed on the left. On the right, a chaise lounge lined one wall.
 
   She dragged herself over to it and heaved herself on to the soft cushions. ‘I won’t be a second,’ she murmured, watching an agitated Shawn shift his weight from foot to foot.
 
   When he saw her trying to inspect the wound, he left the door and crouched beside her. His features softened. ‘Let me see.’
 
   Lenina shoved his hands away.
 
   ‘I’m not going to stick my hands in my mouth, let me check you over.’ He peeled away a piece of denim then kissed his teeth. ‘Not that I can see in this light. Hang on.’ He darted out of sight and then, moments later, a shaft of moonlight spilled in, released by a drawn curtain. ‘That will do.’ He retrieved his glasses from his pocket and put them back on.
 
   Though Shawn worked carefully, he cast repeated glances at the door. His shoulders lifted high against his neck, hands trembling with every motion as he widened the hole in her jeans. He grunted and tore the ruffles off his borrowed shirt to make long strips. ‘I can tie it like this, but it’s better if I can get right against your skin. You’ll have to take your jeans off.’ He kept his gaze on the ground but Lenina could still feel the warming of his skin. Hear the increase in his heart rate.
 
   She stared at him for long moments before shoving her hand into the hole and tearing downwards. The material on that side came free easily, sliding off her leg like a huge, blood-stained sock.
 
   ‘Oh. I should have thought of that.’
 
   She touched his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry about it.’
 
   Shawn tied the wound in silence.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Eleven
 
   Kent, 11 November AD 452
 
   Sunlight vanished with a last wink and left the road shrouded in darkness.
 
   The true road vanished long ago and the pitted track beneath his mount’s hooves little resembled the straight, paved roads favoured by the Romans. Small surprise people here had moved so swiftly to abandon the habits and rules set down by their oppressors of over four hundred years.
 
   Seeing such changes gave Saar hope.
 
   Though the horse seemed to know the way, he shifted in his saddle and gripped the reins so hard his knuckles trembled. To his side, hilly stretches of green stretched miles in either direction. He knew they were green, but in this light they, along with everything else, took on a grey hue.
 
   The air stank of sheep and cattle, waste and the sweat of dozens of men. Work had ended but their taint lingered, clogging Saar’s senses. Their stink seemed to lie in the soil, the grass, the leaves of the trees.
 
   So this is the legacy of Rome? Barren stretches of land, stinking animals and poorly washed people?
 
   The village he sought rose gradually out of the gloom, a wooden, sharp-edged shape thrusting out from the ground like a large toe on the foot of the land. Ten buildings of similar shapes and sizes made a cluster within a tall wall, built with thick, round shafts of wood. On the southern edge, small puffs of smoke drifted from the roof of the largest building. Warm, damp air wafting from the eye holes carried the sound and scent of snuffling horses.
 
   An owl hooted in the darkness. A tiny squeak signalled it catching prey and the air above his head shifted as the graceful bird flew overhead. He watched it glide away until, with a sharp breath, he returned his attention to the road. To his mission.
 
   The trace had moved and it was stronger. Instead of a single candle flame, Saar likened it to a torch, or a burning building; a vast blaze visible for miles around.
 
   It seemed impossible that nobody could feel it. Or see it. Saar imagined a blood coloured cord running from his middle, winding away into the darkness towards the small, broken down building where it ended. Gritting his teeth, he drove his heels into the flanks of the beast and urged the creature forward. The brooches across his cloak and tunic jangled as he moved, bouncing with the gait of the horse.
 
   A light drizzle filled the night air with cool mist. Moisture dotted his woollen cloak like tiny gems.
 
   Closer now.
 
   A pair of chickens scuttled across his path, followed closely by a pig. The fat, pink creature paused to glance at him with small beady eyes before lumbering away. More chickens. A barking dog.
 
   Crunching footsteps approached from the right. A tall, thick waisted man, in similar garb brandished a heavy axe with a broad head while growling in the strange tongue of the Brythons.
 
   Saar hated it, much as he hated any language other than his own. He spoke in Egyptian. ‘Leave me,’ he murmured, ‘and I’ll not hurt you.’
 
   The big man laughed. He grumbled something else, and though Saar remained unsure of the exact meaning, the stranger’s knitted brow and tense shoulders gave a clear message.
 
   The horse shied, sensing the tension. Saar dismounted and treated the beast to a slap on the rear to get it moving. With his cloak tossed over one shoulder, he advanced. No waiting, no discussion, no mercy; he walked straight into the brutish Brython and grabbed the axe. As the startled man tightened his grip, Saar jerked him forward and slammed his forehead into the bridge of his nose.
 
   Blood spurted from the cracked appendage, almost black in the dim light.
 
   Saar lapped it up, startled at the new, fresh taste. Nothing like the blood of the Roman men he preferred to feast on. He licked his lips as the memories arrived; images of cyul boats, fields, women, battles and blood. ‘I will eat your women and children if you stand in my way.’ Now he had the words, he spoke slow and clear to ensure the other man understood. ‘I am more than I appear.’
 
   The stranger grunted. Tried to lift the axe. Saar wrenched it away and swung the weapon above his head, swinging the sharp edge down with stunning force. It cut easily through the human man, crunching through bone and muscle with sloppy, wet squelches. He left the body twitching in the dirt and turned towards a hut on the western side.
 
   As he approached the door, Saar let the power of his own mind break through the dams he’d erected and flow free. His skin prickled. Knots of writhing discomfort wriggled through his gut but he held on, pushing on his power and shoving out with it, directing the flow through the door ahead of him.
 
   The flimsy wooden barrier crashed open, one edge splintering from the impact.
 
   A gasp floated from within.
 
   Panting now, half running, half stumbling, Saar threw himself through the open doorway and peered inside.
 
   #
 
   His hair is longer.
 
   A ridiculous thought, but face to face after so many years, Saar found himself lost and unable to think of more. He took the time to stare at those familiar features, drinking in the full lips, soft cheeks and sad brown eyes. ‘You look older with a beard,’ he said at last.
 
   Mosi looked up from his drinking bowl. ‘How did you find me?’
 
   ‘I felt you.’ Saar loitered in the doorway, gripping the wood with both hands. ‘Three years ago I felt your pain. Your weakness. I’ve followed ever since.’
 
   ‘I knew there would be consequences, but I didn’t expect they would involve you. I believed you dead.’ 
 
   ‘No, you didn’t.’
 
   ‘No, I suppose not.’ He smiled, running his hand through his tangled hair, a gesture as familiar now as it had been five hundred years ago. ‘I wouldn’t be here if I did.’
 
   Saar gave a soft moan, gazing deep into those eyes and remembering what he once saw there. Pleasure when he claimed Mosi’s body. Longing and love when he kissed Mosi’s cheek, his neck, his chest . . . other places.
 
   His fingers bit into the damp wood. ‘Why are you here?’ The threat of tears choked him. ‘Have you nothing to say? No word for me after so long?’
 
   ‘It’s good to see you.’ Mosi spoke using old Egyptian words. ‘I’ve missed you.’
 
   After so long, hearing those familiar sounds from the mouth of another quickened the tears in Saar’s eyes. He rushed forward, flinging his arms around those slender shoulders and squeezing. After a brief moment of resistance, Mosi relaxed into him. Their bodies fit together perfectly, as though the intervening years meant nothing.
 
   In that moment, Saar was in Egypt once more. In Alexandria. He lay in his own rooms in a quiet corner of Cleopatra’s palace with Mosi on one side and Kiya on the other. He felt the warm, solid planes of Mosi’s chest and thighs while Kiya’s cinnamon scented hair tickled his face. The soft cushion of her breasts pressed into his arm and between her legs grew a welcoming dampness.
 
   Growling, he yanked back from Mosi’s embrace and struck him across the face.
 
   Mosi fell, crashing through the low table. The glass drinking bowl smashed and spilled a thick, red fluid across his tunic.
 
   ‘You killed her. You killed them all. How could you? Did you not love me?’
 
   Mosi thumbed a spot of blood from the corner of his mouth. ‘I loved you more than anybody before or since. I love you still.’
 
   Outside the dog barked again. A voice called out in surprise and fear. The whisper of rain became an insistent patter. Small drops of water began to leak through the straw roof.
 
   ‘Then why? Why turn against us and destroy everything we hoped for?’
 
   When Mosi stood, he did so slowly. He kept his hands out in front of him, as though wary that one wrong move would lead to another punch. ‘You hoped for conquest, Saar, not I. Long before that battle my thoughts turned merely to survival in the face of this gift of yours.’
 
   Saar watched him move, chest heaving, skin prickling, lips tingling with the all-consuming desire to kiss him again. It had been so very long. The bond between them gave a twitch, a pulse, like a deep breath.
 
   This close, after so many years, Saar lost sight of his own mind. A mere step away from Mosi, the other man’s thoughts and emotions were so close that they smothered his own. He shook his head and backed off until he bumped the wall of the hut. ‘You’re unwell. Weak. Have you not given tribute?’
 
   Mosi’s gaze strayed to the broken shards of glass. ‘Pig’s blood appeases Set for a short time. I’m content.’
 
   Saar gagged. He wiped his hands against his cloak as if the taint of those words clung to his skin. ‘You’re better than this, Mosi. I came to save you, as I did once before. Let me take you from this terrible country. We can return to Egypt.’
 
   ‘A land that is still part of the Empire.’
 
   He stepped forward. ‘And yet the Legions have abandoned this land; Honorius is gone. Why else would those Jutish skirmishers arrive so frequently? The Empire is contracting and if we place ourselves correctly we may guide our people in rising up to reclaim our independence.’
 
   ‘Our independence?’ Mosi shook his head. For the first time anger tinted his voice instead of sadness. He touched his lips as he spoke. A rosy hue filled his cheeks. ‘Have you not counted the years? I have. Near five hundred years passed since we last met and then I tried to kill you. You wished me dead. Our land was gone and you were a monster. Egypt is no more our home than that of the men outside.’
 
   ‘But it can be. Please, join me.’ Saar extended his hand.
 
   He hadn’t come here to beg, or even speak. He travelled hundreds of miles, following Mosi’s bond with every intention of killing the traitor for the harm he caused. But seeing Mosi brought back memories, each one brighter and clearer than the reality of this dark, stinking place.
 
   Was it so wrong to yearn for the past? To want things to be as they were?
 
   ‘I’ve seen men court madness as they sought their dreams. Many die trying to accomplish their goals. But not I, for I have powers that mere men do not. Gods are on my side.’
 
   Silence from Mosi.
 
   Outside the startled voices became shouts. Shouts became screams. Footsteps pounded closer.
 
   ‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘Leave what plans you had and join me. There are one hundred god-touched already scattered throughout this land. They await only my signal to leave their homes and rise up. They will take weapons, horses and food and follow me. When we are gathered as one great host we will capture cyul boats and return to our homeland. Can you not see, Mosi? It is perfect. All you need do is join me.’
 
   Darkness flickered across Mosi’s features. His cheeks regained their natural colour. ‘One hundred? Saar, what have you done? Did you curse all those people?’
 
   ‘This is no curse. I know their lives, their loves, their woes. I know their families. I know their languages, their skills at arms. With every passing year I grow stronger and so too do those I blessed. You must feel it too. You were first, above all of them.’
 
   Gaze on the floor, Mosi wrung his fingers. ‘I felt different but I didn’t know what it meant. Saar you can’t do this. You mustn’t.’
 
   He slammed his fist into the packed mud wall. ‘Don’t dare tell me what I must do. You’ve no idea what I’ve been through to come here. What I must do is reclaim my home and I will do so with or without you. But I want you with me. Please.’
 
   ‘You asked why I was here.’ Mosi’s voice grew harsh. He stepped over the debris of the broken table and closed the distance between them with two long strides.
 
   Saar breathed in the scent of him, sweat and cattle dung, but underneath a faint trace of hot, sweet spices and sand. His power crackled like lightning and leapt between them, skin to skin. His breathing quickened. Moisture filled his mouth. ‘Tell me.’
 
   ‘I came to escape you. Because I hoped you would never come here.’ 
 
   Saar reeled as though punched. ‘No—’
 
   ‘Your return to that cursed temple showed me the truth. I chose to ignore that first sign.’
 
   ‘What truth?’
 
   ‘That you coveted your power. You claimed your desire to block the way was to prevent harm to others, but I know now, you wished to hold the secret close to your heart. You wanted no others to have what you have unless you wished it so. Even though the power corrupted you.’
 
   The words stung, but Saar closed his eyes as if to do so would block them out. ‘Not so.’
 
   ‘Believe what you wish. I tried to kill you once, Saar. I love you, but if that is the only way to keep your evil from spreading, I will do so again. And I will succeed. In the meantime . . .’
 
   Saar held his breath. Even when Mosi reached out to cup his chin, he didn’t move, simply enjoyed the sensation of those fingers on his skin.
 
   Mosi kissed his lips, then pulled back to stare into his eyes. ‘I will kill every god-touched soldier I find.’
 
   Saar growled. His vision blurred then sharpened. Shadows deepened into hard, black shapes and tiny flecks of gold became visible in Mosi’s eyes. Shallow lines criss-crossed his face.
 
   ‘You can’t,’ Saar said. ‘We are invincible.’
 
   ‘Octavian bested you.’
 
   ‘Because you betrayed us!’
 
   ‘Because you were injured.’ Mosi released his chin. ‘It is as I told you then: we’re all connected. One death affects many. If I kill one god-touched man, any others he cursed will die too unless they are already strong.’
 
   The room felt abruptly warmer. Though the steady drip of rain through the roof hadn’t changed, Saar felt clammy moisture across his neck and forehead. More shouts rang out beyond the doors. Running feet. The body had been discovered.
 
   ‘You threaten me?’ he whispered.
 
   ‘I warn you. This evil must stop. I’ve seen what it can do. Please heed me. From this day, I will kill any god-touched I find and if you do not stop cursing innocent men and women, I will kill you too.’
 
   Grunting, Saar shoved Mosi away. He stared as he fell, watching his hands skitter across the broken glass shards. Fresh blood blossomed on the other man’s palms. More than anything Saar longed to brush it away. To kiss the wounds and hold Mosi close. To feel him near and to be loved.
 
   He knew now that could never be and the knowledge burned inside him. His chest ached, the old wound from hundreds of years ago, gone but never fully healed.
 
   ‘You would kill me? Me?’
 
   ‘I would save you, though it would surely kill me too.’
 
   ‘I need no saving.’
 
   Mosi shook his head. ‘You remain blind, but I see clearly. If you do not wish to be saved it will never stop me trying. I love you.’
 
   ‘Stop saying that!’ Saar roared.
 
   A whistle of parted air announced the arrival of danger outside. He threw himself to the ground as a lit torch shot through the open door. It landed on the table and spluttered a few times before guttering out. Further thuds indicated more flaming missiles landing on the roof.
 
   He hesitated. ‘I killed one of their men. They come for me.’
 
   Mosi pointed to the door. ‘I will not stop you. Nor will I join you. Escape as you will.’
 
   The pain increased. His eyes prickled. Saar clutched the frame and tried to speak, but the words stuck in his throat. He allowed himself a few more seconds to stare into Mosi’s eyes then stumbled into the open.
 
   Darkness blinded him, worsened an instant later when the light of dozens of fiery torches brightened the night.
 
   The occupants of the village pressed close, a collection of swords, axes and knives held in trembling hands. ‘You killed Leofric!’ One of the men held a bloody axe, his face grim with anger. He waved the weapon like a flag.
 
   Saar looked up at the crowd. His hand curved around the hilt of his own weapon, the bronze dagger with the golden hilt stolen from the hidden temple outside Alexandria.
 
   Colours sharpened before his eyes. The gusty crackle of burning torches grew louder in his ears. Dirty smoke stuffed his nostrils, but not enough to block the scent of anger, fear and blood. Fangs scraped his bottom lip.
 
   With a wordless roar Saar dived into the crowd of human warriors.
 
   As he killed, hot tears streamed down his cheeks and mingled with the driving rain.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twelve
 
   Lenina wobbled around the room, testing the limits of her pain threshold. Better but not good enough.
 
   At least she could think.
 
   She tried her best to do that, ignoring Shawn’s curious stares as she paced round and round the piano.
 
   She crossed to the window and peered down.
 
   Their room was only one floor up, the area immediately below lined with hedges. To the right, twelve feet out from the window, a tree formed a possible safe route to the ground. Surely better than using the front door.
 
   ‘How are you with heights?’ she said.
 
   ‘I’m acrophobic. Since I was a child. Had a bad experience on a rock climbing trip with the Scouts.’
 
   ‘Great.’
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’
 
   ‘We can’t use the front door. Any second now, someone will find the trail of blood. Short of wandering all over the mansion looking for an unguarded back way this is our best bet.’
 
   Shawn stared at her. Swallowed. ‘Nobody said anything about climbing out of windows.’
 
   ‘What do you want to do, then?’
 
   He scuffed the carpet with his toe.
 
   ‘Thought so. I’m sorry, but this is all I have. Didn’t you ever sneak out of your bedroom as a teenager?’
 
   ‘We lived in a bungalow.’
 
   She opened the window. Cool air streamed in, heavy with the scents of grass, ivy and jasmine. ‘You’ll be fine.’
 
   Shawn edged his way closer to her, looking at his feet the whole time.
 
   Voices crept in on the edges of her hearing. Not close, but nearing all the time. Footsteps on the floors above. Kallisto’s low murmur.
 
   ‘Come on. We’re only one floor up.’
 
   ‘This is an old house. The first floor is almost twice as high as any normal building.’ Shawn’s voice trembled, just shy of panic. The flutter of his heartbeat grew louder. So did the scent of his fear. He stepped closer, peering out the window while pressed against the wall.
 
   Lenina bit her lip. ‘You smell like food.’
 
   ‘Excuse me?’
 
   ‘You’re scared. It makes you smell like food.’
 
   He stepped back. ‘Seriously?’
 
   ‘We need to get out of here.’ She scrubbed a hand across her nose. ‘See that tree? That’s how you’re getting to the ground.’
 
   His eyes widened. ‘I can’t make that.’
 
   ‘You will.’ When he gave her another of those steady looks, she rolled her eyes and grabbed his hand. ‘I’ll give you a boost. All you need to do is hold on when you hit the tree.’
 
   ‘Hit?’
 
   ‘Come on.’ She leapt onto the sill and pulled him up with her. Immediately the officer swayed, his legs and arms shaking as he clung to the frame.
 
   ‘Oh, God.’ He closed his eyes, every muscle tense and locked.
 
   ‘Shawn?’ She touched his face, pulling his head around towards hers. When he refused to open his eyes, she touched each one with the tip of her finger. Still nothing. She cupped his face. ‘Look at me.’
 
   His eyelids creaked open. ‘You must think I’m an idiot.’
 
   She shook her head. ‘A little. But you did take down a god-touched Soldier with a golf club.’
 
   A smile tugged one corner of his mouth. ‘I heard you screaming and I couldn’t leave. I found it in one of the rooms on the hallway.’
 
   ‘You did that, now trust me, you can do this.’
 
   ‘Trust?’ His eyes widened. Both shoulders lifted. Deep furrows formed in his forehead.
 
   Lenina sighed. ‘I need you to do this. I’ll boost you across.’ She lifted his right foot and placed his heel on her right palm. ‘On three, okay?’
 
   ‘Right.’ He rubbed his mouth again. Fussed with his hair. Straightened his ragged shirt. ‘Okay. I can do this. Sure. Easy, right?’
 
   Lenina steadied herself and cupped her left hand beneath her right. ‘One, two—’
 
   A hand thudded down on her shoulder. She cried out. Twisted.
 
   Shawn yelped and wobbled on her sliding palms, too committed to the jump to pull back. Lenina had time to see the look of horror in his eyes before he fell.
 
   Tearing away from the grip on her arm, she hurled her upper body over the sill. Grabbed his flailing wrist. Her other hand clamped on the side of the frame. Wood creaked beneath her grip.
 
   Shawn shrieked. Something in his shoulder gave with a sickening pop. His legs thrashed to and fro, bouncing off the wall as he waved back and forth twenty feet from the ground.
 
   In the room, that same heavy grip landed on Lenina’s hip. Another hand around her throat. ‘See the Fang, can you? You’d better hope you can because Kallisto is on the way.’
 
   Lenina grunted, wrapping both hands around Shawn’s wrist. He stared up at her, gibbering like a child, eyes round and white. His free hand clawed at her fingers.
 
   ‘Don’t drop me.’
 
   ‘I won’t.’
 
   His glasses slipped from his nose and fell into the bushes. ‘Pull me back!’
 
   With both knees, Lenina braced against the window and dragged upwards. The other god-touched growled in her ear, his breath hot and rank on her cheek.
 
   Couldn’t shake him off. Couldn’t get away. No choice but to pull.
 
   Harder. Harder.
 
   Shawn jerked to window level as the grip on her hip tightened. Lenina kept pulling, drawing him back into the room.
 
   He scrambled to get in, knocked all three bodies to the ground. He landed on top of Lenina, face inches from hers, his eyes wide and round. His chest heaved, bare skin pressed hard against her bloodied top. The race of his heart drummed against her breasts.
 
   The scent of his terror billowed around her, hot and tangy. Lenina’s mouth flooded with moisture, fangs grinding free to slash her lips. Then the world tipped over as the furious Soldier shoved Shawn aside and bent into her face, his eyes blanked out.
 
   ‘Think you’re smart, huh? Think you can trick Red Fang?’
 
   Lenina surged upwards, ramming her forehead into the bridge of his nose. It crumpled, showering her face with hot, red rain. When he leaned back, cupping his ravaged face, she followed through with a palm thrust to the same area and a flurry of jabs to the chest and stomach.
 
   Crack. Grunt. Snap.
 
   The Soldier fell back, clutching his various hurts while Lenina scrambled up, casting about for a weapon.
 
   Piano stool.
 
   The comforting weight of it gave her confidence as she turned back to the god-touched Soldier stumbling to his knees. With a wordless shout, she swung the stool by the legs, cracking it against his stunned face.
 
   Down.
 
   Still.
 
   Breathing?
 
   She shook her head. It didn’t matter. God-touched didn’t need to breathe.
 
   Leaving the unconscious figure she dropped down beside Shawn. ‘I’m so sorry—I didn’t mean—he grabbed me. I would never have dropped you otherwise. Never—’
 
   ‘Who are you?’ Shawn’s voice resembled icicles. ‘Is this Lenina or Saar talking right now?’
 
   ‘Of course it’s me.’
 
   He shied away from her hands. ‘You’re just like them. Worse.’
 
   ‘Shawn—’
 
   ‘You wanted to kill that man. I could see it in your eyes.’
 
   ‘He’s not a man.’ She slammed her fist into the ground near his thigh. Though she couldn’t see it, she heard the crack of the floorboard giving way beneath. Deep breath. In. Out. ‘I’m sorry, but you have to see—these aren’t real men or women. They’re god-touched and they’re trying to kill us.’
 
   For long, painful seconds, Shawn stared into her eyes. When he finally looked away, it was to gasp and grip his shoulder. ‘My arm. I can’t move it.’
 
   ‘It’s dislocated. I can fix it if you let me.’ She shuffled closer. ‘Trust me—I know how.’
 
   ‘You’re a doctor now?’
 
   ‘I’ve seen someone do it before.’ She avoided his gaze, hoping he wouldn’t ask where. The field techniques of thirteenth century Mongol soldiers probably wouldn’t live up to his expectations of medical aid.
 
   He sighed. Twisted towards her. ‘Can’t make it any worse, right?’
 
   Lenina flexed her fingers and moved to her knees. Slow and steady, she laid Shawn flat and held his wrist, lifting the arm away from his body. He whimpered. She pushed harder, firm, steady pressure as she rolled the arm up, then down. To the side. ‘This will hurt,’ she murmured. His gaze snapped to hers just as she yanked the arm across his body, stretching the muscles across his back and shoulder.
 
   Something popped, then shifted with a dull thud.
 
   He shrieked, then fell limp, panting like an animal. Sweat cascaded down his neck and forehead.
 
   Shaking, she let the arm rest against his stomach. ‘You should be fine now.’
 
   Shawn scrambled into a sitting position, cradling the arm across his chest. No longer fearful, his scent instead told the story of frustration and anger. He gritted his teeth. ‘Who signed your first aid certificate?’
 
   #
 
   After tying Shawn’s arm against his chest in a crude sling made from the last shreds of his shirt, Lenina dragged the unconscious god-touched into a corner of the room. She wrapped his limp body in a pair of curtains and tied it off with cords from the same set. They wouldn’t hold him long, but perhaps it would slow him down.
 
   The sounds from above and below were louder now, moving in a purposeful fashion. They had minutes, maybe less.
 
   She led the way out into the hallway, grimacing at the trail of blood marking her path. That too should buy some time, if pursuit followed it into the room. Maybe her scent on the window would convince them she leapt to freedom the way she intended.
 
   Careful not to disrupt the drying droplets, she followed her own trail back into the corridor than struck off to the opening of the mezzanine. At a low crouch, she beckoned Shawn to join her in peering through the gaps in the banister.
 
   Far below, Luke stood in the parlour gesturing at a man with shoulders like a rugby player and a neck to match. ‘. . . What we’re going to do about this.’
 
   ‘Darryl told me to bring them here.’ The werewolf pointed behind him to the two figures kneeling on the floor. Both wore black hoods over their heads and struggled with hands bound behind their backs. ‘If you have a problem, speak to him—he’s alpha.’
 
   Luke sighed, but his eyes sparkled. ‘And where is he, Mike? Why has our alpha, our leader, abandoned us to the whims of these blood suckers while pursuing some personal vendetta?’
 
   Mike shrugged. ‘He knows what he’s doing.’
 
   ‘Really? These two were safe in our custody. A fine bargaining chip to use should Kallisto forget who and what we are. She orders Darryl to bring them here and an hour later we, the plebeian workforce, prance off to do the wet work. Now our one piece of leverage is gone and where is our strong, wise leader?’ Luke made a theatrical show of looking back and forth.
 
   Lenina glanced at Shawn. He shrugged. Though she scanned the surrounding area and sniffed the air she could catch no trace of the gold-toothed werewolf.
 
   Anger drained from the bigger man’s face. He ducked his head and actually bowed his shoulders, a fraction away from taking his knees. The submissive display made Lenina look again at Luke. He didn’t appear dangerous, with his round glasses, spotless tailored suit and clean nails. But his eyes . . . cold and heartless. In that moment, Lenina realised Darryl wasn’t the one to be afraid of.
 
   He continued speaking, his voice calm and reasonable with a hint of command. ‘Perhaps you should consider, as I have, that our alpha has his own agenda beyond the wellbeing of our pack.’
 
   ‘There is nothing beyond Pack. Pack is all,’ intoned Luke.
 
   ‘To you and I, yes, but to Darryl? You know how the Grandfathers feel about the blood-suckers, and yet here we are. Why? So he can prove a point. He’s playing a dangerous game and I for one have no desire to be one of his pawns.’ Luke stepped closer, actually chuckling when the large figure flinched. Slowly, he held up his hand, palm out.
 
   Mike stared at it for a moment before tilting his head back, exposing his throat. The frantic flutter of his pulse against his skin made Lenina sit up. Stomach growling with hunger, she watched Luke touch that pale flesh, dragging his fingernails along it before drawing away.
 
   Mike sagged as the fingers left his flesh. ‘So what should we do?’
 
   ‘Nothing.’ Luke swaggered to the pair on the ground and whipped off the first black hood. ‘Not yet.’
 
   Lenina gagged on a lump at the back of her throat. ‘No . . .’
 
   Shawn prodded her elbow. ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘That’s my brother.’
 
   In the parlour, Luke continued his calm, steady pacing, ignoring Jordan who groaned through a thick cloth gag. ‘We’re here now. Like it or not, we’ve all been made fools of. The most we can do is play out the rest of this little farce with open eyes and a shrewd mind, waiting for the right moment to strike back.’ He removed the second hood with a flourish.
 
   Lenina watched her mother blink at the sudden influx of light. Blink, shake her head, then glare at Luke. She grunted and squealed, thrashing against her bounds. Luke removed the gag.
 
   ‘Let us go. You can’t just scoop people off the street. Police will be looking for you—’
 
   ‘They won’t find us.’ He studied her face. ‘Not in time to do you any good.’
 
   Grace spat in his face.
 
   Luke snarled. He slapped her, a vicious backhand that sent Grace careening backwards, unable to catch herself. He followed, wiping spittle from his cheek. ‘Very soon I’ll be dealing with those who show me disrespect. Do not add yourself to that list, human.’
 
   Lenina was half way across the hall before she realised she’d moved. Her legs flexed of their own accord, taking her over the banister to drop into the space below while the colours before her grew bright and vibrant. By the time she slipped in behind Luke and kicked him in the back of the knees, she knew her eyes were blank and her fangs exposed.
 
   The werewolf fell with a yelp, twisting with his leg extended. She slid right, away from his line of sight and swivelled to glare at Mike who stood watching. ‘Don’t even dare,’ she said as he advanced.
 
   The huge man froze and lowered his head, raising both hands in a warding gesture. ‘Sorry, I—I won’t—’
 
   Lenina turned her back on him and crouched before her mother. As she spoke, she blinked away the bright colours and ran her tongue over the edges of her teeth until fangs no longer obstructed her. ‘Mum? It’s Lenina. Please look at me.’
 
   Though dazed, a spark of recognition flickered through Grace’s crossed eyes. ‘Nina? What are you doing here? I was so worried—’ she broke off, gasping with relief. ‘When your father told me about Nick—I didn’t know what to think—my poor, baby girl . . .’
 
   Something shifted behind her.
 
   Jordan’s eyes widened and he wrenched against his bonds with a deep bellow through his gag.
 
   Lenina threw herself across the floor. In the space she once occupied, Luke drew back his fist. He straightened slowly. Behind the glasses, his eyes gleamed gold. ‘You’re quick.’ He stepped back, putting a clear three feet of space between them. Though his expression was calm everything about his body language screamed tension. ‘Why aren’t you in your room?’ His gaze travelled up the stairs and along the mezzanine. ‘A gentle stroll with your human pet?’
 
   Grace worked herself back into a kneeling position, cutting across him with a terse, ‘Hey! Go after my daughter again and I’ll—’
 
   ‘What, exactly? In case the girl’s little show of bravado confused you, let us be clear: she’s a prisoner too.’ Luke jerked his head at Mike who lumbered forward with his hands outstretched.
 
   Lenina growled, too angry to be startled by the feral sound leaking from her lips.
 
   He stopped dead.
 
   ‘Nina . . .’ Grace paled. In the sudden still, the flutter of her heart beat ratcheted up. ‘What’s going on? Where’s Raymond?’
 
   Anger hit a wall and shattered. Beneath it, the icy layer of misery and guilt spread to consume everything. Her eyes prickled. She opened her mouth. Nothing came out.
 
   Luke laced his fingers and stretched them until they cracked. He didn’t smile or gloat, just crossed his arms and waited.
 
   ‘Lenina?’
 
   She closed her eyes. ‘He’s dead, Mum.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
   Silence filled the parlour, so thick and close it seemed a living thing.
 
   Lenina took a cautious step forward. Another. She put her hand on Grace’s shoulder. ‘Mum? Are you okay? Can you hear me?’
 
   She tossed her head. ‘Where’s Ray?’
 
   ‘Mum . . . didn’t you hear me? He—he’s dead. Darryl—the other werewo—these men killed him.’
 
   ‘No. No, he can’t be.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry—’
 
   ‘What happened?’
 
   Lenina looked up at Shawn. He widened his eyes at her. Spread his hands.
 
   ‘They came to take me while I was at Ramona’s. He tried to stop them and . . . and they hit him. He . . .’ Words faded. Tears arrived.
 
   ‘Your husband had a heart attack, Mrs Miller.’ Shawn finally managed to speak. Apparently the role of rational voice brought him from his stupor. In that moment he sounded as he had the night before. He walked carefully down the stairs with his injured arm still pressed tight to his chest. He approached the small gathering, skirting wide to avoid the werewolves. ‘I’m very sorry.’
 
   Grace narrowed her eyes. Her gaze flicked up and down his body, then back to Lenina in immediate and obvious dismissal. ‘But where is he? Which hospital?’
 
   Silence.
 
   Lenina toyed with her fingers. How could she say it in a way her mother would accept? She recognised the stubborn tilt of her mother’s chin. The frown. She saw both often enough in the mirror.
 
   She sniffed, determined not to cry. Her fingers shook as she gripped her mother’s arm. ‘No, Mum. It doesn’t matter if he’s in a hospital, I saw what happened.’ Her voice cracked. For all her efforts to remain stoic, the pain bubbled up and over. She bit her bottom lip to stop it wobbling. ‘He’s gone.’
 
   Luke cleared his throat. ‘We’re searching the hospitals now. We’ll find him.’
 
   The wordless roar from Jordan surprised everyone. He wrenched forward on his knees, grunting into the gag until Lenina bent to remove it. His gasped, licked his lips, then glared. ‘What did you do?’
 
   She jerked back. The heat in his stare seemed to scald her skin. ‘What?’
 
   ‘This is because of you, right? That’s why you’re here already. What have you done that got Dad killed?’ Eyes narrowed to tiny slits, he spat the words as though they tasted bad.
 
   Lenina backed off again, too stunned to do more. Several swallows later she forced the words out. ‘I didn’t mean for this to happen—’
 
   ‘You never mean for things to happen.’ Jordan thrashed against his bonds, wobbled, then stilled. ‘God, sis, it’s always something you’ve done, spent or said. He’s always bailing you out. Hell, he ran off to Leicester to find you and a day later we get kidnapped! What have you done?’
 
   ‘Jordan—’
 
   ‘No Mum! Even you wouldn’t tell me why Dad left—it was just “Lenina’s in trouble, he’s going to support her.” Is this trouble, Mum? Kidnapped by freaks with yellow contact lenses and a rope fetish?’ His chest heaved as he spoke, muscles on his neck standing out like thick cords.
 
   Grace narrowed her eyes. ‘That’s enough.’
 
   ‘It isn’t! And you know I’m right. Look at her, standing there crying like this isn’t her fault. She did something—didn’t you, Lenina? What did you do?’
 
   Luke stroked the sides of his mouth with the tips of his fingers. ‘I’d be interested to hear the answer myself. Tell them, girl. Maybe it will shut him up.’
 
   Lenina flinched as both her mother and brother looked her way.
 
   ‘Say something, sweetie. And your leg—what happened?’
 
   She brushed an absent hand over the ragged strips binding her knife wound. Over and over, her mind raced through dozens of explanations, all lies, all too far-fetched. More so than the truth. The wet glimmer in her mother’s eyes made the thought of lying sickening and her stomach writhed in complaint.
 
   She raised her hands, then let them drop.
 
   It took the smallest flex of will to bring her fangs forward, something she understood with an instinct she attributed to Saar. As they slid forward from her gum line, her eyelids tingled with the familiar intensity that heralded the change to her eyes.
 
   Mike shifted uneasily, turning to Luke for guidance.
 
   He didn’t move. His attention was on the humans, studying them with his hands folded tight across his chest.
 
   Grace spoke first; a soft, ‘Oh, God,’ quickly suppressed.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Lenina.
 
   Jordan slumped back onto his heels. ‘Your face . . .’
 
   ‘I’m a vampire, Jordan. They’re werewolves.’
 
   ‘Bullshit!’
 
   ‘It is not “bullshit”, human.’ Kallisto appeared at the top of the stairs, staring down over the banister. Her hair, now loose from the two braids hung free around her shoulders. It made her look younger, more delicate. The expression in her eyes soon disproved the illusion. ‘What is the meaning of this?’
 
   Mike immediately dropped to his knees, both hands hovering near his ears as if expecting a blow.
 
   Luke watched him for a split second before stepping past him with a faint tut of disgust. ‘We brought the humans, as agreed.’
 
   A long, pregnant pause.
 
   Lenina watched Kallisto, waiting for the explosion of rage. It never came. Instead, the Majestic sniffed and narrowed her eyes at the gathering in the parlour. ‘Why is the woman damaged?’
 
   ‘She struggled.’
 
   Grace turned a soft eye on the ancient god-touched. ‘Don’t worry, no one will hurt you. Has anybody hurt you?’
 
   Lenina winced. ‘Mum, she’s not a child.’
 
   ‘She can’t be more than six if she’s a day.’
 
   When Kallisto spoke next, it was with her old voice. Her real voice. The one that echoed with more than two thousand years of experience, pain, anger and blood lust. ‘You are my valued guest. Do as I say and your last hours will be not unpleasant.’
 
   Grace gaped. She looked at Lenina, then Jordan. Her shoulders straightened and, though her voice shook, the words she spoke were calm and clear. ‘Let my children go. Please.’
 
   Kallisto gave a flick of her hand.
 
   Mike reared from his kneeling position without even a glance at Luke. He hauled both Grace and Jordan to their feet and shoved them towards the stairs with a gruff, ‘Move!’ Though Jordan walked easily, stunned and docile, Grace wriggled and twisted against his hands. She shouted, stamped, reared and kicked. After ducking an impressing kick at his crotch, Mike ducked and heaved her over his shoulder, gripping her by the bound wrists. The other hand he used to guide Jordan up the long stairs and off through the arch on the right.
 
   Lenina’s feet itched with the need to follow.
 
   Kallisto approached using the other staircase, trailing her hand along the banister. She stopped only when the toes of her soft slippers touched those of Lenina’s scruffy, blood-splattered trainers. ‘You have already lost,’ she said. ‘Do not fight me.’
 
   A chill raced through Lenina’s body. ‘But the Fang—you said you needed the dagger—’
 
   ‘A mere symbol. While it would cement the truth in the eyes of the other Majestics, I need no such proof—I see my lost father in your eyes, Lenina Miller. You are the one.’
 
   The passion of her words caused a stirring in the back of her mind. Saar looked up from his prison and reached out, a tendril of power arcing towards his progeny. Lenina squashed it down mercilessly, afraid to give the ancient warlord even a moment of leeway. Afraid to let him think he might be free. Just afraid.
 
   ‘Yes,’ Kallisto smiled. ‘At last you understand. He will rise and you cannot stop it. I await only Tristen’s return. He should be here to witness the new beginning he helped bring about.’
 
   Mention of the green eyed man with her sire bond gave Lenina yet another jolt of fear. He was nearer than he had been and approaching fast. His urgency leaked across the bond, burning, crushing, fiery.
 
   She licked her lips. Then gasped as she remembered a terrible, but all important fact. ‘You can’t.’
 
   Kallisto arched an eyebrow.
 
   ‘You need my dad.’ She laughed, unable to stop as relief battled with terror. ‘Tell her Luke. Tell her you couldn’t find him.’
 
   The werewolf shivered as Kallisto’s steady stare settled on his face. ‘We’ve yet to find Raymond Miller but, rest assured, we will do so. My pack are searching as we speak.’
 
   ‘Your pack? Interesting.’
 
   The relief that briefly inflated her leaked away again, like a balloon without a knot in the neck. Lenina hugged herself and shook her head, the only real denial she had left. ‘It doesn’t matter. Saar is in me. I’ll hold him back—you’ll never see him again if I have anything to do with it.’
 
    The answering smile from Kallisto was as vicious as it was smug. ‘You don’t. The ceremony relies on your blood, not your cooperation.’ She walked away, touching Luke lightly on the hip as she went. ‘Take her and the human back upstairs. Chain her.’
 
   He cleared his throat. ‘I’m afraid I’m not suited to such a task, Kallisto.’
 
   ‘Excuse me?’
 
   ‘While I’m undoubtedly the more intelligent of us, I’d be foolish to deny that Darryl is physically stronger than I. How else do you think he became alpha? Without your tranquilising darts I can’t subdue her.’
 
   Kallisto paused. Her eyes narrowed. ‘And where is he?’
 
   Luke shrugged. ‘I believe the words he used were “looking into something to bring that long-haired poser to his knees.”’
 
   ‘Then I shall escort you, Lenina Miller. Unless you plan to resist?’
 
   As that cold, distant stare turned on her, Lenina longed to run. To grab Shawn and haul him with her out the doors and into the night. Away from this house, these werewolves and the end of her life that seemed closer than ever it had. For a short, shaming moment she considered leaving her family behind and running alone. Even without Shawn.
 
   They’d never catch me. I could hide . . . leave the country.
 
   Even running forever would be better than the promised oblivion if she stayed.
 
   I can’t . . .
 
   Not because of Shawn, Jordan or even her mother.
 
   The knowledge dragged her shoulders down. She cupped her face in her hands.
 
   I can’t . . . he’d find me. He’d always find me.
 
   ‘Come girl. I’ve things to do.’
 
   She could smell him before she saw him. The light freshness of peppermint billowing through the air and curling into her nostrils like delicate, playful fingers. Then the brush of his presence through her mind. Warm and friendly. Eager.
 
   As Tristen neared, the feeling grew stronger and with it came the longing with which she was so familiar. The lust. The want. The hot tingle between her legs. She wet her lips. ‘I can’t.’
 
   ‘Do not think the lack of a blood bond between us makes you immune. If you won’t follow willingly, I will peel the skin off your human pet and leave the scraps as a trail.’
 
   Shawn gave a panicked little gasp and darted a look at the door.
 
   A moan rose in Lenina’s throat. She choked it back and pointed to the door. Her body sang with the need to run to him, but she didn’t. She waited. Held her breath. ‘Tristen’s back.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
   If surprised to see them, Tristen hid it well. He stopped and smiled, that dazzling flash of white that so disarmed the unwary. ‘Welcoming party? How kind.’
 
   Luke growled under his breath. Even from a distance, Lenina heard his muttered, ‘Arrogant blood sucker.’
 
   ‘I have been waiting, Tristen. Where is Raymond Miller?’ Kallisto’s eyes burned with a fiery light. She stepped forward, actually shoving Luke aside to be closer.
 
   The werewolf’s furious glare at this second dismissal was lost to all but Lenina. ‘We will find him.’
 
   ‘Will you? Or will your power struggle with Darryl distract the pair of you from what needs to be done.’ Tristen shrugged. ‘Yes, I know. We all do. Your in-fighting puts our plans at risk, is it any wonder Kallisto has no faith in you?’
 
   The girl turned a stern eye towards him. ‘Do not speak for me.’
 
   His stab of fear coursed down the sire-bond. Lenina smiled. Watched him squirm.
 
   Tristen bowed low, holding his right hand with the wrist turned up. ‘I’m sorry. But am I wrong? Their incompetence lost Raymond Miller in the first place. Perhaps they shouldn’t be allowed to risk anything else.’
 
   Kallisto glanced at Luke, tapping her bottom lip with the edge of her little finger. ‘There is certainly something happening within the Bright Moon Clan that Darryl has neglected to share.’
 
   The thump-thudding of Luke’s heartbeat filled Lenina’s ears. His anger seemed to super-heat the air and give it a shimmer. The hair at the back of his neck curled and, for a bizarre moment, Lenina imagined she saw it growing.
 
   By the time he spoke again, his rage was controlled to the faintest of tremors in his voice. ‘I’d be more than happy to share with you but it’s not my place. As alpha, Darryl decides what information we share with outsiders.’
 
   ‘Outsiders?’ Kallisto frowned.
 
   ‘His word, not mine. But I must obey my alpha.’
 
   Lenina couldn’t help but admire the skinny werewolf. Within an hour he’d managed to sow seeds of doubt amongst the pack and tell Kallisto that Darryl was only half invested in their relationship. Further confirmation that Darryl was no longer the real danger.
 
   ‘And there lies the problem.’ Tristen shrugged. ‘But it doesn’t matter; if the puppies manage to find the human where I couldn’t, then we’ve all misjudged them. I used every avenue open to me through my contacts with the constabulary. Raymond Miller is not in any hospital within the Leicestershire and Rutland area. Contacts in London confirm he hasn’t returned home.’
 
   ‘The other humans?’
 
   ‘Gone. Nobody knows where.’
 
   Luke cleared his throat. ‘My pack are searching for them too. When we realised they were missing, our search expanded to include them as well as the Miller human. If they’re to be found, we’ll do it.’
 
   ‘Of course you will.’ Tristen barely looked at him. ‘Can the ritual go ahead without Raymond Miller?’
 
   A crawling ripple of cold shuddered down Lenina’s spine.
 
   ‘I have a substitute.’ Kallisto smiled. ‘I will need a few hours to ensure it is suitable.’ Another of those lazy finger flicks. ‘Take the human upstairs.’
 
   For split seconds, Luke froze. A golden sheen crept over his eyes.
 
   Lenina stiffened. Rubbed her nose as the scent of fury stung her nostrils. She tensed, bunching up every muscle in preparation to spring. Where, she had no idea, but the thought of staying on the receiving end of such anger made her limbs itch.
 
   Beneath his suit, Luke’s slender shoulders lowered. He stepped back far enough to give a shadow of a bow and beckoned to Shawn.
 
   The policeman hesitated, clearly concerned as to the wisdom of walking away with a known werewolf. He looked at Lenina, pleading with his eyes. She dropped her gaze.
 
   Shawn clenched his fists, chewing on his bottom lip. His legs tensed.
 
   ‘Don’t,’ Kallisto warned.
 
   The fight seeped out of his limbs. Half trotting, almost running, he joined Luke and allowed himself to be led, up the stairs on the left and along the corridor out of sight.
 
   Kallisto nodded as if confirming a private thought. ‘Good. Lenina Miller, return to your room with Tristen. I will summon you shortly.’
 
   Her heart leapt at the thought of being alone with Tristen. She bit her lip, struggling through the sensation of need and desire rising slowly like a sea tide. It warred with the fear, a battle largely even until she caught his gaze.
 
   He swaggered closer, all grace and gentle seduction. When his hands brushed down her shoulders, she inhaled deeply and let the breath go with a shuddering sigh.
 
   ‘It will all be over soon,’ he said. ‘You won’t have to fight any more.’ One finger traced the curve of her jaw before dabbing the corner of her mouth. He touched her lips. ‘I’m sorry to lose you, but at least we can make your last night memorable.’
 
   His will bore down on her like a winter duvet, heavy, enveloping, suffocating.
 
   Each throb of her injured leg reminded her of the pain yet to come and Lenina thought of how easy it would be to let go. To fall and let the tingle in her skin consume her whole body. She leaned forward.
 
   The image of soft, golden hair danced before her eyes. A crooked nose between bright blue eyes.
 
   Ek het jou lief.
 
   Lenina pulled back. Scrubbed at the lingering impression of his fingers on her skin. ‘Kallisto,’ she faced the smaller god-touched. ‘Don’t leave me with Tristen.’
 
   The girl sneered. ‘Do not give me orders. I know you desire him. The smell of lust on your body confirms it.’
 
   ‘It isn’t real,’ she snapped. ‘None of it is. This is all a game to him, can’t you see?’
 
   ‘I see a faithful servant of Saar and a frightened, foolish girl.’
 
   ‘He hates Saar! How can you not see what’s right in front of you?’
 
   Kallisto turned. The swell of her power sucked all the warmth from the air. ‘Tristen survived Saar’s death when all others of his age returned to the sand. He is marked as worthy by Set.’
 
   Tristen’s fingers scraped her sleeve, but Lenina twisted away. She knew if their skin touched, her mind would turn to mush. It would leave her longing, wanting, desperate for him the way she had been the night before. It was with a sudden burst of clarity that she realised even unspeakable physical pain would be better than losing herself again. Preferable to stamping on Nick’s memory any more than she already had.
 
   Ek het jou lief.
 
   She straightened her shoulders. ‘Then why is he lying about the Fang?’
 
   ‘Girl, you try my patience—’
 
   ‘What do you think made this stupid mark?’ She jabbed a finger at the healing wound on her left cheek.
 
   Kallisto’s eyes blanked out. Fangs showed between her lips. ‘Set touched you.’
 
   ‘Jason. He had the Fang because Tristen gave it to him.’ Again she twisted away from Tristen’s grasp, scurrying closer to Kallisto. ‘Please, listen. You know how Xamesh works—any wound I receive after my first tribute should heal. But not this one? Why?’
 
    Silence followed. She could all but see the spokes of Kallisto’s mind turning. Considering. Weighing. Deciding. With a flash of speed she grabbed Lenina’s wrist and dragged her arm out. Fingernails scored down her forearm, drawing three long lines of bright red blood.
 
   Lenina hissed and tried to pull back, but the effort resembled trying to pull an elephant by the tail.
 
   Her arm tingled. Skin prickled. Beneath the welling drops of blood her flesh knitted back together quick and easy. When Kallisto leaned forward and lapped the crimson splashes away, no sign remained of the scratches.
 
   Her eyes narrowed. She scratched again, and this time Lenina cried out as Kallisto’s nails scribed the Neeva against her skin. Within seconds, the shallow surface wound healed over, leaving no trace of the sacred mark.
 
   When her arm finally slipped free Lenina was under no illusions as to why. Her skin continued to tingle, the magic of her blood working to correct any harms. Her leg, her beaten limbs . . . but not her cheek.
 
   Kallisto surged across the parlour, ploughing into Tristen with a snake-like flurry of jabs to the chest and stomach. As he grunted and fell to his knees, she forced him flat to the ground and stood with one foot to either side of his face.
 
   ‘If you have lied to me . . .’
 
   Tristen wheezed, no longer calm and suave, but struggling to catch his breath. One hand clutched his chest, the other turned upward to ward her off. ‘No—never—I wouldn’t—’
 
   ‘How did the Neeva come to be upon her face?’
 
   A smile tugged at Lenina’s lips. She edged around them to find a better view, to enjoy, at last, the sight of Tristen hurt and afraid. The surge of pleasure boiled through her belly, a sense of justice she grasped and embraced.
 
   Saar stirred in the depths of his mental prison, reached out to stroke the bars. <Runt deserves no less. Lies upon lies he tells. He must pay>
 
   Kallisto squatted over him, closing her tiny, slender fingers over the front of his throat. ‘Do not lie to me.’
 
   ‘I’m not—’
 
   ‘Your heart flutters like a trapped butterfly. Though you try to hide it, the smell of your fear calls to me.’
 
   Tristen thrashed against the floor. His hips bucked. ‘Please . . .’ He turned his head. Caught Lenina’s gaze. Held out his hand. ‘Please . . .’
 
   She stopped smiling. Stepped forward. Half way across the distance between them Lenina jerked to a stop and swung her head from side to side. Tristen’s fear burned inside her, tearing at her senses, scratching at her mind. She longed to stop it by any means possible, to make the pain go away. To save him.
 
   ‘Stop it!’ Lenina had no idea who she was talking to, but she begged all the same. ‘Just stop, please.’
 
   Something shiny and heavy flashed past her ear, whistling as it cut the air. It struck the carpet with a dull thunk, quivering two yards from her feet.
 
   Wavy blade. Gold hilt. Blue and white gems. Red pommel.
 
   Recognition hit her the same moment Darryl strolled through the open doors, grinning wide enough to show all of his gold teeth.
 
   ‘Hey, Kallisto, sorry to take so long, but I thought you might want this.’
 
   Lenina shuddered, fighting with the familiar surge of anger at the sight of that ancient bronze weapon.
 
   She bent and grasped it by the hilt. Her fingers closed around the cold gold and gemstones in a way that was familiar and horrifying all at once. The feel of it, weight of it, even the smell of that old, old metal told her the truth. The weapon was hers.
 
   <Mine!>
 
   It jerked out of her hand, spinning through the air to Kallisto who caught it with barely a blink. She turned the dagger over, her lips slightly parted, eyes wide. In that moment, she resembled the child she once was. A dreamlike smile lifted her lips as she traced the patterns on the blade with one finger. ‘It is—Gods, I would know this blade anywhere.’
 
   Tristen gave a low moan, massaging the sides of his throat. He didn’t move, but glared at Darryl with hate burning in the depths of his eyes.
 
   ‘When I was human I watched Saar with this blade. He would peel fruit for me or cut chunks of meat from the sticks we used to hold over our camp fires. I remember thinking how dirty it was. How disgusting the blade appeared. Once I took it to the river to clean it, but the marks remained after several attempts. When I asked him why he never cleaned it do you know what he said?’
 
   Lenina did.
 
   Kallisto stroked the flat of the blade against her cheek and continued in the same dreamy voice. ‘He told me that to clean this blade would be to rob it of its power. He told me the blade collects the blood of those it deems worthy and that the blood it holds should be treasured. Protected. Revered.’
 
   <From blood all power comes>
 
   Lenina didn’t need to see Tristen to know how he felt about that. His fury gushed through the bond between them, hot enough to scald. Just as quickly it rolled back, cooling into anxiety. Then fear.
 
   Darryl chuckled. ‘Beautiful, Kallisto, I never took you for the sentimental type.’
 
   ‘Where did you find this?’ The dreamy quality vanished from her voice. It became diamond hard, lined with a sharp edge that would cut if she chose.
 
   ‘Well,’ the werewolf stepped forward, savouring every moment. He thrust his hands into his pockets and spoke slowly, drawing out the torture with a feral gleam in his eyes. ‘I found it in the offices of Leicester City’s High Street constabulary. Not in the evidence drawers. Not even on a prisoner. I found it among the belongings of one Detective Inspector Tristen Blake.’
 
   White light filled Tristen’s eyes. He leapt at Darryl, a blurred flash of speed. The werewolf ducked, laughing the whole time. When Tristen punched, Darryl ducked, weaving easily around the frantic attacks as they came with increasing intensity and speed.
 
   ‘Didn’t think anybody would find it, did you?’ Darryl grinned as he danced around the blows. ‘You must think I’m an idiot. That we’re all idiots. You really think I’d believe your childe could Kiss someone as important as the Vessel and that you didn’t know the instant it happened?’ Another laugh as he dropped to the ground, sliding under another flailing fist. He bounded upright and crossed his arms just in time to block the kick aimed at his chest. He shoved and Tristen stumbled back.
 
   The fight pressed on, Darryl now shifting from defence to more aggressive posturing. When Tristen aimed a right hook at his jaw, he swayed out of reach and ducked beneath the outstretched arm, knocking it aside with one hand and driving forward with the other. Sharp black claws gleamed at the end of each finger.
 
   Lenina screamed a warning, but Kallisto chose that moment to intervene. The little girl appeared between them as if by magic, the dagger clutched between her teeth. She braced, then shoved up and out with both hands. Both men flew away from each other as though jerked on wires, Tristen slamming into the wall beneath the stairs, Darryl into the main doors.
 
   ‘Enough.’ Her voice was a whisper that carried easily in the deathly silence. She spat the dagger onto her palm.
 
   Groaning, Tristen picked himself up. The wall behind him was cracked and dented. Small flakes of plaster dotted his hair. ‘Kallisto—’
 
   ‘Silence.’
 
   ‘If you’d let me explain—’
 
   ‘Explain?’ She was on him in an instant, dragging him down to sit at the bottom of the wall. She pressed the tip of the dagger against his cheek, the point of the blade a finger’s width from his eye. ‘Explain what? That you had the Fang all along? That you knew about the Vessel? That you lied?’ Her voice cracked. ‘I thought you loved him. As I do. You murdered Mosi for him, something none of us ever dared.’
 
   Tristen froze, his hands pressed against the floor at his sides.  The white faded from his eyes but it hardly made a difference; his expression remained wooden. ‘I killed Mosi for me.’
 
   Kallisto flinched as though slapped. She pulled back her arm, angling the dagger for a killing strike.
 
   ‘Wait!’ Lenina raced across the room, grabbing Kallisto by the wrist. ‘Don’t, please don’t.’
 
   ‘Why? He betrayed me, Red Fang and the great one we all serve.’ Her arm trembled. Lenina clung to it, putting all her strength into slowing its descent.
 
   ‘I don’t know—I can’t think—just please don’t kill him. It’s not his fault.’
 
   ‘This is no matter of ‘fault’ or blame. It is revenge. I want him dead for what he’s done.’
 
   ‘But what has he done? I can’t see what happened in 1815. He’s the only person who was actually there.’
 
   Another violent tremor rippled through Kallisto’s arm. Her eyes dipped briefly into blackness before brightening to their normal hazel colour. ‘This won’t save you, Lenina Miller. The ritual will proceed.’
 
   ‘I know.’
 
   ‘Good.’ Like shrugging off a child, Kallisto pulled free of Lenina’s grip and punched Tristen across the face. His eyes rolled back. As he sagged to the floor she looked over her shoulder at Darryl. ‘Take her back to the room until I send for you. Do not let her out of your sight.’ With that, she grabbed the unconscious Tristen by the collar and dragged him up the stairs.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
   Jerusalem, 11 July AD 1187
 
   Saar walked with his head high, the guard of his turban pulled across his face. He watched the people return, families walking children through the streets, setting up homes on land that, barely six months earlier, had been lost to them. Signs of the battle remained, the occasional crumbled home, or missing building, but the important features prevailed.
 
   The Dome of the Rock stood tall and proud, complete with its beautiful golden dome. He longed to step inside and see the foundation stone but, like many years ago when the shrine was first built, he felt it inappropriate to do so.
 
   He had no right to be there, not when his gods differed so much from those who held it holy. Even if they were wrong, it seemed cruel to give them the truth.
 
   The shrines and temples were beautiful, with colourful rugs spread across the floors and words from the holy books painstakingly scribed on the walls. The smell of rose water still clung to the air, left over from repeated ritual cleansing of the areas sullied by Christian usurpers.
 
   On the steps outside the al-Aqsa Mosque, Yameen sat on a stretch of rough linen, pulling off a pair of filthy boots. He grinned as Saar approached. ‘I wondered if you would come, my lord. Where have you been?’
 
   ‘Tribute.’ The word stuttered on a tongue still unfamiliar with the sounds of the local Arabic language.
 
   Yameen considered, then stood. Though he spoke to Saar, his body remained angled towards the temple doors. ‘You must think me foolish. All this power and yet I still remove my boots to pray.’
 
   ‘Faith is never foolish. Say your prayers. I will wait here.’
 
   ‘Join me.’
 
   Saar backed away. ‘I shouldn’t—’
 
   ‘Allah will forgive you, Lord Saar. You brought this holy city back into the control of those who love it. You helped crush the blue-eyed invaders.’
 
   ‘I didn’t do it for you.’
 
   ‘Perhaps not. But Salah ad-Din would not have led the strike as he did without your intervention. This is as much your victory as it is that of any Muslim—you should be permitted to see what you’ve won. Come.’
 
   More men came to the doors of the mosque, pulling off their shoes as they went; slippers, boots, sandals, all arranged in neat rows on the steps.
 
   Slowly, Saar pulled off his own boots. His weapons followed. Yameen gave him a happy smile and stepped through without waiting, joining the throng of men entering the sacred space. There were women, but not many, these keeping back against the rear walls to let the men continue ahead of them. Children went too, some smiling, some serious, all bare foot and moving with purpose.
 
   A wide passage lined with white pillars stretched into the body of the mosque. Above each pillar, a large arch spanned the gap in shades of white, blue and gold. Small tiles decorated the surfaces, seemingly random until viewed from afar, when distance tricked the eye and made huge pictures and symmetrical patterns. Glass in the windows shone in glorious butterfly tints, casting coloured shadows on the ground. The air murmured with low, respectful voices and the rustle of dozens of bare feet on the rugs and carpets. The sound bounced back off the high ceilings and arches until even the sounds of movement outside were masked.
 
   By the time Saar joined the rush, Yameen stood well ahead, taking his place in an orderly row of similarly dressed men. Soldiers, common men, aristocrats and merchants, all stood shoulder to shoulder, facing south and a little west. Saar knew they looked towards the Ka’bah and the black stone at its centre hundreds of miles away.
 
   In his mind’s eye he saw the temples of his home, the sandstone and limestone columns not unlike the white ones holding up the mosque. Instead of the blue and red paint and circular symbols, Saar saw depictions of Horus, Ra and Osiris. Sand tickled between his toes and the warmth of the desert sun brushed his bare legs.
 
   Egyptian voices sang in beautiful harmony, overpowering the softer voices that spoke in Greek or Hebrew.
 
   So beautiful and so distant. Gone, perhaps forever.
 
   I shouldn’t be here.
 
   He backed away, apologising as he bumped those on their way in. Half way to the doors, an out-thrust foot sent him tumbling to the floor. At once, dozens of people stopped to help him, catching him by the arms, brushing dust off his clothing.
 
   Something sharp snagged his arm. Blood billowed through a clean slice on his sleeve. Florets of red blossomed on the white linen, spreading fast.
 
   Twisting, wriggling, wrenching, he pulled away, desperate now to reach the safety outside the walls. To keep his blood from splashing the sacred floor.
 
   ‘Why do you rush, young soldier? Do you not wish to pray?’ The voice spoke from his left, calm and soft. Saar might have ignored it if not for the fact that it spoke a familiar tongue he never expected to hear again. Old Egyptian.
 
   He spun around, groping for the sword that was no longer on his hip. Gaze darting to and fro, he scanned the crowd until he found the source, a short, scar-faced man draped in dark blue linen. The tips of sandals were visible beneath the hems of his billowing white trousers. A wrap of blue and white fabric covered his head in the style of Saar’s own turban.
 
   ‘Who are you?’ He spoke cautiously, forming the words of his home country with the care and deliberation of one out of practise.
 
   ‘You don’t recognise me? Shame. I had hoped to make more of an impact upon you.’
 
   Saar clenched his fists. ‘I don’t know you, but I do know you have no respect for these people and their customs. Remove your shoes.’
 
   ‘These plebeian mongrels deserve no respect from me. They’re yet to earn it. Nor will they, should they continue to squabble over this land. Besides, I’m not here for them. I have a message for you, Saar.’ The man’s eyes flashed red.
 
   #
 
   Dust billowed up his nose. His eyes watered. The cut on his arm throbbed while both legs ached from running. But he dared not stop.
 
   Saar sprinted away from the centre of the city, away from the buildings, a mixture of whole and damaged. Away from the mosque and the people gathered to pray. Away from the voice laughing and screaming his name.
 
   He stopped a mile from the bulk of the city and clung to the rough trunk of a tree on the side of the road. A flock of sparrows burst from the branches, chirruping and trilling as they took to the sky. He watched them go, following their path back the way he had come.
 
   Standing on the road, silent in the clouds of dust, the red-eyed man watched. His body had changed. So too had his  voice. But those eyes . . . red and hot with knowledge and disdain. Never, if he lived another thousand years, would Saar forget those eyes and the damned creature to whom they belonged.
 
   ‘Kazemde . . .’
 
   The figure grinned.
 
   ‘I killed you!’
 
   Kazemde advanced at speed, seeming to glide over the dusty track. ‘You killed my body, but my ka lives on. I told you then how long I had walked the earth, do you think I did so in the same mangled husk?’
 
   Saar’s gut churned. He gripped his stomach and fought the urge to heave. ‘What do you want?’
 
   ‘You thought you could simply take Set’s power? That I would not watch you?’
 
   He swallowed. ‘But I give my tribute. Daily I pay it.’
 
   ‘And your children? What of them?’
 
   For the first time since fleeing the temple, Saar remembered Yameen. He reached along the bond that linked their minds and found confusion there. Anger. Fear. He pressed down on the bond, hoping that the younger man would stay well away.
 
   ‘My children know what they must do.’
 
   Kazemde smiled, sharp yellowed teeth showing between his dark lips. ‘And Mosi? Is it your will that he squanders blood that should be gifted to Set? Your will that he destroys those Set saw fit to bless?’
 
   Saar stiffened. ‘How do you know—’
 
   ‘I know all, Saar. I read your blood.’ Kazemde held up his hand to show a small dagger hidden against his palm. Red stained his skin.
 
   Saar grasped his injured arm.
 
   ‘Blood is power, Saar. Did you not remember?’
 
   A flash of anger made Saar bold. He slapped his chest. ‘My blood is power. That is what you told me. Speak your message and be gone.’
 
   Kazemde chuckled, a rough, barking sound like a jackal. ‘Once you were a vessel for Set’s great power, now you waste the gift on petty squabbles over land that has little or no significance to you. I thought you were destined for greatness, but you are weak. You let your city die. You let strangers kill your queen.’
 
   The words pierced like a spear, jabbing his insides and twisting. ‘No . . . I tried. But Mosi— he led Octavian’s men against me. He tried to kill me.’
 
   ‘He did kill you. When you rose from the sands with that hole in your heart, you were a new man. A weak man.’
 
   He snarled. The colours of the road brightened before him, while the scents of sweat, burning and unwashed linen flooded his nostrils. His fangs extended. ‘I am not weak.’
 
   ‘And yet you allow Mosi to destroy Set’s warriors. He tried to kill you once, in direct opposition of Set’s will. He will do so again.’ Kazemde put his hands on Saar’s shoulders. His touch pulsed with warmth, grainy against the skin. His breath carried the scent of home. Saar breathed it in and blinked away tears.
 
   ‘Mosi will not harm me.’ Even as he spoke, Saar remembered their last meeting. The sad determination in his lover’s eyes. Growling, he twisted away from Kazemde’s grip. The moment he did, the sense of loss and misery faded to be replaced once more by burning anger.
 
   Kazemde grinned. ‘If you believe it, may you find it so. But the truth remains that he is a danger to you and an affront to our master. He uses god-given gifts to steal from Set and that is not acceptable. You must stop him. The power is yours, so too is the responsibility.’
 
   ‘What must I do?’
 
   ‘Set requires his tribute.’
 
   ‘I told you, I have already given—’
 
   ‘I cannot believe you are so naive, Saar. Your tribute is not simply in the giving of blood, but in marking others to do the same. You must have felt your powers increase with each new person you bless. In Alexandria the gifts were too new but now, with so many new children you must feel that their strength feeds into yours. For each new child they create, you are honoured by Set.’
 
   Saar gaped. ‘Then Mosi . . .’
 
   ‘He weakens you with every warrior he kills and will cripple you unless stopped. I told you, Saar, that the blood is power: from blood all power comes.’ Kazemde whipped his turban off his head. Cascades of dark curly hair tumbled down, much like Saar’s own but longer and thicker. Through it extended the points of two rectangular ears. ‘The blood is power. Your blood is power.’ Claws sprang from Kazemde’s fingertips and he used the sharp protrusions to shred the clothes from his body.
 
   And instant later Kazemde he stood before Saar naked but for bristling black fur and a feral grin. A grin that elongated to accommodate the muzzle morphing from his human face. The point of a long, forked tail swished between his legs. ‘Time remains,’ he muttered, voice dissolved into a low growl. ‘Lead your children to greatness. You are Set’s chosen vessel in this new world. Your blood is power.’
 
   ‘I’ll not hurt Mosi.’ Saar balled his hands into fists.
 
   ‘Then see how long you survive. Set is not known for his patience.’ As he finished his transformation, Kazemde leapt through the air, crashing into Saar’s body and driving him to the ground.
 
   #
 
   When he next opened his eyes, Saar groaned and groped through the dark. Several seconds passed before his sight adjusted to the gloom.
 
   Yameen sat beside him, his forehead slashed with lines of worry. ‘My lord? You’re awake?’
 
   ‘What happened?’ He struggled into a sitting position.
 
   ‘You left the mosque. There was blood. I felt the fear in you but our link was broken. Many hours passed before I could find you.’
 
   Memory returned in a skin-tingling rush. Saar clutched Yameen’s clothes. ‘Kazemde—where is he?’
 
   ‘There is no one here but us, my lord.’ Yameen gently pulled the fingers away from his clothes and held them. ‘Who is Kazemde?’
 
    Saar jerked away. Stood. ‘No one you need concern yourself with.’ He brushed road dust off his body and used the gesture to check his clothing for rips or signs of blood.
 
   Kazemde’s final attack lingered in his mind; the great weight of his borrowed body, the musk of his fur, the stench of his breath. Saar gnawed his thumbnail as he looked back along the road towards the city.
 
   Small points of light filled the darkness, like dozens of fireflies dancing through the air. He knew they were fires, he could smell them, but the sight of even something as normal as that sent a chill through his body.
 
   ‘We must leave.’
 
   Yameen gave a cry of dismay. ‘But this is my home.’
 
   Saar flashed his fangs at the younger god-touched. ‘I gave you new life when yours was gone. You will follow me.’
 
   ‘What happened to you?’ Yameen lowered his voice, staring deep into Saar’s eyes. ‘Why did you run? Did this Kazemde say we must leave the land we have so recently won?’ His lips tightened. ‘What is the vessel?’
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘You spoke in your sleep. It is the only reason I knew you still lived. You spoke of blood and a vessel. “Blood is power,” you said. What does that mean?’
 
   Saar closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, following the lines of power to his other god-touched children. They answered one by one, many of them hundreds of miles away but all of them bound to respond. All but one.
 
   The space Mosi once occupied in his mind was blocked, as if behind a spill of broken rocks. Saar shoved and pushed at the barricade but his lover’s mind remained locked to him. Except for one detail.
 
   Slowly, he opened his eyes and shuffled on the sand until his body faced west. ‘It means that we have many miles to cover.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
   Darryl opened the door to the room, sniffing delicately. His eyes widened and he whistled low through his teeth as he followed the trail of blood. ‘Tough one, aren’t you?’
 
   Shoving passed him, Lenina stomped into the room without speaking.
 
   Inside Luke looked up from his study of the ground outside. He opened his mouth, but hesitated when he saw Darryl. ‘Did you get what you wanted?’
 
   ‘Damn right I did. Tristen is out of the way and Kallisto knows what a slimy piece of work he is. I’m happy.’
 
   Luke left the window with a slow step. He didn’t stomp, or growl but Lenina felt his anger. The energy panned off his body in prickling waves, stroking against her bare skin like coarse fur. It seemed to fill her mouth and clog her throat, damming up speech.
 
   ‘If you have something to say . . .’ Darryl spread his hands.
 
   ‘No. Nothing to say.’ Luke left the room without looking back, but the echo of his rage lingered.
 
   Darryl closed the door, grinning. ‘Well . . . that went alright.’
 
   She sighed. ‘You’re so clueless. I almost pity you.’
 
   ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
 
   ‘While you were off playing suck-up to Kallisto, Luke has been telling everyone you’re too stupid and weak to lead. He’s even told Kallisto you’re hiding things.’
 
   The smile died. ‘He wouldn’t.’
 
   ‘No? Whatever it is you’re doing, he hates it so much that he’s creeping about behind your back to stop it.’
 
   Darryl tugged the collar of his jacket, pulling the sides close to his neck. ‘Pack business is pack business. Stay out of it. All you need to know is that we did our bit to help.’
 
   ‘Who?’ She snorted. ‘You think Saar will remember you when I’m gone? If Kallisto is anything to go by, his attitude will be worse. You’re not even offerings to Set, you’re . . . dogs to be kicked when you misbehave.’
 
   His eyes glossed over to burnished gold. ‘The Bright Moon Clan will not be used. We ain’t nobody’s slaves, understand? This is for the good of the pack.’
 
   ‘Who are you trying to convince?’
 
   Long seconds he stared at her, whole body humming with pent up desire to move. When he eventually backed off, it was to rake his hands through his hair and glare at the opposite wall. His fingers shook, breath reduced to low, barely there panting. For the first time he looked . . . worried. ‘I know what I’m doing.’
 
   ‘Darryl—’
 
   ‘Shut up.’ He paced, long, heavy-footed strides from one side of the room to the other. Each time he reached a wall, he punched it before continuing. Soon, red smears marred the wallpaper.
 
   Lenina thought again of the conversation she overheard on the stairs. Of her growing certainty that Luke was the one to fear. ‘Why not let him take over?’
 
   He stopped mid-stride, whirling to glare at her. ‘What are you on about?’
 
   ‘Luke. It’s clear you don’t want to be in charge, so let him do it.’
 
   ‘That greasy, long-nosed cretin? He’s no leader.’
 
   ‘And you are?’
 
   ‘I’m doing my best.’
 
   When the pacing resumed, Lenina followed him, falling in step so she could keep talking. ‘Why are you here, Darryl? What’s made you so desperate?’
 
   He stopped again, shoving her away. ‘I ain’t desperate and I don’t need a shrink.’
 
   ‘How did it happen?’
 
   He raised his hands skyward. ‘Do you ever stop talking?’
 
   ‘How did you get bitten?’
 
   ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’
 
   ‘Hit a nerve, did I?’ Smug pleasure brought a smile to her lips.
 
   ‘I was never bitten,’ he snapped. ‘True werewolves are born with the ability to change. Birds fly, fish swim, werewolves shift their form.’
 
   The smile faded. ‘I thought—’
 
   ‘We were like you? Tired, blood-thirsty, religious zealots with a human base? We’re more than you. Always have been. Our power is our right, not some supernatural plaything on loan.’
 
   Lenina backed off but Darryl kept coming. He edged her all the way to the bed until she tumbled on to it, lying on her back as he loomed above her.
 
   ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t—’
 
   ‘Think? Know? Understand? You’re as self-absorbed as the rest of them.’ Spittle flew from his mouth. ‘Listen to me girlie, and understand. We ain’t puppies. We ain’t pets. We ain’t slaves and we sure as hell ain’t planning to sit around with our thumbs in our arses while you lot get stronger. Once the Grandfathers see what I’ve been telling them, everything’s going to change.’
 
   She wiped a spot of spit from her cheek. ‘You hate them as much as I do.’
 
   ‘I hate all of you.’ He hammered the message home with a glare. When he returned to pacing, the air sang with the double punches he aimed at the walls.
 
   Lenina dragged herself up the bed and lay just before the pillows. Soft sheets stroked her cheeks. A moment later, Shawn touched her arm. She jumped, spinning to face him.
 
   ‘You okay?’
 
   She shook her head.
 
   ‘I’m sorry.’
 
   ‘It’s not your fault.’
 
   To their right, Darryl completed another circuit of pacing. His knuckles gleamed with wet, red blood. He growled when he saw them looking and angled himself towards the window. Twitching aside the curtains he glared out at the gardens below.
 
   Without the sound of his foot-falls, the air felt still and stale.
 
   Lenina bit her lip and stared at the ceiling. ‘I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to save everyone.’
 
   ‘Maybe you can’t.’
 
   ‘But Jordan . . . Mum. Dad’s already gone . . . I can’t let them die to bring back Saar. If only you could understand. He’s evil. Tyrannical—’
 
   ‘Don’t you mean “was”?’
 
   ‘He might be locked away in my head, but he’s there. I can feel him. And I remember all the horrible things he did. He was a monster.’
 
   Shawn reached for his nose, probably to adjust his missing glasses. ‘He was. You’re not.’ He patted the mattress. ‘Get some sleep. You look exhausted.’
 
   ‘I can’t.’
 
   ‘You’re no good to anybody weak and tired. How’s your leg?’
 
   Until that moment she’d completely forgotten the terrible wound in her thigh. She twisted, easing at one edge of the makeshift bandage. ‘I’ll be fine.’
 
   The very thought of sleep made her limbs leaden. Her eyelids fluttered. Exhaustion, fear and anger drained what little reserves she had left. Constant attacks from Saar didn’t help.
 
   A dull but persistent ache began to spread across her chest.
 
   ‘Perhaps I could close my eyes for a second—’
 
   The ache abruptly blossomed into a flower of pain centred above her heart. She shrieked, back bowing off the bed as red-hot daggers of agony sliced through her body.
 
   ‘Lenina?’
 
   She opened her mouth. A scream came out. Another. Then another.
 
   ‘What’s going on?’
 
   Her fingers clawed the sheets, bunching them into tight wads before releasing, over and over. She flopped to her side, gasping. Sweat rained down her forehead.
 
   Shawn knelt beside her. ‘Hey! Hey, wolf-guy!’
 
   Red mist fanned across Lenina’s vision. Through it she saw Darryl, climbing on to the bed and pinning her shoulders down. ‘What happened?’
 
   ‘She just started screaming. Like something attacked her.’
 
   She cried out again as another searing bolt pierced her stomach. It punched through like a spear and seemed to come out the other side, but no blood stained her clothes. She doubled over.
 
   ‘Lenina, what’s happening?’
 
   Darryl hooked her hands away and split her top down the middle. His gaze raked her exposed chest and stomach. ‘Nothing. What the hell’s wrong with her?’
 
   She swallowed a watery lump of fear. Tears poured down her cheeks. ‘Make it stop . . .’
 
   ‘How?’ Shawn shoved Darryl aside and leaned over her. His eyes showed white all the way round, jaw slack with panic. ‘I don’t get it. What’s happening?’
 
   ‘Not a damn clue.’ The werewolf thumbed his nose. ‘But I ain’t come this far, done so much, to lose now.’
 
   Something cold closed around her wrists. When she looked, nothing held her but Shawn, his fingers warm and soft. But the cold persisted. Then the other wrist. Ankles. Something stretched her limbs wide and pinned them in place. But her body never moved.
 
   Understanding hit her like a bucket of icy water.
 
   ‘Tristen.’ The word quivered.
 
   A scoff from Darryl. ‘He should be in no state to mess with you right now. Not the way Kallisto was looking at him.’ The words were barely free of his lips before he gasped. ‘Oh, sweet, holy hell.’
 
   A shrill scream echoed faintly in the distance.
 
   Darryl stiffened. Looked up. He marched to the door. ‘Torture . . . not that he doesn’t deserve it, but she’ll kill you both if she keeps it up.’ He darted from the room.
 
   Another shard of pain thumped through Lenina’s body. She thrashed across the bed, tasting blood on her lips as fangs slashed her tongue. ‘She’ll kill him.’ The thought brought on a terrifying mix of glee and panic.
 
   Shawn grabbed her wrists and pinned them to the bed. When the next wave came, he cried out as a twist of her hips sent him flying. He knelt on the carpet scraping hair off his face. ‘You’ll tear that leg wound if you don’t keep still. Ride it out.’
 
   Tristen’s screams floated up the stairs and Lenina joined him, too muddled to think of how to shut him out. His peppermint scent stung her nose, but not with lust. This time it came with the all-consuming desire to save him.
 
   She vaulted off the bed.
 
   ‘Where are you going?’
 
   ‘I have to go to him.’
 
   ‘No, you don’t.’
 
   Lenina darted for the door, her strides strong but human slow. Shawn followed, grabbing her hand and pulling. She twisted free. ‘Stop! You don’t understand—’
 
   ‘It’s a trick.’
 
   ‘No—’
 
   Shawn ducked beneath her arm and swung her over his uninjured shoulder. He gritted his teeth and marched her across the room, grunting as she punched his back. He stumbled but didn’t stop until he reached the bed and dumped her on it.
 
   Immediately she leapt to her feet, glaring when he pushed her back down.
 
   ‘Look at you. I’m no expert but I shouldn’t be able to stop you if you want to stand.’
 
   She whimpered. ‘If I go to him the pain will stop. He’s doing it—he wants me to feel it. He knows it will stop her torturing him.’
 
   ‘You’re not going anywhere.’ He pushed her again, and the impact with the bed coincided with a fresh bout of pain, this a crushing, squeezing force on her skull.
 
   Lenina curled into a ball, clutching her head in her hands.
 
   Tristen’s voice began to creep through, the echo of his thoughts as he forced them into her mind.
 
   She’ll kill me. I’ll die. You can’t let me die. Save me. You can’t let me die. You want me. You need me. Don’t let me die. Save me.
 
   She moaned. ‘I can’t shut him out.’
 
   The bed gave on one side as Shawn sat beside her. He stroked small circles on her back. ‘Look at me.’
 
   You’ll die if you lose me. I’m your sire. I’m your blood. You need me. Save me.
 
   ‘Lenina.’ Shawn heaved her into a sitting position. His image blurred before her, misty with pain. His hand soothed her cheek as he touched her. Then his arms curled around her, warm and gentle. Against her ear, the rapid thud-thudding of his heart only increased when their skin touched.
 
   ‘Block him out. Listen to me. Feel me. Don’t let him use you.’
 
   His breath billowed over her cheek, smelling faintly of chicken and gravy. The soft ends of his hair brushed her nose as she snuggled against the warmth of his chest. Against his skin. Closer to his heart.
 
   Hunger surged, a powerful wave that, for blissful seconds, shut out even the pain forced on her by Tristen.
 
   She lunged at his throat, squealing as he danced aside and let her fall against the sheets.
 
   Again his heart called to her, his fear now doubled, tripled, as realisation filled his eyes.
 
   Nowhere to run. Nowhere to go. Enemies everywhere.
 
   He dived off the bed and ran to the door, jerking on the handle. ‘Darryl? Hello?’
 
   Save me. Feed me. Give me strength to live. Drink the blood. Don’t let me die. You need me. You want me.
 
   Her next move was a desperate lurch that dumped her on the floor beside the bed. Her gums tingled, tongue prickling as she remembered the flavour of Shawn’s blood.
 
   That one teasing taste filled her head once more, coupling with his own scent so close.
 
   Shawn left the door and wedged himself into the corner beside the wardrobe. ‘Control it, Lenina. Please. Just hold on a little longer. You’ll be okay.’
 
   She crawled towards him, dragging legs that no longer wished to work.
 
   The voice in her head grew louder. More insistent.
 
   Save me. Save me. Save me. Save me.
 
   Her stomach clenched on emptiness.
 
   The weight of Tristen’s bond won out over hunger. Half way towards Shawn, Lenina angled herself at the door, ready to drag herself all the way to his side.
 
   It opened before she could get there, admitting Darryl with a syringe of clear fluid already held primed between his fingers.
 
   ‘I thought you were going to stop them,’ Shawn cried.
 
   Darryl grunted and dropped down beside Lenina, waving aside her frantic attempts to scratch his face. ‘She’s not going to stop until she’s ready. The most I can do is cut off the link between them.’
 
   Save me. Save me. Save me. Save me.
 
   She groaned as the needle pricked the side of her throat. ‘I need him.’ A tear slid down her cheek. ‘I can’t let him die.’
 
   ‘Girlie, if you think Kallisto will let him die you really don’t understand what she is.’
 
   Cold, crawling weakness began to spread through her limbs. She slumped against the carpet, unable to voice a complaint as Darryl scooped her off the floor and laid her on the bed.
 
    As mist crawled in at the edges of her vision she wept bitterly, wondering when, and if, her mind would ever be her own again.
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Chapter Seventeen
 
   Lenina woke slowly to the sensation of warm arms curled around her. She smiled, snuggled deeper into the embrace and wondered what to cook for breakfast.
 
   Pancakes?
 
   Nick always liked pancakes. He’d separate them on his plate and smother one in honey, another in peanut butter and a third in chocolate sauce. Then he would roll them up and eat slices from each, one at a time: honey, peanut, chocolate, honey, peanut, chocolate.
 
   She brushed her hand down his arm, picking out muscles in his bicep. Her fingers brushed a small patch of rough skin near his elbow, an unfamiliar scar. Opening her eyes revealed pale skin, beneath thick dark hair. The smell of warm fur filled her nostrils.
 
   Not Nick.
 
   The fantasy shattered so hard she almost heard it, tiny shards of her dreams showering the hard floor of reality.
 
   She jerked off the bed, wobbling on legs that resembled bends of damp cardboard.
 
   Darryl plumped the pillows behind his head and gave her a long, steady look. ‘You good?’
 
   ‘What the hell are you doing?’
 
   ‘You kept trying to eat the copper. It was the only way to keep you off him.’
 
   Lenina scrubbed at her arms. The sudden longing for a shower filled her mind.
 
   ‘Believe what you want, girlie, but you ain’t really my type. Though you are cute when you’re sleeping. You snore.’
 
   To the side of the bed, Shawn lay on the floor with one hand tucked between his cheek. The steady beat of his heart suggested sleep.
 
   Darryl followed her gaze. ‘He passed out a little after you did.’
 
   ‘How long did I sleep?’
 
   ‘Couple of hours.’
 
   She nodded, folding her arms across her chest, suddenly aware that the torn shreds of her top where nowhere in sight.
 
   ‘You’re welcome,’ Darryl snapped.
 
   ‘What do you want me to say? ‘Thanks for stripping me half naked, then cuddling me through a drug induced mini-coma’?’
 
   He grunted, tugged off his jacket and tossed it over. ‘Blood suckers . . .’
 
   Lenina shook out the jacket and pulled it on, trying to ignore the musk of fur. Not unpleasant, just powerful, blocking most other smells without effort. In the end she took shallow breaths through her mouth and crossed to the window.
 
   The grounds outside writhed with activity, like a kicked ant hill. Cars, bikes and large vans formed neat rows on the white gravel of the drive. ‘What’s happening?’
 
   ‘Other blood suckers showing up. Things should kick off soon.’
 
   ‘How many?’
 
   A shrug. ‘Thirty? Fifty? Can’t tell from here.’ His gaze flickered to hers. ‘Some are powerful.’
 
   ‘God-touched?’
 
   ‘Every single one. Kallisto called in everybody within a hundred miles. She wants to show you off.’
 
   ‘Show Saar off.’
 
   ‘Whatever.’ He stood, joined her by the window and folding his arms. ‘There’s nothing you can do.’
 
   Lenina cleared her throat. ‘I’m supposed to give up?’
 
   ‘How much choice you got?’ His gazed touched hers again before sliding away, looking out the window at the gloomy night.
 
   ‘Why are you here, Darryl?’ When he stiffened, she pressed on. ‘I know, I know, pack business. But if I have so little choice does it really matter what you tell me?’
 
   He sighed. ‘We’re dying. The pack I mean. Getting weaker year on year and there ain’t nothing we can do about it.’ At last he looked at her. Shrugged. ‘Nothing special, just genetics. Born wolves are stronger, faster and more pure.’ He gave the word curious emphasis. ‘But you only get a wolf baby with two wolf parents and we’re already so inbred that the risks are too high. The packs get jumbled up, but it’s not enough. We need fresh blood.’
 
   Lenina wanted to speak, but she knew doing so would disrupt the flow.
 
   ‘There’s nothing wrong with bitten wolves. I’ve seen them. No matter what the Grandfathers think, they’re as strong, fast and clever as the rest of us. Maybe more without the inbreeding. But they aren’t allowed to mate with us.’ He ran his hands through his hair. ‘But if there was a real threat . . . a reason for us to push on birthing more wolves, the Grandfathers would change the law. We’d be able to breed with bitten wolves. I’d be able to—’ His head snapped up, eyes narrowing. ‘You’re damn nosey, know that?’
 
   ‘So I’m told. Who is she?’
 
   He grinned, showing off his gold teeth. ‘None of your damn business.’
 
   ‘Right. So you help Kallisto bring Saar back because that’s a real threat to you and the rest of your wolves. But what if your granddad doesn’t change his mind?’
 
   ‘Grandfathers, girlie. Pay attention. A group of old, grey men stuck in a timewarp. And they will change their minds. Unless they want us all to die.’
 
   A door slammed downstairs. The sound jarred Shawn awake and he bolted upright with a grunt. ‘Lenina?’
 
   ‘Here.’
 
   His shoulders sagged. ‘You’re okay?’
 
   ‘I’ll do.’
 
   Shawn hopped off the bed and advanced slowly. His gaze flickered over her face, lingering on the cut on her cheek before trailing down. His eyes narrowed when he saw the jacket. ‘Let me check your leg.’
 
   ‘I’m fine.’
 
   ‘Let me look.’
 
   Alarmed by the bite in his voice, Lenina extended her leg. He refused to meet her eye, looking carefully under the bloodied strips of his old, ruffled shirt.
 
   ‘Looks clean enough. Need a fresh bandage though. Got a first aid kit?’
 
   Darryl backed off, hands raised. ‘I’m not allowed to leave this room again. Guess you can use that blanket if you want. Or the rest of your shirt.’
 
   With gritted teeth Shawn did exactly that. Three fresh strips from the last of the ruffled shirt, still hanging open over his chest. He used the first to wipe crusted blood away, careful not to get any on his fingers.
 
   The wound was no longer bleeding, but far from healed. On a human it would need stitches.
 
   Lenina hoped she would live long enough to see it close.
 
   Working in silence, Shawn bound the wound, neater and tighter than before. ‘How does that feel?’
 
   ‘Fine. Shawn—’
 
   ‘Don’t.’ He refused to look her way. His nostrils flared as he sucked a deep breath in, then let it go, long and slow through his mouth. ‘I wish you’d stop treating me like a baby.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘You are the only way we’re getting out of here and we can’t do that if you’re weak. You need blood and there’s one source. One.’
 
   ‘No,’ she backed off.
 
   ‘Don’t you think that should be my choice?’
 
   ‘What would be the point? Killing you so I can get away?’
 
    ‘Then we all die.’ He slumped on the end of the bed, propping his chin on his fist.
 
   Lenina glanced at Darryl who shrugged. ‘He’s got a point, girlie.’
 
   She growled. ‘Are you so eager to die, Shawn?’
 
   ‘I’m going to anyway, aren’t I?’ His head whipped round, stare falling on hers for the first time since he woke. ‘Aren’t I?’ When she didn’t answer, he chuckled. ‘You can’t even make up a comforting lie. If I’m going to die, shouldn’t it be for something instead of . . . sitting around waiting for them to stick a knife in me?’
 
   Another door thudded closed downstairs. The babble of soft voices floated through the air.
 
   ‘I have a life,’ he continued. ‘A girlfriend, a job, a house. I wanted children. I wanted to die one-hundred-years-old in a scabby old rocking chair surrounded by six grandkids. But I can’t.’
 
   And there it was. The true reason behind his insistence.
 
   Lenina closed her eyes, stunned she hadn’t realised it before. ‘Rebecca isn’t the only woman in the world,’ she said. ‘You’ll find someone else.’
 
   Shawn stopped dead. ‘How do you know about her?’
 
   For a split second she considered lying. The look on his face convinced her not to. ‘I tasted your blood.’ When he continued staring blankly, she pressed on, praying that her decision was the right one. ‘After Zoë bit you, I had to lick your throat to stop the bleeding. It gave me your memories.’
 
   ‘You tasted me?’ He clutched his throat. The self-righteous anger drained away, leaving behind a small, lost boy.
 
   ‘Would you have preferred to die?’
 
   In answer, Shawn tugged back the sleeve of his torn shirt and shoved his wrist towards her. ‘Just do it. You’ve already started, why stop now?’
 
   ‘Shawn—’
 
   ‘I do trust you.’ He sighed. ‘I didn’t answer before, but I trust you to do the right thing. These people are insane and they have to be stopped. Who else is going to do it?’
 
   Lenina stared at his resigned expression, fighting to match the man on the bed with the one dancing through her memory. The one bounding into a car for his first day at work helping people. Upholding the law. Protecting the innocent.
 
   She saw the argument just before Rebecca left the ring in his hands, her last words echoing in his ears.
 
   ‘If you want to save the world, that’s fine, but there’s no room left for me.’
 
   In the present moment, Shawn left the bed and walked closer, wrist held out before him.
 
   She shook her head. ‘I can’t.’
 
   He followed, leading with the wrist. ‘You can.’
 
   ‘I told you what I did to Nick. How that made me feel. I can’t go through that again.’
 
   This close, the scent of blood beneath his skin made her mouth water. So sweet. After so long without, her fangs grew instantly. A moment later she could see every tiny pore and the faint leap of his skin as the pulse passed beneath.
 
   He hissed through his teeth. ‘I’ll never get used to seeing that.’
 
   <Drink. Only human>
 
   Lenina paused, unsurprised to hear Saar’s voice again with tribute on her mind. Turning her attention inward, she studied the cage around him.
 
   Whether through the force of Tristen’s pain or the magic of Darryl’s drug, the ancient god-touched was no longer trapped behind her mental barricade. Awakened by the scent of food, he lifted his head and gave a soft murmur, stretching his limbs like a sleepy feline.
 
   <He is willing. Feel no guilt over willing tribute>
 
   Lenina licked her lips. Lowered her head. Her fangs brushed Shawn’s wrist and he tensed. His breathing became uneven, a rough hiss near her ear. His heart raced, visible beneath the skin as a large vein there pulsed frantically.
 
   She licked him.
 
   He held his breath.
 
   <Drink!>
 
   The door opened to reveal Zoë wearing a broad smile and a white dress of rough linen stitched with deep red symbols. She stopped dead at the tableau within, dropping a silky bundle of white cloth. ‘Well, well—’
 
   Saar snarled, a sudden crescendo of fury. He leapt like a rabid dog on the end of a chain. Lenina felt him move and knew she had a split second to hold him in check. Shawn’s wrist still pressed against her mouth, the tang of his skin delicious on her lips. Saar kept pushing, uncoiling that metaphorical chain that would snap taut any moment and choke him off at the throat.
 
   She let him go.
 
   A tingling burn spread down her arms as Saar flooded her limbs. He shoved Shawn to the ground and darted across the room with a growl.
 
   Zoë shrieked as Lenina slammed into her, pinning her to the wall. With snake-like speed, Lenina shoved one hand beneath the other woman’s chin and pushed up. The other hand grabbed her shoulder and laid bare a long line of white flesh between Zoë’s ear and collar bone. She bit down. Blood flooded her mouth.
 
   Just like she remembered; the rich fluid was hot and sweet and burned all the way down her throat. Some of it slid down her chin. Bubbled from the corners of her mouth.
 
   <You will pay for your insolence, painted female!>
 
   Then Darryl was there, pulling, shouting, begging.
 
   She threw back one arm, shoving so hard he flew across the room. He struck something soft and the thud of him hitting the floor was joined by a second, softer grunt.
 
   Twisting sideways, Lenina stumbled along for the ride as Saar used her body to take his prize down to the floor. He cuddled close to Zoë’s bucking body, holding her on top like a shield.
 
   Suck and swallow. Suck and swallow.
 
   Lenina’s head buzzed. Colours swam before her eyes. It felt she had been drinking for hours but it couldn’t have been longer than a few seconds.
 
   ‘Okay, girlie, that’s enough.’
 
   She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Saar’s pleasure fogged everything, seeping into her ability to speak and soaking it with ecstasy. She groaned.
 
   Suck and swallow.
 
   ‘I said, enough!’
 
   A soft cry made her twist her head.
 
   Saar growled.
 
   Shawn lay on the ground, pinned beneath Darryl who had one hand wrapped about his throat. The other hand, complete with five black claws hovered inches from his eyes.
 
   ‘Let her go, girlie. Or I’ll pull his eyes out and feed them to him.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
   ‘Lenina!’ Darryl’s voice quivered. His hands didn’t. ‘Let her go. You’ve made your point.’
 
   Lenina risked a few more gulps before she tugged that chain, yanking Saar back into his cage while he was glutted and unaware. By the time he realised what was happening, she had him trapped once more. Feeling returned to her arms and legs and she let go of Zoë, rolling off her body and to the side.
 
   The blood lingered on her tongue, so very sweet, so hot. Nothing she’d tasted before compared to the Nirvana on her lips. ‘You taste . . .’ She swallowed. ‘You’re different.’ Chest heaving, blood still tingling on her lips and tongue she braced herself for the onslaught of memories.
 
   She was still waiting when Zoë struggled to her feet, her palm pressed to the ragged wound in her throat. ‘Bitch.’ She stumbled forward. ‘I’ll kill you—I’ll peel off your skin—’
 
   Darryl glided into her path. ‘Don’t be stupid. You saw how fast she moved. Weak as a lamb and faster than either one of us. Threw me around like a doll.’
 
   ‘I’ll cut her. I’ll kill her! I want to see her bleed.’
 
   ‘Plenty of time for that.’
 
   ‘No!’ Her voice became more shrill by the second. ‘I’m Kallisto’s most trusted servant. To attack me is to attack her. I want her blood.’
 
   Lenina smiled. She couldn’t help it. Though she received no memories from the furious god-touched, she did enjoy a burst of strength as the life-giving fluid filled her body with that borrowed religious power. Her cheek prickled. Two of the stitches broke loose and fell away. Her thigh tingled.
 
   ‘Wow. Is it always like that from other god-touched?’
 
   Zoë opened her mouth but no sound came out. Her gaze darted back and forth, skipping about the room as if to find help. Her eyes narrowed to thin slits and the points of fangs showed in the gap between her heavily rouged lips. ‘It’s forbidden,’ she muttered. ‘Saar himself ordered that no god-touched should give tribute of another.’
 
   <I make an exception for you, conceited one>
 
   Lenina tittered. ‘Saar doesn’t like you very much.’
 
   Spinning on her heel, Zoë marched for the door.
 
   ‘Wait, did you come for a reason?’
 
   The red-haired woman clenched her fists, fine tremors coursing through her arms and shoulders. ‘I brought your gown.’ She pointed to the dropped bundle of white cloth. ‘Get dressed. You have half an hour.’ She stalked out.
 
   Only when the pound of her angry footfalls receded did Lenina relax. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the tingle of her various injuries knitting together. She hadn’t realised how much everything hurt.
 
   ‘Red Fang has gnawed off a bigger chunk then they know how to handle, ain’t that right, girlie?’
 
   She might have smiled, but the expression on Shawn’s face prevented it. In that moment she understood that he didn’t want to die. Not really.
 
   ‘Are you okay?’ she murmured, stepping passed Darryl.
 
   Shawn backed off. ‘Is that what it’s like? Is that what . . . you would have done to me?’
 
   ‘I tried to tell you.’
 
   ‘You bit her. Like an animal. Your eyes were . . .’
 
   Lenina wiped a smear of blood off the side of her mouth. ‘She had it coming.’
 
   ‘Is that you talking, or Saar?’
 
   She froze.
 
   ‘I saw you.’ Shawn sat up. ‘You looked half crazed to begin with, but when Zoë came through that door it turned into something else. Like you wanted to murder somebody.’
 
   ‘I didn’t, I—’
 
   ‘So it was Saar?’
 
   ‘Only for a second.’
 
   He reached up to adjust his glasses, tutting when he remembered they were no longer there. ‘This is a dangerous game. What if you’d let him go and couldn’t put him back? What if he took over?’
 
   ‘He didn’t.’
 
   ‘How can you be sure?’
 
   ‘You’d know if he was here. I’m a monster, Shawn. But if I have to be, I’ll do it on my terms.’ Lenina picked up the white bundle of cloth and shook it out to get a better look. ‘I’m not wearing this.’
 
   Darryl sidled up to her and tugged on the flimsy fabric. His grin flashed the golden teeth in the back of his mouth. ‘Kallisto seems to have a taste for the theatrical. Pretty though. I can help you put it on if you like.’
 
   She gave him a dirty glare and took the dress to another corner of the room.
 
   With nowhere to hide or preserve her dignity, she took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders and pulled off her torn, bloodied clothing.
 
   Ramona’s clothes.
 
   Thinking of friends made her wonder if she’d ever see them again. It almost made her grateful that her mother and brother were kept somewhere in the house. At least she would be able to see them again.
 
   When he saw what was happening, Shawn immediately turned away. He stared at his hands as if they were the most interesting things in the world. Darryl looked her straight in the eye then let his gaze wander. He smirked. She turned her back.
 
   The old clothes, she piled beneath the window, freeing her hands to wipe away as much sweat and blood as possible. With no water or clean cloths it would have to do. By the time she was done, her skin prickled with fresh sweat and her thigh ached. Peeping under the bandage showed only a spot of blood and a wound that looked three days old.
 
   Finally, something going right.
 
   More a robe than a dress, the white garment comprised of two lengths of fabric that fastened at each shoulder with golden clips in the shape of a fang. The rear neckline scooped to the base of her spine while the rest of the garment tumbled to the ground in a train two feet long. At the front, her modesty hid beneath another golden clasp which fastened between her breasts.
 
   ‘I look like a harem girl,’ she said.
 
   Darryl sauntered over and adjusted the fall of the fabric, his fingers brushing her neck and collar bone. ‘You look fine to me.’ 
 
   She glared.
 
   ‘You should have been one of us. Could have been a real queen bitch. Should I try? A bite or a scratch is all it takes. Might save you from Saar.’
 
   Lenina shoved his hand away. ‘I’ll risk it.’
 
   ‘Are you decent?’ Shawn continued to stare at his hands.
 
   ‘She is, more’s the pity.’
 
   A light tap on the door cut off Shawn’s response.
 
   Darryl yanked it open to reveal a man with his dark eyes and fangs already on show. He wore a linen wrap-around skirt with a fine collection of jade, amethyst and carnelian beads laced in several necklaces around his neck. A wig of short black hair topped his head, while dark smudges of blue, green and black coloured the space around his eyes. The style of dress sent a shiver of recognition down Lenina’s back.
 
   Make-up. Jewellery. Shendyt.
 
   He’s an Egyptian nobleman.
 
   ‘It’s time.’ The stranger pointed into the hallway. ‘Bring the human.’
 
   Lenina glanced at Shawn. He stood without flinching, straightening his shoulders and lifting his head. Though clearly exhausted, he walked with a steady step and a calm expression. She wanted to hug him, but didn’t know if that would break the rigid control he had on the panic bubbling below the surface. She could smell it, lurking beneath his skin.
 
   She crept through the door.
 
   In the hallway, several more god-touched stood in a small cluster on the left. When they saw her, they formed two lines and Darryl ushered her into the space between them. Then the lines compressed, shifting at either end until they formed a square, with her at the centre.
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ she whispered.
 
   ‘Your honour guard.’ Darryl positioned himself behind Shawn in single file. ‘Perhaps they’re worried you’ll make a break for it, but as far as Kallisto’s concerned, Saar requires an entourage.’
 
   Lenina looked at the men and woman surrounding her. All god-touched, but they felt . . . different. ‘Who are they?’
 
   ‘Elders.’
 
   The word fired another chill down her spine. ‘Seekers, Watchers and Soldiers. These are the ones with special additions to the Xamesh?’
 
   Darryl cocked his head at her.
 
   ‘I know more than you think. Tristen is an Elder. His power is in Shalat.’
 
   ‘Mind control? That explains a lot.’
 
   None of the vampires surrounding her carried weapons. Instead they wore matching tattoos across their backs, arms or shoulders; a water lily. She frowned as the symbolism hit home. ‘Seekers.’
 
   Another curious look from Darryl. ‘How did you know?’
 
   ‘Water lilies represent death, rebirth and regeneration in Ancient Egyptian culture.’
 
   ‘Saar tell you that?’
 
   ‘Leicester University.’ She studied the cluster of god-touched. Many gazed back with vague curiosity, others with outright fascination. One woman near the front literally trembled with excitement, her hands balled into fists.
 
   Kallisto arrived at the top of the stairs. She wore a shendyt of her own, coloured red. More necklaces of semi precious minerals clattered about her neck and wrists. Behind her stood Zoë.
 
   When their eyes met, she snarled and rubbed the side of her throat.
 
   Kallisto positioned herself outside the square of Seekers. ‘It is forbidden to drink from The Blood. Their blood belongs to Set.’ Her gaze drifted to Shawn. ‘Was the meal I provided not to your satisfaction?’
 
   Lenina bit her tongue. ‘Wonderful. Didn’t she tell you? She tasted great.’
 
   Another snarl, then Zoë hurled herself into the formation of Seekers.
 
   The shaking woman on the left reacted with lightning speed, dropping low and swooping under Zoë’s advance. She cut up with her hand held out like a knife. Her whole body provided power as she surged up into the jab. An instant later, Zoë hit the ground gagging, clutching her throat.
 
   Without a word, the Seeker kicked her twice in the ribs, then returned to her section of the square.
 
   Shawn gave a low moan. Darryl smacked him in the back of the head.
 
   Though she knew how he felt, Lenina kept her disquiet to herself.
 
   Kallisto stepped over her groaning servant and continued as though there had been no interruption. ‘You’ve had your fun. Now you serve your purpose. Your only purpose. Come.’
 
   #
 
   In the parlour, upward of fifty men and women stared as the procession approached. The intensity of their stares prickled against Lenina’s skin like cheap wool.
 
   God-touched, every last one, from the short, sandy haired specimen in jeans and a scruffy t-shirt, to the six foot black woman in colourful African dress, to a broad shouldered, coffee-skinned man in a white, elaborately wrapped turban. Most wore casual clothes; jeans, shirts, skirts and trousers, but dotted throughout the crowd were some who clearly held fast to the time of their Kiss. One man wore a suit of fifteenth century Russian armour, well used, but clean. Near the back, a woman in tiny wooden sandals and milk-white face paint resembled the geisha of classical Japan. At the front, a figure draped head to foot in a wide black cloak and hood showed nothing but the very tips of a pair of plain, brown shoes.
 
   Amongst the group, the first two men and the tall woman stood out not for their physical attributes but for their power. It brushed against Lenina’s senses, filling her nose, her ears, her sights with the very feel of them.
 
   Saar shifted within his prison and purred. <My children. They come to greet me>
 
   Shawn gulped. ‘All vampires?’
 
   ‘Stay calm,’ she said. ‘You’re not important to them. Keep your head down and they’ll ignore you.’
 
   To the right, Tristen slumped between a pair of Seekers. His clothes resembled shredded leaves and his once lustrous hair hung lank and matted with blood. One eye was so bruised the lid no longer opened. As she approached, his split, puffy lips drew back into a smile. He straightened. ‘You’re there . . . I know you are.’
 
   His presence trickled down the sire-childe bond, giving her a glimpse of the wounds hidden by his clothing. She shoved it away, alarmed at how easy it was to block all traces of him.
 
   Kallisto swept through the gathering, pausing only to nod as those in the crowd whose power matched hers.
 
   The black woman pushed to the front and shot out one hand to snag her elbow. ‘I came only because I was nearby on other business.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘You really believe you have found the Vessel?’
 
   ‘I do not believe, I know, Bomani. This girl is the one.’
 
   Lenina froze as the hawk-like gaze swept over. She straightened her shoulders and tilted her chin.
 
   The eyes narrowed. ‘Neeva.’
 
   ‘Yes, and all other signs have been given. I wouldn’t call unless I were sure. Now step aside.’ Kallisto glared at the taller woman who refused to give ground. ‘I am still First Majestic. This is my home. Move.’
 
   Bomani stepped back, adjusting the red and blue fabric wrapped elegantly around her head. Her matching tunic and billowy trousers rustled as she stalked away.
 
   With a triumphant smile Kallisto kept walking, leading Lenina and the procession of Seekers out the front doors and down a set of steps. Tristen with his double guard came next, followed by the crowd of curious others.
 
   Though dusk approached, the soft glow of natural light loitered on the horizon. Despite that, the path around the large mansion seemed to dance in the yellow-orange light thrown by tall torches.
 
   Mud and cool green grass squelched beneath Lenina’s bare feet.
 
   Shawn spoke again. ‘You have a plan, right?’
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   ‘Well?’
 
   She stumbled over a sharp stone, hissing when her sole caught the rough edge. The dull ache brought the full weight of her predicament home with startling clarity.
 
   There was no way out. Not for her.
 
   Her steps took her off the path and onto the longer grass at the rear of the house. Her gaze fell on an altar, carved of stone and tall as her hip. Familiar glyphs decorated the sides. More familiar was the woman strapped to its surface, pulling impotently against a glittering collection of chains. She wore a similar gown with the same revealing cut, though this one was red and sheer.
 
   ‘Mum?’
 
   On a second altar, Jordan wore a version of the gown that left his chest bare, shaped like a shendyt but twisted up around his legs.
 
   Between them, forming the last side of a loose triangle, a third altar awaited the last sacrifice.
 
   Lenina sighed, a guilty twinge of gratitude that her father was no longer alive.
 
   Kallisto stopped walking. Pointed to the empty space. Her lips curved into a cruel smile. ‘Bring the human.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Nineteen
 
   Silence. A stunned moment of shocked dumbness as the meaning set in. Then Darryl closed his hand around the back of Shawn’s neck and thrust him forward.
 
   Saar laughed. <You should have given tribute>
 
   Kallisto stepped back to let the werewolf through.
 
   Shawn yelped. ‘No, no, wait. I’m not the one. I can’t help you.’ He thrashed from side to side. ‘No, please, don’t. Don’t. Let me go!’
 
   Lenina darted forward but the square of Seekers closed ranks in one smooth motion. When she kicked a man in the back of the knees, three others grabbed her arms. Another, her waist. ‘Please, he’s not family. You can’t do this. Let go!’
 
   Still Kallisto smiled, sharing her triumphant stare between Lenina and the altar.
 
   ‘Darryl? Please, Darryl, you must know this won’t save your pack.’
 
   At the stone slab, Darryl shoved Shawn into place and pinned his wrists while three more Seekers arrived with handfuls of chains. Looping the links through four metal rings driven deep into each of the four corners, they secured Shawn to the slab with shackles about his wrists and ankles. A rough tug pulled the links tight and stretched him out like a frog on a dissecting board. He screamed at the rough treatment to his injured shoulder.
 
   Darryl backed off, head bowed, eyes squeezed shut. He didn’t look up as he retreated to the outside of the circle. His shoulders hunched high around his neck, drawn towards his ears.
 
   Shawn heaved and bucked his hips. Chains rattled. The rise and fall of his bare chest escalated. He craned his neck. ‘Lenina? Please, what are they doing? Stop them!’
 
   She couldn’t look at him. ‘Kallisto? Don’t do this. You said he didn’t mean anything to you. He’s human, remember? Not worth anything.’
 
   The god-touched shook her head, stalking up a short set of steps to a raised platform draped in red hangings. ‘Then why did not you kill him?’
 
   Lenina froze. ‘What?’
 
   ‘If he is worth nothing, you would have killed him for tribute. This man is clearly worth something to you. Enough that you chose to attack Zoë instead. He is family now, or close enough that his sacrifice is a true one. He will take your father’s place.’
 
   Cold swept through Lenina’s body. She sagged in the arms of the restraining seekers. ‘You can’t do that.’
 
   Zoë chose that moment to take her place on stage. She grinned, her stare triumphant and smug. Kneeling beside Kallisto, she held up her hand with the wrist exposed. ‘To serve the Great Master I’d gladly give all my blood.’
 
   Colours swam before her eyes. The ground seemed to dip and pitch. ‘You tricked me.’ She found Darryl in the crowd. ‘You knew! This whole time you let me think I was doing the right thing. How could you?’
 
   His head snapped up. ‘No—I didn’t—’
 
   She looked away.
 
   Shawn fell limp against the stone slab. He took a shuddering breath. ‘Guess you should have bitten me.’
 
   ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I didn’t mean for this to happen.’ As she spoke, Lenina heard her brother’s damning words from earlier that day.
 
   She never meant for these things to happen.
 
   A shove from the Seekers kept her moving. They guided her around the triangle of altars to the front of the blood red stage. There, in a smooth, seamless motion, they stepped away to give their places to a new cluster of god-touched, just as old, just as powerful and just as silent.
 
   These also wore shendyt, but in place of jewellery, toughened leather armour stretched across their chests and backs. On their left hips, each figure wore a dagger made of steel, designed to mimic the Fang.
 
   Soldiers.
 
   The Seekers bringing Tristen dragged him up the steps to the stage. Zoë gave him a sympathetic glance before turning her back on him. Kallisto refused to acknowledge him at all.
 
   Opposite the stage and beyond the triangle of altars, the god-touched guests gathered in a small knot. A brief scuffle ended when the figure in the black cloak took up position at the front of the crowd. Dead centre, the spot gave a perfect view of one end of the triangle, the point where Grace and Jordan’s heads met.
 
   Lenina struggled against another wave of helplessness as she watched more god-touched approach to take their places. Many of them belonged to Kallisto’s household but the rest came from far away. As the wind changed and ruffled the grass she caught different scents that confirmed the fact; horses, sand, salt from the sea, spices and herbs, dogs, cats and a strange, musty scent that reminded her of snakes.
 
   Smells from miles around gathered and placed in one space, all to witness her death.
 
   <Not your death. My rebirth>
 
   The Soldiers closed in again.
 
   A last effort to break free resulted in a split lip and dizzy head. These god-touched were far less gentle than the Seekers and crushed her arms and waist with tight grips as they dragged her to the centre of the triangle. They shackled her wrists, running thick chains down to the heavy rings set into a concrete slab beneath her feet. Her ankles received the same treatment, immobilising her in place.
 
   Several seconds passed before the dizziness faded. By the time it did, the Soldiers were gone, moving to settle into place amongst the ring of onlookers including guests, Seekers and Watchers. The last of the Elders wore small metal pendants shaped like the eye of Horus. Not exactly correct, but the all-seeing nature of Set over his minions gave the symbolism sense.
 
   Soft whimpers drifted from the first altar.
 
   Lenina fought nausea as Grace struggled against her bindings. ‘Mum?’
 
   ‘What’s happening? What are they going to do?’
 
   How could she possibly answer? The very thought of lying again made her throat dry. She glanced at Jordan, but he refused to look her way. He glared at the sky, occasionally flexing his wrists against the shackles. Two glistening tears shimmered on the side of his face.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered.
 
   ‘It’s okay, sweetie.’
 
   ‘No, it’s not—’
 
   ‘Your father will come for us. He told me not to worry.’
 
   Lenina choked on a sob. ‘Mum. . .’ She gave up. The distant, almost dreamy look in her mother’s eye told her it was pointless. At least this way, maybe it wouldn’t hurt when they took the blood they required.
 
   When the on-looking crowd of god-touched settled, Kallisto stepped to the end of the platform and began to speak. ‘My friends, thank you for coming. It pleases me to see your faces after so long. Many of you I’ve not seen for years. Majestics, Elders, Children, welcome to my home.’
 
   A low murmur from the crowd.
 
   ‘Such a gathering of The Blood has not been seen since days when the Great Master walked among us. Then myself and the eleven other Chosen guided you with one voice, as one body. Though many of my brothers and sisters couldn’t be here today, I wish to welcome Hahn and Bomani to Red Fang’s UK chapter.’
 
   Saar gave a gleeful twitch at the mention of each name, matching them to faces in the crowd.
 
   Bomani grunted and twitched her shawl, her expression one of wild impatience. Opposite her, Hahn twisted at the hem of his grubby t-shirt and waved an unsteady hand.
 
   ‘Especial thanks are extended to Yameen, for he was the one blessed enough to hear the words of the prophecy from our father first hand.’
 
   The man in the turban bowed deeply, his eyes alive with excitement. His face set off a spark in Lenina’s memory.
 
   Hot, dry air. Broken buildings. Bare feet. Blood. Kazemde.
 
   She shivered. ‘Yameen . . .’
 
   The man bowed deeply and addressed the crowd in a voice still baring traces of his Arabic accent. ‘Honoured though I am that our father shared his vision with me, I’m further honoured to see it come to pass and know I played my part.’
 
   Lenina yanked at her chains. ‘But what if you made a mistake? What if you heard it wrong?’
 
   He shrugged. ‘You are here. The signs are given.’
 
   Kallisto cleared her throat. ‘You see before you Lenina Miller, Kissed by Jason Emmet, childe of Tristen Blake.’
 
   Bomani laughed, a rich, earthy sound. ‘Is that why you hold him there beaten and bloodied like a slave? Is that his thanks for finding your precious vessel?’
 
   ‘Tristen is a liar and a traitor,’ snapped Kallisto. ‘I will learn the full extent of his crimes and present him to our father for punishment. For now, his position here is to witness the true futility of rebellion against Red Fang.’
 
   Hahn chuckled. His blue eyes twinkled. ‘Your favourite little pet bit back, did he?’
 
   A faint tick started in Kallisto’s left eye. Again she cleared her throat. ‘Upon this girl’s face you see the Neeva, mark of the Great Master, once borne upon his thigh. This mark proclaims Lenina Miller as none other than the Vessel, the one foretold to return our father. You know the words.’
 
   ‘The Vessel will be marked with blood, by blood.’ The crowed murmured in a reverent monotone. ‘From blood comes all power. Born from one of The Blood, the Vessel will awaken Saar and guide his children to ultimate glory in the new world.’
 
   Lenina pulled on the shackles. Painful, pointless, but the sound of many voices chanting in unison sent a terrifying shudder through her body. Saar was listening and he was excited. Eager. Ready to be free.
 
   <Speak the words. Make the sacrifice>
 
   You’ll never get out, she promised the ancient creature. I’ll never let you go.
 
   Kallisto continued. ‘As our father once spoke, so it shall be. Tonight is the night. We, his faithful, loyal children will be the first to greet him and reap the rewards of his return.’
 
   Bomani snorted. ‘It is all very well that you call us here with this girl chained before you, but I know why many others refused your summons. You have brought false claims before, claiming possession of the Vessel when your desperation gave you the signs you desired. I see the girl. I see her face. But I also see werewolves, disgusting animals that have no place at a sacred ceremony such as this.’
 
   Though her eyes narrowed, Kallisto’s voice remained level. ‘The Bright Moon Clan are under my control. They stand watch over us that we may not be disturbed.’
 
   A low growl from somewhere near the back reminded Lenina of the wolves. She searched for them, but found only Luke, loitering near the stage. His eyes gleamed hot, molten gold and sharp fangs showed between his lips.
 
   Bomani’s lip curled back in a horrid snarl. She muttered, a low string of some flowing African dialect. ‘Are your numbers so low here that you require moon worshipping puppies? Has the search finally touched your mind?’
 
   Kallisto drew herself to her full height. At her side, Zoë growled and leapt off the stage. Only a quick gesture from her mistress stopped her diving at Bomani. ‘I am First.’ She paused to let the words sink in. ‘Father chose me above all of you and I do his work through any means necessary. If it were left to you we would still be searching. The wolves are a means to an end and will be dismissed once their purpose is served.’
 
   That made Lenina search for Darryl. He stood in the shadows closer to the house, just beyond the ring of god-touched bodies. The dancing flames spread flickering shadows across his face.
 
   Something about his body didn’t match what she remembered and it took only a moment to realise what. Broader shoulders. Increased height. Narrower waist. Long hair bristled down his neck and back while his fingers took on long, sharp points. Claws.
 
   Yameen interrupted the standoff between Kallisto and Bomani. ‘The night wanes. Complete the ritual. If our father returns then your quarrels are moot.’
 
   ‘There is nothing to discuss. No “if.” Our father will rise tonight.’ Kallisto flung out her hand holding up Saar’s old knife. ‘Behold the Fang!’
 
   Whispers rippled through the crowd. Even Bomani widened her eyes and cut a curious glance at Tristen.
 
   Carrying the ancient weapon, Kallisto picked her way down the steps. Behind her came Zoë carrying the ancient stone bowl, with a scrap of cloth between her skin and the sides.
 
   Lenina wrenched against the chains again. Her shoulders whined from the strain but nothing happened other than a faint creak from a ring set into the stone slab.
 
   Kallisto entered the centre of the triangle and held up the dagger. ‘This blade belonged to Saar himself. Within the metal lives his blood of old and with it, he will come again. From blood comes all power! With the blood of the human family, we wash away the creature that was Lenina Miller and fill her ready body with our father’s spirit. We start with the blood of the mother.’
 
   She turned and with a blur of speed, grabbed Grace’s nearest wrist. She slashed with the dagger, a single cut that brought blood welling to the surface.
 
   ‘No, no, please!’ Lenina heaved at the chains again, doubling her efforts when a ring on the left gave another encouraging creak. The metal began to bend.
 
   Though Grace screamed and wrenched, Kallisto held her wrist out and squeezed until blood began to flow. Zoë brought the bowl close and let the crimson droplets splash into it.
 
   Saar enjoyed every second and eased his way into control of Lenina’s body, turning her head so she had no choice but to look.
 
   <Do you think she will taste as good?>
 
   ‘Please, stop it!’ she begged.
 
   Kallisto ignored the outburst and tossed the bleeding wrist away from her before hurrying along the inside of the triangle. Her eyes shone. Every motion buzzed with excited energy.
 
   ‘Kallisto, please don’t. Leave them alone. I’ll let him go, I promise, just stop hurting them.’
 
   Jordan shouted when he saw Kallisto coming, swearing and kicking his feet. He kept yelling as she slashed his wrist, though his cries quickly morphed into whimpers of fear and pain.
 
   ‘Blood of the brother . . .’
 
   In their silent ring, the watching god-touched finally seemed to take interest. Many of them leaned forward. Some whispered amongst themselves, but every single one of them was blank eyed and watching intently. From Hahn, to Yameen, to Bomani on the near side, even the figure at the nearest point of the triangle with the low black hood.
 
   ‘Blood of the father,’ Kallisto continued.
 
   A sharp gasp from Shawn.
 
   Lenina squeezed her eyes shut. Her stomach was leaden, her head, fuzzy. Loud drumming filled her ears, three different beats each fighting to be heard above the others.
 
   <Heart beats. Hear them slow. Hear them die>
 
   Kallisto returned to the centre, both hands wrapped about the stone bowl. Deep, red blood shimmered within it, thick and warm. The scent rising off the surface brought on a fierce rush of hunger. Lenina’s throat became abruptly dry and sore. Teasing mouthfuls from Zoë seemed nothing compared to the heavenly scent from that bowl.
 
   <Family blood is always sweeter>
 
   The smug, knowing arch to Kallisto’s eyebrows told Lenina she was enjoying her predicament. With the bowl held in one hand, she used the knife to stir the mingled blood in slow circles, clockwise, then anti clockwise. ‘Blood of the mother, the brother, the father. Blood of our father mixed in as one. Set, we offer this blood to you and ask for one last blessing. Bring back our father. Bring back the man who proved himself worthy of your gift when no other could. Bring back Saar , son of Yafeu, and place him in this Vessel.’
 
   Kallisto used the bloodied point of the dagger to scratch a crooked fang across Lenina’s chest.
 
   She hissed and struggled, but the chains held fast. ‘Please . . .’
 
   When done, Kallisto tucked the weapon into the waist of her shendyt and raised the bowl to Lenina’s lips. ‘Offer Set your tribute, Lenina.’
 
   She pressed her lips shut.
 
   Pinned to the ground, surrounded by enemies, Lenina heard her brother sobbing, calling for his mother over and over. Grace made no sound. Her injured arm hung limp over the side of the altar while her eyes stared out at nothing. Only the gentle motion of her chest and the occasional slow blink gave any hint she was alive at all.
 
   Kallisto ground her teeth. ‘You will make this tribute, or I will kill your family one by one. Their deaths will last hours. Then my Soldiers will pin you down and I shall pour this blood down your throat. Drink.’
 
   The blood touched her lips. Still warm. The coppery smell wafted up, hit her nostrils and despite herself, Lenina began to salivate. So good, like all the sweet treats of the world rolled together and left in one place. She wanted it. So much. ‘Please . . . I can’t.’
 
   Kallisto clicked her fingers.
 
   From beyond the third altar Zoë loomed into view. She tucked one hand beneath Shawn’s left elbow and slammed her fist into his forearm. The crack of shattering bone reached Lenina even over the sound of his screams. As she opened her mouth to cry out, Kallisto tipped the bowl against her lips.
 
   Blood washed in.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty
 
   The mix of blood went down as smooth as milk and honey.
 
   Lenina found herself smacking her lips and leaning after the bowl for another taste. When Kallisto pulled it away, a disappointed whine left her lips.
 
   The smaller god-touched smiled and stepped back. ‘It is done. The tribute is given. I ask now that Set accepts this gift and channel it into his chosen soldier.’ With that, she stepped away, out of the triangle of altars and to a space she forced in the middle of the ragged circle. She dropped to one knee. Placed her right hand over her heart. The left she thrust above her head, a fist with the wrist turned up and pointed towards the sky. The blood stained bowl she left on the grass.
 
   The others, after a pause, joined her in the strange salute.
 
   In her mind’s eye Lenina saw others performing a similar salute, kneeling before her on a grassy plain. Some wore armour, many did not, but all gazed at her with a mixture of awe and blind devotion shining in their eyes. At her side stood a dark haired man of middling height, wearing a stiff military uniform of blue and white.
 
   He spoke, a soft flutter of French, and in the midsts of that memory, Lenina knew who he was.
 
   Before the name could leave her lips, Saar returned.
 
   He did it gently, taking his time over filling her body as though he knew there was no escape. He chuckled and flooded one arm, then the other. Then her legs.
 
   <Goodbye, weak one>
 
   He heaved, snapping the chains attached to her wrists as though they were matchsticks. A sharp kick shattered the links binding her ankles.
 
   Free, at last, yet more trapped than ever before.
 
   She’d failed. All the fighting, all the loss, for nothing. A great chasm opened within her, a yawning void into which her hope slowly slipped. Nick had died for nothing. Her father, for nothing. Jordan and her mother lay close by, soon to die without ever understanding why.
 
   Hot tears trickled down Lenina’s cheeks. She gazed helplessly at her family. At Shawn.
 
   The cage in her mind melted like ice under summer sun. Saar sauntered through and filled her utterly, pressing down on her senses until suffocation seemed inevitable. His pleasure was vast, his satisfaction deep.
 
   Lenina’s consciousness slipped further and further back until even the sensation of cool metal about her wrists and ankles seemed distant.
 
   Saar growled. <Why are you still here?> His impatience speared her mind.
 
   Her mind.
 
   She started. Her heart quickened.
 
   Kallisto lifted her head. ‘Father? Is it you?’
 
   ‘No, still me.’
 
   Kallisto’s eyes widened with fury. ‘No—’
 
   ‘He’s there, I feel him.’ Lenina strained to lift her hands but Saar’s grip held. ‘He’s stuck.’
 
   ‘It can’t be—I did everything as I should.’ Kallisto marched back into the altar triangle and grasped Lenina’s chin in one slender hand. ‘It is you,’ she murmured, after staring deep into her eyes. ‘But he’s there. I feel him in the air. My father is nearer than he has been for 200 years and you are still in my way.’ She slapped Lenina then stepped back, wringing her hands.
 
   Saar gave a low growl. <Waste no more time. Free me>
 
   Bomani shook her head. Her snort of disgust carried over the low murmur of confused voices. ‘You disappoint me, Kallisto.’
 
   ‘This girl is the Vessel. Perhaps—from blood all power comes—more blood.’
 
   ‘No,’ Hahn pointed at Shawn. ‘You said ‘blood of the father’, but that boy can’t be the one. Human ages baffle me, but he looks of an age with her.’
 
   From the corner of her eye Lenina caught sight of Shawn, weak and injured on his altar. She strained to reach him but Saar’s hold was as relentless as his fury.
 
   <Be gone, wastrel. This body is mine>
 
   A little flicker of irritation bloomed in her belly. The hell it is.
 
   <Free me!>
 
   The argument continued around her, Kallisto folding her arms and tilting her chin. ‘The father is dead. This human is a suitable substitute.’
 
   ‘Dead?’ Bomani’s head scarf slipped on one side revealing a flash of dark hair. Her eyes widened. ‘Then where is the body? Even dead blood will suffice.’
 
   Shifting from foot to foot, Kallisto glared across the circle. Lenina followed her gaze to Darryl still watching from the shadows. ‘It doesn’t matter. This boy will do. The ritual demands blood. We will have more blood.’ With one of those mind bending flashes of speed, Kallisto darted back to the circle. Picked up the bowl. Another blur of motion put her level with the first altar, standing near Jordan’s head.
 
   Lenina watched her brother blink upwards and whimper. His hands fluttered impotently against the restraining chains. His chest heaved. ‘No,’ his low voice carried, heavy with fear. The very air stank of terror. ‘Please, no, no, no!’
 
   The circle of god-touched pressed closer, their excited energy giving the air a thick, electric buzz. The figure, draped in black, actually stepped forward, hands extended from the folds of his cloak.
 
   ‘No more mistakes.’ Kallisto gave a grim smile. Her free hand snatched the dagger from her waist, pulling it high into the air where the blade gleamed in the light of the torches. ‘I’ll cut their throats and bleed them dry.’ The weapon swung down.
 
   Lenina screamed.
 
   Sharp edge whistling, Saar’s ancient dagger cut through the air in a fast, deadly arc. A hair’s breadth from Jordan’s naked throat, it jerked left, hard and fast. Kallisto gave an alarmed cry as the blade wrenched her whole body round in a wild circle. Sharp and sudden, the move yanked her into the centre of the triangle, thudding against Lenina so hard they both stumbled. The girl fell, her lips parted in a graceless ‘O’ of shock.
 
   Still she held the dagger.
 
   ‘What—’
 
   Again, her arm twisted, leading with the dagger, this time spinning back so far that her shoulder gave with a sick, wet pop. She shrieked, flexing her fingers on the weapon, releasing it.
 
   A cool sensation of dread flooded Lenina’s insides as the weapon hung in the air, not falling, but spinning on the axis of the guard. Then it shot into the air, streaking above the crowd and straight down, hilt first, into the raised hand of the figure in the cloak. The figure who finally shrugged away the voluminous hood and took two steps away from the circle.
 
   ‘I think this belongs to me,’ he said.
 
   That voice . . .
 
   Lenina bolted upright, slamming back into her body so hard her teeth rattled. She would have enjoyed it, might have rejoiced in the ability to move and feel once more, but the sensation of control quickly gave way to nausea. Dizziness.
 
   The man in the cloak caressed the dagger, staring at the weapon like a long lost friend.
 
   Saar’s presence in her head gave a startled cry. <Who . . .>
 
   The urge to faint bubbled within her. With effort she swallowed it down. Spoke. ‘Daddy?’ Lenina scrubbed her eyes with her free hand and looked again, certain this must be some trick played by her frightened, desperate mind.
 
   But Ray didn’t speak. He didn’t move or even glance in her direction. His gaze was all for Kallisto who glared back at him with her lip curled back to expose the white glint of her teeth.
 
   ‘Who are you?’ she said.
 
   ‘Raymond Miller.’
 
   Her eyes widened. ‘You’re dead.’
 
   ‘I’m not dead, Kallisto.’
 
   She flinched. ‘I know your voice. Who are you, in truth?’
 
   Ray held the bronze dagger low against his thigh as he paced across the grass. His clothes were those from earlier in the day, bloodied and shredded from Luke’s claws. No sign of the terrible wounds showed through the tears in his clothes, just clear, dark skin as unblemished as it had been the night before.
 
   ‘Look at me. Not my face, that has changed. Look at me.’ And though he still hadn’t looked her way, Lenina saw the familiar inky black colour fill her father’s eyes and blank them out.
 
   Oh god!
 
   Lenina turned to one side and vomited.
 
   It couldn’t be real. No way could her father be god-touched too. Not like her. Not like Kallisto.
 
   The darkness vanished from his eyes by the time she looked up again, bloodied ribbons of stinking drool trailing from her slack mouth. Instead he wore an expression of raw, desperate sadness, echoed by the slump of his shoulders.
 
   Bomani moved first. Graceful as a swan, she sank to her knees and pressed her forehead to the grass. When she rose, she performed that odd salute, left hand balled into a fist with the wrist turned towards the sky. ‘Lord Saar,’ she whispered. ‘Father.’
 
   Like the sigh of wind through the surrounding trees, the other god-touched took up the call.
 
   Lord Saar . . . Lord Saar . . . Lord Saar . . .
 
   Kallisto shook her head. ‘You died. I felt you die.’
 
   Ray twirled the bronze dagger in his hands, a move so familiar, so natural that Lenina’s own hand twitched to copy. She’d performed that twirl a hundred times before. A thousand times. All over the passage of more than two thousand years.
 
   The Saar in Lenina’s mind lashed out. He shoved through her body to flood every limb, easily now, forcefully, like he used to. He jerked forward, taking her body with him and cracked his own power like a whip. <Usurper!>
 
   Ray turned.
 
   Though he made no outward movement, Lenina choked on the answering rush of power. It swirled through the air then slapped her entire body, a giant, invisible fist. The impact knocked her flat on to the bloodied stone slab.
 
   Prickling fingers of energy tickled her skin, worming under her clothes, through her hair. They were warm and soft, tendrils of invisible silk, pulling, twisting, stroking, kneading.
 
   With them came one last film reel of memories.
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Chapter Twenty-One
 
   A breathless soldier slithered from the saddle of his winded horse and shoved his lance point down into the soft ground. He gave a salute, sharp and stiff to match his blue and white uniform. Dark hair gathered at the nape of his neck in a long ponytail, tied off with a blue ribbon.
 
   ‘Word from the Emperor, Sir.’ His voice matched the language he spoke, soft, almost feminine, though raised to carry above the riotous pounding of prolonged battle. He glanced the way he’d come, over gently rolling hills of churned up muck littered with dead bodies. When he looked back, the hard light in his eyes was edged with fire.
 
   ‘We are to hold our position against the Allies and let them break upon us like waves on the shore. When they come, we beat them back with generous death.’
 
   ‘No,’ Saar twitched the sabre in the scabbard at his hip but chose not to draw it. Instead, he lifted his feet one at a time to free them from the sucking mud. His angry voice butchered the gentle syllables of the French tongue. ‘We attack. Is the Emperor so blind he cannot see the need? Twice we have followed his lead and twice we have found more of the Alliance hiding in the hills. But now they are weak in the centre; we must press the attack there to hold Papelotte and fully capture La Haye Sainte.’
 
   ‘Attack?’
 
   ‘Yes.’ He pounded one fist against his open palm. ‘We must do what we failed earlier and attack while we have the opportunity. Blucher sends reinforcements from the east but if we take La Haye Sainte, Wellington’s forces here will break. Then we may deal with the Prussians.’
 
   The soldier shrugged. ‘These are the orders I received not two minutes ago. We must wait.’
 
   ‘We must?’ A creeping warmth crawled up the back of Saar’s neck. It spread beneath the collar of his jacket and the shirt beneath, both splattered with mud and blood. ‘I made him what he is; First Consul would be but a dream if not for my influence. He dares tell me “we must”?’ Snarling, he grabbed the man about the throat and shoved him back. ‘Give the Emperor this response; my men will move when I say the word and when they do, they will move where I say. That fool Ney forced us to wait while mud and bog cleared, though he knew Blucher marched ever closer. No, I’ll not wait for the likes of them.’
 
   Kicking at the air, the soldier clutched at Saar’s wrist to support his weight. ‘I can’t . . .’
 
   Saar tightened his fingers. He spent a moment enjoying the darkening colour in those mud smeared cheeks before dropping him.
 
   I should never have let Cerdic be the one to Kiss Bonaparte. His mind should be mine to mould.
 
   The terrified messenger scrambled away without his horse, dragging his lance through the dirt.
 
   Saar let him go and turned to study his own men.
 
   Peasants. Disgruntled farmers. A few veterans who might know how to hold a musket or fire a cannon. The rest were hastily gathered and more quickly trained. The holes in their knowledge could sink a ship. Perhaps they had.
 
   For a man who had already conquered significant parts of Europe in so few years, Napoleon’s resources were sorely lacking. Numbers did not always equate victory; Saar knew that well, and these men, in varied states of disarray, looked ready to break at any moment.
 
   I need more time, he mused. A few god-touched soldiers would turn this battle.
 
   In his mind’s eye, Saar saw his men sweep over Wellington’s forces like a wash of foamy surf. No matter how many Englishmen hid in the folds of the land, he would scatter them like so much driftwood.
 
   The blood of many men stained his fingers and palms. His own blood caked the shoulder of his over jacket around a jagged tear where a bayonet blade had punched through. The human man’s dying screams still echoed in Saar’s ears, the rougher, coarser tongue of the English so different to that of his chosen companions. The acrid stench of gun powder stung his nostrils, poor cover for the musk of horses and sickly-sweet sweat.
 
   The men under his command watched him move, their fear spicing the air. Pink faces shone with rain and perspiration, nervous fingers fumbling the butts of their muskets. Some gazed at the floor, pondering the churned, brown mud as though it held all the answers.
 
   ‘Papelotte is ours for the moment,’ he said. ‘Now we press our advantage. Prepare to march on the centre of the enemy line.’
 
   With much shuffling, cursing and awkward bumping, the men obeyed.
 
   Saar comforted himself with thoughts of his plans once the battle was won. How he would use Monsieur Bonaparte’s power, money and influence to rebuild his own army. More than enough with which to reclaim Egypt.
 
   Yet victory seemed less likely with every passing moment.
 
   Grunting, Saar kicked at a clod of mud and watched it sail across the green-brown field. It landed on a body lying face-down in a sea of pulverised earth. Black mud caked the clothing to the point that it was no longer clear if he had been friend or foe.
 
   ‘Lines,’ he snapped. The bite in his voice caused several of the stragglers to yelp and run to find their place, struggling to keep their muskets and the long bayonets at their tips from tangling. ‘Present arms.’
 
   The first line of men lowered their weapons to point their blades towards the enemy. Sharp tips formed a raggle-taggle line. Behind them, the next row performed a similar motion and those in front cried out as sharp tips pricked their backs and shoulders.
 
   Saar sighed.
 
   I should leave . . . put this powdered, pampered country at my rear. Given his lust for conquest Bonaparte won’t miss my presence.
 
   But he couldn’t. Not while the real threat remained.
 
   As if the thought were a summons, a sweet spike of pleasure raced through his mind, momentarily blinding him.
 
   Yameen.
 
   Saar reached down the line between them, feeling out his childe’s location. East, no doubt in direct combat with Blucher’s advancing forces. He allowed himself to relax, knowing that between them, Yameen, Cerdic and Hahn would take care of matters beyond his immediate control.
 
   A second link opened and blossomed like a rose.
 
   Saar stumbled at the force of it, the familiarity of it. Even after hundreds of years without it, this link he knew, recognised and treasured.
 
   He spun around, angling towards the feeling that joined it; an insectile prickle down his back and arms.
 
   Fizzing bursts of energy shot through his limbs, forcing his fingers open, then closed, and open again. He gasped. Directed his gaze to a low rise in the land half a mile away upon which stood a single figure in military red.
 
   Despite the distance Saar knew him instantly, from the soft smile, to the dark hair curling about his neck beneath the stiff, red cap.
 
   Mosi . . .
 
   Other men clustered about him, each wearing the colours of the enemy. To the left, the tall, slender figure of Wellington himself briefly touched Mosi on the shoulder and pointed south towards Saar’s men.
 
   Pain speared his chest, the betrayal made visible before him, a visual echo of the battle outside Alexandria.
 
   He gritted his teeth. Snatched a gun from a startled soldier on his left and pointed to the centre of the Allied line. ‘Advance.’
 
   A cannon fired, the blast shaking the air. Clods of dirt geysered upwards chased by clouds of choking grey smoke. The scent of gunpowder intensified. Screams, then thuds as the twelve pound cannonball hit a cluster of men.
 
   Breaking bones. Guns firing. Shrieks of pain. The dull thud-thud as the ball hit the ground. Unlike previous days when the deadly projectiles bounced six or seven times, this one stopped after two and stuck fast in the mud.
 
   The men still standing looked his way, features slack with fear.
 
   ‘I said, adva—’ the words died on his lips as white-hot pain slashed across his throat. He gasped, choking on blood, he could neither see nor taste. It slipped down his throat, gagging him, clogging his throat, filling his lungs. With a shriek he clawed himself free of the sensations and focused on who they belonged to.
 
   Not Yameen . . . not Cerdic . . . not Hahn.
 
   Ice flooded his veins. His gaze snapped towards the hill top.
 
   ‘Mosi!’ He ran up the hill, hardly caring that his men had fallen in behind, an uneven line of lowered muskets and bayonet points. He outran them in seconds, leaving them far behind as superior speed guided him on.
 
   A figure in red and white loomed before him, wielding his rifle like a club. He shrieked as he saw Saar and dropped to one knee, spinning his weapon round to fire. Saar rushed forward, shoving his hand beneath the long muzzle and thrusting up. The gun spun into the air and landed in the mud fifteen feet away.
 
   While the man spluttered and cursed, Saar drove the blade of his palm into the base of the soldier’s throat, crushing the narrow windpipe within. As the man toppled sideways and died, Saar stepped over him and kept moving.
 
   The air burned, filled with flecks of grit and the industrial stink of metal and oil. It seared through the growing clouds of stinking smoke, a near impenetrable haze that singed the eyes. A horse cried out, that shrill, panicked sound so close to the shrieks of a dying human. Perhaps it was human. Saar couldn’t tell. Didn’t care.
 
   ‘Mosi!’ He tried to follow the bond, but his own panic mingled with his childe’s pain to make the trail waver and splinter. ‘Mosi, please, answer me.’
 
   A low gurgle came from the ground on his right.
 
   Saar wheeled towards it, hurling himself into the mud beside a figure in grime-smeared red and white.
 
   Blood pumped from the wide smile in Mosi’s throat, spilling over his chest and shoulders. The flow slowed but not fast enough and the grim resignation in the smaller man’s eyes said he knew it too. His lips moved but all that emerged was a bright glob of crimson that quickly blended into his jacket.
 
   ‘Mosi . . . Gods, Mosi, you can heal this. This is but a scratch to the likes of you or I.’
 
   He shook his head. Again he tried to speak and this time a scratchy whine came through. ‘. . . is time . . . must die . . . stop the evil . . .’
 
   ‘Who did this? I will kill the man who dared to attack you.’
 
   ‘. . . not human . . .’
 
   Saar clenched his fists. ‘I will bring someone. You will give your tribute and be well.’ He took a step, but paused when Mosi’s hand closed over his ankle with surprising strength.
 
   ‘No, Saar.’ Mosi’s eyes flared white through the smoke for brief seconds before settling back to brown. He released Saar’s ankle and stood, one hand gently cupping the horrific wound in his throat. ‘No more evil . . . I told you.’
 
   Saar gnawed his thumbnail, caught in that uncomfortable limbo between rage and fear. ‘This is madness! Let me heal you, Mosi—I don’t want you dead. I never did. Still I love you.’
 
   ‘And I love . . .’
 
   The thunderous boom of another cannon shot drowned the rest of his words.
 
   Spinning, Saar tried to pin point the sound.
 
   Smoke muffled everything. Threw echoes in all directions.
 
   The air whistled on his right.
 
   He ducked. Struck mud. Rolled.
 
   Something large and heavy thudded into the earth beside him. A smaller something followed.
 
   A smoking cannonball rolled an inch through the muck near his foot, then stopped.
 
   Saar shook. His throat closed up. A great fist seemed to close about his lungs and squeeze. Darkness welled up inside him, rushing up from the pit of his heart where he felt a familiar tearing sensation he’d hoped never to feel again.
 
   ‘No! No, Gods, please! No!’
 
   Mosi’s headless body tumbled to the ground. Flesh crumbled into sand, first fingers, then hands. Years of decay spread across his body and forced golden grains through the openings of his clothing.
 
   Last to crumble was the head.
 
   Saar gave it a single glance, then turned away, unable to look at the wet, red ruin that had once been Mosi’s face.
 
   His heart shredded and the agony inside only mounted as Saar’s soul broke apart. The part of his mind devoted to his first childe tore free and fell silent for the last time.
 
   Sobs wracked Saar’s body. He curled up on his knees, clutching his head with his palms flat to his ears. His fingernails gouged his eyes. Shuddering gasps shook his body.
 
   Then a new presence rushed in, fresh thoughts and pains all laced with a single thread of panic that expanded as the bond solidified.
 
   The tears stopped instantly, misery and anguish swallowed by fury as, in an instant, Saar understood the truth.
 
   The thud of horse’s hooves pounded the wet earth on the right. The beast trotted right up to him then stopped to allow a frantic rider to spill to the ground. ‘Lord Saar?’ Tristen’s voice cracked as he stumbled closer, clutching a sabre close to his blue and white chest. ‘I feel you. You. Mosi is gone.’
 
   Saar surged to his feet. Colours brightened and every smell on the battlefield leapt out to sting his nose. Fangs tore through his bottom lip as they extended from his gumline, longer than ever before. ‘You! You did this.’ He grabbed Tristen by the throat and shook him. Over and over, watching his head wobble like a marionette’s. ‘I feel the guilt in you. You attacked Mosi. You cut him. You killed him.’
 
   A terrified squeal bubbled from Tristen’s lips. His fingernails clawed at Saar’s wrists. ‘I had no choice. He meant to kill me.’
 
   ‘Then you should have allowed it!’ Saar sobbed through the fury as he pushed through Tristen’s thoughts, picking apart the very moment he sliced Mosi’s throat.
 
   ‘With my blade?’ He choked. ‘You would use my blade, my gift to him, to end his life?’
 
   A dark look passed through Tristen’s eyes. The rush of his fear stopped dead, cut short by anger. He spoke no word, gave no warning, simply thrust up with the musket and the deadly bayonet at its tip.
 
   Air rushed from Saar’s lungs as the blade struck home, slicing through clothing and flesh with ease. He tried to speak, but this choking sensation was real and the liquid bubble of blood in his throat no longer belonged to someone else.  He coughed. Wheezed. Winced as a blob of thick red blood oozed from the side of his mouth. ‘What . . .’ His hands loosened.
 
   Tristen dropped back to his feet, rubbing his neck with both hands.
 
   The blade of the bayonet protruded from Saar’s chest, thick end wobbling as he breathed. The warm metal burned in his flesh, scraping bone, piercing his heart. He dropped to his knees.
 
   Darkness crowded in. ‘You . . .’ More blood bubbled over his lips.
 
   Tristen smiled. His eyes flashed white. ‘I killed him, Saar, as I’ll kill you. It is the very least I deserve as recompense for what the pair of you took from me.’ He left the bayonet in place and pulled the bronze dagger from the inside of his jacket. The blade was smeared with blood. Mosi’s blood.
 
   Saar roared with impotent rage.
 
   ‘Fitting don’t you think? That the blade which ended Mosi should end you too.’ His body tensed, as if to swing down, but a floret of red blossomed on his jacket, directly above his heart. He stopped. Stumbled. Shock glimmered in his green eyes. ‘How . . .’ Blood oozed from his slack mouth.
 
   As he fell to the ground face first, Saar had just enough time to feel relief that his death would also claim Tristen, before darkness welled up and swallowed everything.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Saar sat up clutching at the air, crying out as darkness met his gaze. Only after seconds of scrambling did he realise his face was covered. He shivered, remembering a similarly traumatic time he woke in such a manner; a soft, comfortable bed in Cleopatra’s palace, listening to the sounds of her argument with Antony.
 
   The bindings about his face smelled faintly of fish. Pulling them away revealed white strips of linen with red borders, many of them stretched across his arms, shoulder and chest. Another strip bound his stomach. He wore nothing else.
 
   He blinked. Surveyed the room. Small, a box with wooden walls and a low hanging roof. Brine permeated the air. Coarse-loop fishing nets hung from the ceiling and against the right wall leaned two knobbly staffs with crude knives strapped to the topmost ends. A low table stood opposite with half a boned fish on a cracked blue plate. Thin sunlight struggled to pierce the accumulated grime on a single tiny window.
 
   He swung his legs over the side of the narrow, lumpy bed.
 
   His chest burned, worse than it had for many years. In that instant he remembered it all.
 
   ‘Mosi . . .’
 
   He reached out along the ancient line that linked their minds together.
 
   Nothing. Not a tickle, not a tingle, not a whisper.
 
   His throat swelled. The prick of tears stung his eyes. ‘Gods,’ he whispered. ‘He’s truly gone. What have I done?’ He reached again, battling the truth, hoping, begging that he was wrong. He had to be wrong. Mosi couldn’t truly be dead.
 
   The yawning emptiness gaped inside him, that piece of his heart dedicated to his first childe, barren and dry.
 
   Saar flopped back against the bed, covering his face with his hands. Hot tears scorched down his cheeks. ‘Mosi.’ The name tasted bitter on his tongue.
 
   The sound of shuffling footsteps pierced his misery and for one insane moment he thought he might be wrong. ‘Mosi?’ Desperation and hope lightened his voice until he barely recognised it. ‘You’ve returned to me?’
 
   A woman entered the small space, bent-backed and grey-haired, clutching a curved fish hook in gnarled, spotted fingers. ‘You’re awake. Good.’ She spoke French but not the way he usually heard it. This rough approximation of the language carried the weight of a strong accent, hinting at another, more comfortable tongue. ‘I feared you would die in the night.’
 
   Saar’s shoulders sagged. The frantic hope in his chest withered and faded.
 
   Not Mosi. Mosi would never be back. Mosi was gone. Forever.
 
   ‘Well, boy,’ the stranger loitered in the doorway, ‘how do you feel?’  Her skin, though dark like his own, appeared wrinkled like old, toughened leather. ‘Would you like something to eat?’ That accent strained around the words.
 
   The very thought of food turned Saar’s stomach. In all likeliness he would never eat again. He shook his head.
 
   ‘Drink? We have water.’
 
   Though every part of him ached to do it, Saar looked the woman up and down and, after careful consideration, spoke in Dutch. ‘What I need you cannot give me.’
 
   Her whithered face broke into a joyous, ugly smile. She switched languages effortlessly to match him, the change making her lively and animated. ‘Nonsense. Food and rest is all you need. Though perhaps I should clean your wounds again. I’m surprised you’re alive.’
 
   ‘I’m stronger than I look.’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t know.’ The woman stepped further into the small room and tilted her head. Light from the window fell across her face.
 
   Saar winced. ‘Your eyes . . .’
 
   ‘Gone. Yes, but I see well enough. My name is Gerda.’
 
   Easing his feet back into the bed, Saar studied her movements. She stroked rough fingertips over every available surface as she moved; the wall, a chair, the table. When the curtain of fishing nets brushed her face, she grasped it and followed one looping edge. At the bed, she used the backs of her legs to guide her into a sitting position. ‘There, now let me look at you.’
 
   He didn’t move.
 
   She wriggled closer and grabbed his face, her aim clean and accurate. Her rough fingers stroked his cheeks and jaw. ‘I knew it. You were weeping. What happened, boy?’
 
   ‘Nothing.’ He shrugged her away.
 
   ‘Your body says otherwise. Injuries such as those I found on you would kill a man if left untreated. I rinsed them with vinegar, but they stank of death.’ Her nostrils flared. ‘You smell better now. Your fever has broken.’
 
   No choice remained but to accept her word, but Saar could still smell sickness. The sickly sweet stench of rot lingering on each puff of air. He linked it to Gerda and listened carefully as she inhaled. There . . . bubbling away in her chest some strange fluid that hampered her breathing. Even her skin carried the scent of illness. The woman had weeks to live. Maybe days.
 
   Saar touched the bindings about his chest. ‘How long have I been here?’
 
   ‘A day. Retreating soldiers left you by the road when the need for speed overtook their loyalty. My daughter found you and brought you here.’
 
   ‘Retreating? The battle was lost?’ Saar gazed at his fingers. It came as little surprise that ‘his’ men abandoned him at their first opportunity. But his children should have come for him; Yameen, Hahn and Cerdic had been relatively close. They should have felt his pain. The implications of his thoughts brought a stab of fear to his chest. A cry escaped his mouth. Stars of green, blue and purple danced before his eyes. Bile rose in his mouth.
 
   Gerda seized his shoulder. The strength in her grip belied her frail body and she pushed him back against the pillows. ‘If it hurts, lie still. Too much movement will reopen your wounds.’
 
   Saar ignored her, instead feeling along the links to his other children. Cerdic first. Oldest after Kallisto, he usually answered within moments, a spike of energy to show his location. The space reserved for him revealed nothing.
 
   Ice flooded Saar’s belly.
 
   He checked Yameen. Hahn. Ignatia. Tadeo. Nahia. Aydodele. Waneta. Ebisu. Bomani. Naenia.
 
   Gods, they’re gone.
 
   He stared at the filthy ceiling, struggling to pull some sense from his scattered thoughts.
 
   Were they gone? Perished like his other children back in Alexandria? Had Tristen’s attack killed them all as Mosi’s had on the sands by the river? Again he searched, again he reached out, but each time he found an empty hollow, like an eggshell or a cracked nut.
 
   Gone.
 
   Panic gripped his heart.
 
   Alone.
 
   Again. This time without even the shadow of Mosi hanging over him.
 
   He screamed, leaping off the bed and thrashing through the room. He smashed the blue plate on the floor. Kicked over the table. Tore the nets from the ceiling and ripped them apart with his fingers. As he did he cried, wordless bellows of rage that strained his throat and thrummed in his ears.
 
   Two minutes later he sank to his knees in the wreckage of the room, panting and weeping.
 
   Gerda sighed. Throughout his raging she neither moved, nor spoke, though now she did both, brushing fragments of torn netting from her lap. ‘Wars are good for nothing but pain. I wonder when the great leaders will see that. Nothing is worth the anguish you feel.’ Her hand stroked the air, as if reaching for the hanging nets. She sighed. ‘Boy, I will leave you to your grief, but first you must guide me out.’
 
   The pound of rushing footsteps shook through the floorboards.
 
   Saar leapt to his feet, fangs sliding free with ease as he lowered himself into a fighting crouch.
 
   A young figure in a loose blue dress rushed into the room. She carried another of those long sticks with a knife lashed to the end, though this one was wet and slathered in fish guts. She took one look at the scene within and lowered the blade in his direction. ‘Leave my mother alone,’ she yelled in flawless French.
 
   A snarl rippled from Saar’s lips.
 
   Gerda’s hand snapped up. ‘No, Celeste. He means no harm.’
 
   ‘But he—’
 
   ‘Leave him. He may be coarse and rude—you’re yet to give me your name, boy—but he is just that: a boy. One exposed to too many of life’s hard battles. He won’t hurt us.’ She spoke quickly, but soothingly, the Dutch words hanging in the air and waiting.
 
   The girl lowered her fishing spear. Her eyes narrowed. ‘I thought he would die in the night.’
 
   ‘He’s stronger than he looks. Help me, girl.’
 
   After a fractional hesitation, she obeyed, picking her way through the wreckage to reach Gerda. She wrapped the older woman in a tight embrace then helped her through the room, sweeping obstacles out of the way with her feet as she went.
 
   At the door Gerda gently pulled free and turned back to Saar. ‘Your clothes are gone. I burned them. But my late husband’s clothes will fit you. You may have them on the condition that you rest until you are well enough to wear them.’ She shuffled away, leaving the younger girl behind, still clutching her bloodied spear.
 
   Silence stretched between them, long and tense. Saar closed his lips over his fangs and blinked the darkness out of his eyes before it could take hold.
 
   The girl leaned the spear against her shoulder and folded her arms. A blue scarf bound her hair, but tight black curls spilled from the back of it, an unruly mop of coarse strands. ‘This is not how people usually show gratitude.’ Her brown eyes, though narrowed, were large and bright. ‘Well?’
 
   Saar flinched, abruptly aware of his nakedness before a girl of barely more than sixteen years. He relaxed his fighting stance and cast his gaze about the room for a suitable covering. ‘I—forgive me. I was—I grew angry.’
 
   ‘So I see.’ She continued to stare, her gaze boring into his as if to break through his skin and flesh to touch his very soul. ‘You lost someone?’
 
   He thought again of Mosi. Of the thud as his severed head hit the muddy ground. ‘. . . Yes.’
 
   Her gaze softened. ‘Me too.’
 
   More silence. Then, unable to think with her staring at him, Saar snatched a sheet off the bed and wrapped it about his middle. ‘I apologise for the room.’ The words stuttered from his lips. He frowned. When was the last time he apologised to a human? To anyone? ‘Perhaps I can fix it—’
 
   ‘No. Mama will arrange it to suit her. But you could tell me your name.’
 
   ‘Saar, son of Yafeu.’
 
   Her eyebrows twitched. ‘Strange name. Where are you from?’
 
   ‘Far away.’
 
   ‘I see. I’ll fetch you some clothes.’ She turned to leave.
 
   ‘Wait!’ When she did, Saar cleared his throat, embarrassed and angry for feeling so. ‘What is—may I know your name?’
 
   ‘Celeste.’
 
   He nodded. ‘Then . . . thank you, Celeste.’
 
   A smile touched her lips. Like the brightness of sunlight on a sparkling stream. ‘You’re welcome, Saar, son of Yafeu.’
 
   #
 
   Saar sat on the end of the lumpy bed, picking at his loose linen trousers. His borrowed shirt swamped his body, the strings across the chest drawn as tight as possible to compensate. Only a belt held the ensemble together, a simple leather strap with a single buckle. Beside him, a bowl of fishy broth threw steam into the air. The dented spoon beside it was tarnished but clean. With the bowl lay a plate of warm bread and a soft, crumbly cheese.
 
   The delicious smells wafted into his nostrils and brought moisture to his tongue, but he couldn’t bring himself to eat. He hungered, but the gnawing cravings demanded something else entirely.
 
   On the other side of the small room, Celeste watched him, her stare calm and steady. ‘Who are you?’
 
   ‘A soldier.’
 
   ‘An important one. I saw the markings on your jacket.’
 
   ‘It is no concern of yours.’
 
   ‘An important soldier with no marks of battle upon his skin.’
 
   The ache in his chest gave an angry throb. ‘My wounds are within and not easily seen.’
 
   Celeste cocked her head. ‘You are most sad and wan for a demon.’
 
   He stiffened. ‘Excuse me?’
 
   ‘A demon.’ Though she spoke with confidence, her body tensed. She gripped the door frame, as if readying herself to dart through it. ‘I found you on the road where your men left you to die. You should be dead. Yet here you are with no sign of battle upon you but the defeat in your eyes.’
 
   ‘I am not defeated.’ He surged to his feet, across the room in one long stride, wrapping his fingers around her slender throat. ‘I am Saar. The Chosen.’ He tightened his grip, smiling as the girl gasped with the last of her breath and clawed at his fingers. ‘Feel my strength, human, know I am all powerful.’ With a last squeeze he let her go, growling as she crawled away from his feet.
 
   Celeste gagged, massaging the red indents of his fingers against her skin. When her gaze met his once more, her lower lip trembled. ‘You are powerful, but you are also lost. Pain hides in every word you speak and every movement you make.’ Slow, wincing at every inch, Celeste stood and shuffled towards the door.
 
   Saar stepped into her path, readying himself to take her mind and crush it. He had to; he couldn’t let her live, not knowing of his affiliation with Bonaparte, knowing of his wounds.
 
   He snagged her arm and pulled her close, stroking one hand down the side of her face as his vision sharpened and brightened. A sudden urge to apologise swelled within him, but he shoved it back and pushed down on her will with his god-given strength. She would be calm, still and silent. She would forget. Then, she would give herself to him, healing his body with her precious blood.
 
   Her eyes widened. In those deep, dark pools, Saar caught his own reflection, the dim blackness of his own eyes mirrored in hers. Then his mental charge hit a wall and his passage into her mind ceased. He shuddered, shaking his head from the mental echo of the impact. When he tried again, his powers met the same curious, frightening block.
 
   ‘You are a demon.’ Wonder filled Celeste’s voice.
 
   Saar thrust her out to arm’s length. ‘Impossible. You’re not human.’
 
   ‘Of course I am.’
 
   ‘Then give to me. Bend. Let me take your mind and mould it as I have done thousands of others.’ Saar tried again, shaping Shalat like a spear to pierce her thoughts and make them his.
 
   Nothing. As if he fought to influence a block of stone, or a lump of metal. His head ached with the effort.
 
   Trembling, he released Celeste’s shoulders. ‘What are you?’
 
   ‘I’m like you.’
 
   ‘You’re not god-touched. I would feel it.’
 
   She plucked his hands off her shoulders. ‘I don’t know what that means, but we are alike, you and I.’
 
   ‘I could kill you. No one could stop me.’
 
   ‘And yet you don’t.’ Though wary, she gave him the full weight of her stare, studying him. ‘Why?’
 
   He had no answer. Stepping back, he turned aside and stared at the floor. ‘You confuse me with your fancy words. There is some magic about you. Why do you not fear me?’
 
   ‘Because I recognise myself in you. Through that, I see the truth.’
 
   Still reeling from the ineffectiveness of his power, Saar chewed his thumbnail. ‘What truth is this?’
 
   ‘That you have given up.’
 
   ‘You know nothing. I am the most powerful creature on this earth. Men fall before me, armies attack at my command. You . . . you are human and beneath my notice.’
 
   Celeste cocked an eyebrow and massaged the side of her throat. ‘Then leave. Make your wars and lead your armies. Leave my mother and I to go about our lives. I will even swear that no one will learn of your presence from us.’ She stepped around him and through the door, pausing long enough to add, ‘After you are rested, of course.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Rest.
 
   Never before had Saar so longed for it and yet, he couldn’t. Grief over Mosi and fear for his other children wouldn’t let him. Worse yet, he had no plan or clear idea of what to do next. He longed to leave, but each time he tried, something pulled him back.
 
   Every day he left the house and walked into Waterloo, the nearest town. There he made enquiries as to the motion of the army. Then, he would procure a horse, and ride the beast to the outer edge of the town. But, each time, he would turn and gaze south, back towards the small house in which Celeste lived with her sickly mother. Each time, he would bring the horse around and trot back, often via the river where he would stop to wash.
 
   In the house, neither of the women appeared surprised at his constant visits to town, though Gerda often commented on his health when she thought him out of earshot. It became clear that she wished he would go and that she regretted her decision to allow him space within the house. Yet never once did she ask him to leave.
 
   Celeste refused to speak to him after that first day. She kept her distance, leaving breakfast on a table for him to fetch at his leisure, or piles of clothes on the bed he’d claimed. But she never spoke to him. Or smiled. And yet she watched.
 
   Her gazed prickled against Saar’s back every waking moment. When he woke from restless sleep, he found her peering in through a crack in the door hanging crooked from its hinges. When he bathed, she would loiter near the river on the pretence of repairing fishing nets. During the evening meal, the one time all three might sit together, she would spoon soup or soggy vegetables into her mouth with half an eye on her bowl, while Gerda coughed and spluttered through her own meal. When he stole away from the hovel in the dead of night, seeking drunk or sick men to feast upon, she would follow until he managed to lose her in the darkness.
 
   He longed to ask what she saw as she studied him so earnestly, but couldn’t bring himself to voice the question. The answers, he feared, might be ones he didn’t like.
 
   #
 
   On the fourth night, Saar left the small house and aimed for his favourite tavern, a small, dingy place named The Ox and Wagon. In the narrow alley along the right hand edge, the usual assortment of stumbling drunks and barely clad prostitutes lined the walls, many of them already locked in elicit embraces. Shadows and small nooks towards the rear offered a modicum of privacy from all but Saar, who watched with vision enhanced by blood lust.
 
   He found a woman near the doors, short ruffled skirts hitched high around her knees, showing off pale skin and narrow boots. Her eyebrows lifted on sight of his face in the firelight, but when he held out a handful of coins, the smile returned instantly.
 
   She led him away from the alley, tip-toeing around piles of rubbish and the odd carcass of some long dead animal. She held her nose as she walked, though disguised her distaste under a veil of coquettish modesty. ‘This way, Sir,’ she told him in broken French.
 
   He stopped, holding her back from the building she sought, no doubt full of troublesome witnesses. With a quick twist of Shalat he turned her to face him and stared deep into her eyes. ‘Be still. Be silent.’ He stroked her cheek with the tips of his fingers. ‘Hear only my voice, see only my face. You are mine now.’
 
   The woman nodded, her dirty, yellow hair a thatched tangle around her head. ‘Yes, Sir.’
 
   Satisfied, Saar unleashed his fangs and put them to her throat. The crunch of her flesh brought on a wave of pleasure, and the blood filling his mouth set his tongue tingling. He moaned, pulling the limp form close to his chest, cradling her as he might have done a lover. Her hands tangled in his hair and her breasts heaved as she succumbed.
 
   Her memories poured in, every moment of her pitiful life filling his mind and settling.
 
   Her name was Alida. Her two brothers were killed in the war. Her sister died from a terrible affliction that left her coughing blood for two weeks before death claimed her. No home but for a room rented with the proceeds of her nightly business, courtesy of a madam by the name of Margriet. More came, but he didn’t want to know, couldn’t bear to take on the horrors of yet another life.
 
   Even as the memories came he shut them away, locking them in that part of his mind where the lives of all his other conquests resided. Then, for one small, glorious moment, Saar forgot the terrible circumstances that put him in that stinking alley. He forgot Mosi, the war, his children and revelled in the familiar glory of tribute.
 
   Fresh power flooded his limbs, sinking into every bone, every muscle. Strength returned to him, just a little more to join that gathered from previous days of feasting. Soon he would be strong enough. Soon he could leave.
 
   A gasp from the end of the alley jerked his head up. He growled.
 
   Celeste stood in the narrow opening, her hands pressed tight to her mouth. She wore a thick woollen cloak over her dress, but it was unmistakably her. She stared at him for agonising seconds then ran, her footsteps pounding the road.
 
   #
 
   Saar caught up with Celeste half a mile out of Waterloo. Though easier to catch her sooner, the risk of discovery so close to town was too great.
 
   Out on the road, beneath the pale glow of silver moonlight, he caught up with the fleeing woman and shoved her face down into the dirt.
 
   She whimpered, crawling away on hands and knees.
 
   ‘Foolish woman. Now I have no choice.’
 
   Celeste stopped crawling and flipped over to her back. She dragged the hood from her head and begged with her eyes. ‘Please, I meant no harm.’
 
   He dropped to the ground beside her, gripping her shoulder. She resisted, but her physical strength paled in comparison to his. Even if her mind could resist him, her body could not.
 
   ‘You did me a kindness when you rescued me. Even now I wear your clothes. I’ve eaten your bread. I’ll not quickly forget . . .  but you cannot be permitted to share what you know.’ 
 
   ‘No one will know. Please, Mama can’t survive alone. She needs me.’
 
   Saar knew she spoke truth. Though his interactions with Gerda were minimal, the old woman grew visibly weaker by the day. He was stunned she had lasted so long. ‘I don’t care.’ He lowered his lips to the side of her throat.
 
   This second infusion of blood seemed less sweet than the first. Though warm and thick, a bitter taste loitered on his tongue.
 
   The whole time Celeste fought with him, scrabbling at his hands, kicking at the earth. Her terrified moans of pain filled his ears.
 
   When the memories of her life began to filter through, Saar gave a sharp grunt.
 
   He saw her mother and another man, no doubt her father, arguing over money. They stood on the grounds of a rich manse with gardens, horses and tall trees. The scenes shifted and Saar watched through Celeste’s eyes as maids helped her into wide, colourful dresses of lace and silk. He saw her hands skim over her belly, swelling slightly with the child growing within.
 
   Gasping, he jerked away. Blood dotted the ground, a crimson trail back to Celeste who gripped her throat and lay panting on the road.
 
   ‘A child? Where is your child?’ 
 
   Her eyes widened. ‘How can you know?’
 
   ‘Where?’
 
   ‘She—it died.’ Her voice trailed off but Saar knew.
 
   A soldier, tall and dark-haired with a commanding voice and gentle hands. Saar lived through the passion that created Celeste’s lost child and the agony as that same soldier failed to return from war. ‘Sebastian.’
 
   She flinched but said nothing.
 
    ‘And a child outside marriage . . . you lost everything?’
 
   Celeste no longer stared at him but at her own bloody hands. They shook as she spoke. ‘He had debts he never spoke of. When he died it fell to me and mother to pay them. His family had no means to do so and neither did we; our union was the only thing promising a home and money. Without him debtors took the house.’
 
   All the things Saar planned to say fled his mind. He stared and saw not Celeste, the dark-skinned Dutch girl, but Kiya. They didn’t look alike—Celeste had skin far darker than Kiya and her hair was coarse and curly rather than fine and straight—but her eyes . . . they had the same depth of sadness.
 
   ‘They took everything. I couldn’t tell anybody about the child. With no home or proper food, I became sick. I bled. The child didn’t survive.’ Celeste sat up on the road, still gripping the side of her throat. Though the flow of blood had slowed, her face was pale. ‘You know all my secrets. I see it now. You drink blood and bewitch people with your eyes. You are a demon.’ 
 
   His heart ached. Her pain mingled with his and touched a part of him few others had. How much her life had changed, and in so little time because of the actions of another. Every sensible part of his body screamed at him to end her, to finish his tribute and take her life as well as her blood. But he couldn’t move.
 
   ‘I am god-touched. A creature of ancient times given long life by the gods I serve.’
 
   ‘There is a word for men like you. Mama once told tales of dead creatures, walking the night draining the souls of living men. She told me they stole blood because they craved it. You’re a vampyre.’
 
   Saar grunted. ‘Use that word if you wish, but I am not evil.’
 
   ‘No, even evil things change.’
 
   He gave her a blank look.
 
   She raised a hand to encompass the road. ‘You are here, Saar. The day we first spoke, your wounds were already healed. You might have left us then, and yet you remain, avoiding the truth.’
 
   Saar ground his teeth hard enough to crack three of his rear-most molars. After so long avoiding the woman and she stepping around him, to speak this candidly made him uneasy. But he had to know. ‘Tell me this truth.’
 
   ‘Things will never be the same again.’
 
   He reeled as though punched. ‘You don’t know that.’
 
   ‘I do. So do you. I lost everything when Sebastian died, but now I live what remains of my life as best I can. You are stuck in the past, clinging to a desperate hope that your life will be as it was. I don’t know what you lost, or who, but in seeking to recreate the past you cripple your future.’
 
   He leapt up, pacing away from her, then back again. His fingers itched with the desire to punch or claw or tear. But the weight of her steady, knowing gaze followed him, drawing him back, laying the truth of his heart bare before him like an open wound.
 
   ‘No.’ Saar glared at her and focused his will as he had thousands of times in the past. He fixed on her mind and rushed in with Shalat, seeking to claim her thoughts as his own and bend her to his will. But his power slid passed without touching, like the blade of a knife turned aside by steel armour. ‘What are you?’ he roared. ‘Why does your mind resist me like no other? The metal of your mind is stronger than steel.’
 
   A smile tugged the corner of her mouth, a flash of white teeth in the moonlight. ‘Mama didn’t want me to marry Sebastian; she thought a soldier was unsuitable. I have a strong will. But, perhaps, it is because you do not wish to silence me. Perhaps this is the only way you’ll accept the truth. ‘
 
   His mouth opened, but no words came. The tang of her blood still lingered on his lips. ‘I lost someone, as you did. He was dear to me though we fought constantly. But we loved each other until the end. He is gone now and the fault is mine.’
 
   Saar returned to the battlefield in his mind’s eye. He saw the clouds of smoke, felt the squelching mud beneath his water logged boots. The boom of a cannon filled his ears and, as a smile touched Mosi’s lips, the twelve pound cannon ball struck his face and reduced it to a lump of sticky, crimson gore.
 
   He choked on a sob. The prickle behind his eyes warned of tears to follow.
 
   ‘I killed him. This is my fault—all of it. This war and dozens of others.’
 
   The words lingered on his tongue, but as he finally spoke them, their full weight hit him and knocked him to the ground. He would never see Mosi again. He would never see his children again. All of them, just like before, gone, turned to sand. And Mosi, who survived it all, even above Kiya, was finally gone too.
 
   ‘My Mosi. Sweet, loyal Mosi. When I first decided to build my army from Cleopatra’s palace I condemned him to die. Perhaps when I first touched him with my blood—then I sealed his fate.’
 
   No raging this time. No frantic breaking of furniture or cursing. Just tears. Gut-wrenching tears drawn from the very depths of his tainted, tortured soul. He sank on to his face in the road and wept.
 
   A long time passed before Celeste touched his shoulder. ‘You take on too much blame. You are one man. How can you be responsible for everything?’
 
   But she was wrong.
 
   Since the night he touched that cracked stone bowl to his lips and sucked down the life-changing black fluid, Saar became responsible for more than he ever thought possible. Thousands, if not millions of lives became his to influence and he’d betrayed them all.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered. When Celeste’s hand tightened on his shoulder he gripped it with both hands. ‘Will you forgive me?’
 
   ‘Yes. But you must forgive yourself first.’
 
   A sigh slipped from his lips. ‘I don’t know that I can.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Gerda died two days later. She spent the last hours of her life in bed, staring sightlessly at the ceiling while Saar watched. Celeste held her hand and as the day passed through light then dark, he shared his life with them. From his training as a boy to serve in Cleopatra’s army, to his decision to exasperate Bonaparte’s war to further his own goals. Though difficult, telling his story from start to finish lifted a great weight from his weary shoulders. More than once he faltered, but Gerda’s muccoid breathing assured him that she wouldn’t live long enough to share the truth, even if she wanted to. Celeste he would have to decide about when the time came.
 
   By the end, the old woman’s breathing was a low, dry rasp and her grip on Celeste’s hand barely there at all. But she faced Saar and spoke, the gruff Dutch she favoured over those other “barbaric” languages.
 
   ‘You’re just a boy. For all your years, fights and power, you’re but a boy in man’s clothing. No older than my dear daughter. Younger maybe, for she is wiser than you deserve. And she cares for you, though she’ll never admit it.’
 
   Saar glanced at Celeste and found her blushing.
 
   ‘I led Cleopatra’s army. I had thousands of men under my command.’
 
   ‘And you lost them over a lover’s quarrel.’ Gerda coughed. When finished, her white sheets gleamed with pink and red spots. ‘Don’t mistake power for wisdom. A man must live a long time before he learns wisdom and you’ve lived more years than a hundred men. Waste no more.’
 
   ‘Who are you to speak of waste?’
 
   Gerda snorted. ‘I’ve done all I can with my life. I was never beautiful or smart like my Celeste. The man I married wanted my father’s money, which he squandered well before it could be of use to my daughter. I did what I could with what I had. You are capable of so much more.’
 
   She held on for another hour before her heart slowed.
 
   Celeste gave a soft whimper and began to pray.
 
   Saar touched her shoulder. ‘I can save her,’ he murmured. ‘A simple thing—one touch of my blood to her lips and she will live on.’
 
   She gave him a look sour enough to curdle milk. ‘I will kill her myself if you try.’
 
   He jerked back. ‘Would you not have her stay with you forever?’
 
   ‘No, Saar. Do you still not understand? All things must end. Even good things.’
 
   So Saar stood back and watched the woman die.
 
   When the last breath fled her body he turned away, conscious of his damp cheeks.
 
   Celeste watched him, her gaze as hot and intense as ever. ‘Why do you weep?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. For you, perhaps.’
 
   ‘You’re not the same man I rescued.’
 
   ‘I don’t know what I am any more. But I do know I must leave . Tonight.’
 
   She nodded. ‘Where will you go?’
 
   ‘I will think on that later. First, we must see to the dead.’
 
   #
 
   Later, with his hands thrust into the damp earth near the river, Saar thought back to Kallisto’s mother. He remembered digging in the sand while his chest ached with the wound that refused to heal. He remembered rubbing oil into the body and wrapping her in linen while the child Kallisto once was spoke prayers and wept.
 
   There were no tears during this burial.
 
   Celeste spoke some words from the text sacred to her own strange God and fashioned a marker for the grave out of two wooden sticks.
 
   Though familiar with the sign of the cross, Saar disliked it immensely. What faith would base their worship around something symbolising the death of their Messiah? The fact that he had witnessed that barbaric ritual made no difference. The tragic instance in which that kindly man died was particularly wretched. Yet sight of the cross gave Celeste comfort. Her shoulders lowered, her eyes grew clear. She smiled.
 
   Saar touched her cheek. ‘Join me.’
 
   ‘And be like you? I don’t have the will for it.’
 
   ‘You’ve the strongest will I’ve ever known.’
 
   ‘And for that reason I cannot join you. You will ask me to be like you, I will refuse and you will resent it. Then you will leave me.’
 
   Back at the house, as she packed bread and fish into a small roll, he watched her work. ‘I don’t need these things. The tribute I give sustains me; I eat food out of habit.’
 
   She didn’t look up. ‘People expect you to eat. Vampyres are known as evil and people will fear you should they learn the truth. Take this food and keep up the ruse as long as you can.’
 
   When she handed over the bundle her fingers brushed against his. They were warm and soft, trembling.
 
   I want to do more for you. I want to give you even a fraction of the kindness you’ve shown me. How can I thank you for showing me the truth?’
 
   ‘That is a simple thing.’ Her smile brought out tiny dimples in her cheeks. ‘Take my kindness and show it to others. Spread it. That is thanks enough.’ She gave him a gentle push towards the door.
 
   Before passing through Saar whirled round and kissed her lips. They were soft and slightly salty, with a hint of fish. He left before she could speak again.
 
   #
 
   Within a week Saar left the old kingdom of the Netherlands behind him. He travelled south into France with a small band of travelling entertainers and sold himself as a strong man, lifting everything they could find from old cannons, to carts, to horses, all amid cries of delight from the watching crowds.
 
   After each show, he would return to his tent and sit outside it, gazing at the stars. So different to the formations of his youth, and yet so familiar. He picked out oddly formed shapes and patterns while dreaming of what once was, imagining happier times with his mother and later with Kiya. Occasionally his mind slipped to Mosi, but he pushed those thoughts away, unwilling to dwell on the man he loved so dearly.
 
   He resigned himself to a life of wandering, drifting from village to town with no clear direction. Part of him revelled in the peace. For the first time in 2,000 years he had no calls upon his time, no wars to plan or people to kill.
 
   Peace, at last.
 
   One night, after a heavily attended show on the outskirts of Paris, he left the small blue tent and walked a short way across the field they had procured. The wet grass rustled beneath his feet, begging for sun that seemed unlikely to arrive for many months. November had faded into December and goosebumps prickled his arms and chest as he stopped, watching the mist of his breath float on the air.
 
   Such freedom. Such openness. Such acceptance.
 
   He counted the stars as he often did and smiled at one of nature’s most beautiful displays.
 
   The sense of a presence at his shoulder came gradually, such that he couldn’t tell exactly when it began. He turned, skimming the land to the left and right, then the rear. But for the soft hooting of a hunting owl and the rustle of tiny field mice, he was alone. And yet he felt it. A pulling sensation. A prodding. A nudge.
 
   Understanding dawned just as the name did and Saar stiffened when he recognised Kallisto in his mind. Far away. Hundreds, if not thousands of miles, but there. He froze, head cocked, listening as though he might hear her with his ears. Of course he didn’t, but her presence touched on him just as ever it had.
 
   A moment later he felt Yameen and Cerdic, separate but clear.
 
   Warmth filled Saar’s chest and he ran his fingers through his closely cropped hair. Lively, nervous energy flooded his limbs and he paced back and forth across the grass as, one by one, his children returned to him.
 
   Saar tilted back his head and bellowed at the stars, a single joyous note of pleasure and wonder.
 
   Then, still grinning, still beside himself and skipping with glee, he rushed back to his tent to gather his meagre belongings. There was someone he needed to see.
 
   #
 
   Three months later, Saar stopped on the banks of a familiar river two miles outside Waterloo, drinking in the scent of fish, pine and recently turned earth.
 
   At the small, run down hut that made Celeste’s home, he found a pair of drunken men stinking of wine and piss. He woke one with a foot to the stomach. ‘What happened to the woman who lived here?’
 
   The flea-infested man frowned. He continued to frown as Saar switched from Dutch, to French, to Flemish, then back again.
 
   His companion woke with a belch. ‘Not here,’ he said in broken French. ‘Left months ago. Brussels.’
 
   Saar vented his frustrations by biting them both, sharing his rage between them until their hearts beat slow and sluggish in their chests. He listened to their breathing and stepped back, licking his lips, wiping his mouth.
 
   The first of the pair grunted and slid sideways on to a pile of old smelly clothing. The second moaned, whispered something about cheese and began to snore.
 
   He left them behind and started north east.
 
   Brussels, when he reached it, seemed unaffected by the war such a short time before. The press of the crowd matched that of any other European city and the goods for sale in shop windows were as fine as ever he had seen them. Tall houses with pale bricks and clear glass stretched up towards the sky, such a difference to the buildings of his youth. While height and comfort once signified wealth and importance, now every building had glass windows, fine fitted doors and roofs. Outer faces were decorated with pillars, carvings, whorls and statues while the interiors boasted panelled walls, chandeliers bristling with candles and soft carpets.
 
   Such opulence required that he dress the part, but even that was easy.
 
   It took no effort at all to convince a man of suitable build to give up his clothing, shoes and money. He left the man in a gap between a tailors and a jewellery store, wearing his own rough trousers, a plain cotton shirt, and a small bite mark on his neck beneath his left ear.
 
   Though Saar’s lips tingled with the taste of fresh blood and his limbs became infused with his latest offering to Set, the human man walked away in a daze, stopping frequently to talk to trees.
 
   Saar made a point to remember his new aversion to killing.
 
   He spent hours walking in and out of shops. Days walking the streets, the public paths and parks. He even stole a horse and trotted through the crowds searching for a head of dark curly hair. Since being touched by Set, Saar had never needed to search for someone he couldn’t locate by the touch of his mind. This mundane way of searching left him gnashing his teeth at night.
 
   Two weeks after entering Brussels he sat on the steps of a small church devoted to the Catholic god. With the shadow of the imposing building falling upon him, he felt weary, foolish and resentful. Until he heard laughter. Soft, sweet, girlish laughter that rang like bells in his ears.
 
   He ran up the steps to the church, leaving his horse behind. Straight into the cool interior, he followed the melodious sound.
 
   At the front of the church, before a small crowd of people, stood Celeste.
 
   She wore a simple dress of green and a band of gold and pearl about her forehead. In her arms, squalling and flailing, lay a tiny baby, dressed in white.
 
   The priest presiding raised his hands and addressed the crowd. ‘May the Lord bless this child in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy spirit and grant Nathaniel and Celeste the strength they need to guide this child on the path of light and goodness.’
 
   Saar looked to Celeste’s right and saw the man beside her. He was fat, like a barrel, with wild dark hair and a beard to match. A faint dusting of white across his hair and shoulders told the story of his profession, an epilogue to the scent of yeast and bread filling the air around him.
 
   Celeste stared at him as though he were the only man left in the world. Her smile lit the church and her laughter rang off the walls high and clear. When the stranger looked down at her, the expression was reflected ten-fold.
 
   She was still laughing when Saar trudged down the steps and mounted his horse.
 
   He left without looking back.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Cambridge, 13 April 1976
 
   Saar looked up, startled to hear laughter so close to the Mob Quad. Tucking his finger between the pages of his textbook, he left his seat in the shade of the old library and followed it.
 
   To his left and right, students rushed for lectures or loitered on the grass to discuss assignments. The drab collage of browns, greys and blacks formed a forest through which he peered, searching for the voice that didn’t belong.
 
   Again. Laughter, from the right this time, near the entrance to the archives.
 
   First, a splash of red, bright and vibrant against the uniform drabness of his fellow students. Then soft pink and dazzling white alongside a shadow of black. It all belonged to a woman, tall, willowy and dark skinned. She stood with a pile of books clutched against her chest, one leg twisting coquettishly on its toe. Further inspection revealed that much of her height belonged to the shiny white boots she wore. The rest came from her afro which formed a thick, almost perfectly round halo about her head, tied off with a fluttering red scarf.
 
   A white-haired, stoop-backed old man with leather patches on his elbows gave her a sharp look. His voice scratched like a needle on seven inch vinyl. ‘You’ll not be distracted? I know it’s hard—’
 
   ‘Being the only woman on the course?’ She cocked an eyebrow. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’m here to learn and that’s what I plan to do.’ She walked away, taking her laughter and her confidence with her.
 
   Saar watched, transfixed, as she crossed the Quad, left the grounds and struck off into the city.
 
   Cambridge’s bustle had always fascinated Saar, as had its beauty and history. He spent plenty of time roaming the streets, looking at the old buildings and mulling on how little had changed. Their ground breaking architecture, beauty and grandeur never changed, even as the people morphed almost before his eyes. But he saw none of it as he followed the woman through the crowds. Instead, he watched her back and the gentle bob of her hair, certain, in a distant way, that he knew her.
 
   She marched without pause, turning right at the entrance to Merlon’s College and losing herself in the crowd.
 
   Dropping his books, Saar hurried to keep her in sight, reaching out through the press of bodies to touch her mind as he went. His attempts failed, every one of them, sliding off the sides of her natural defences the same way water slides down an umbrella.
 
   It cannot be . . .
 
   Again and again he tried until dizziness slowed his steps.
 
   She barely paused, crossing one road at a set of traffic lights, rushing around a corner, then darting across another. Her stride was long and purposeful, gaze focused as she weaved her slender body through the press of cars. The curious looks shot in her direction passed unnoticed. She certainly hadn’t noticed him, dogging her steps like a shadow.
 
   Two cars jerked to a stop as he sped into the road, horns blaring while he crossed the tarmac. Saar raised a hand to them, ignoring their indignant cries. The stench of slightly singed tyres stung his nose as he crossed the next road, this time using the zebra crossing.
 
   The woman’s destination proved to be a tea shop, wedged between a butchers and a bookshop.
 
   As she entered, a bell clanged, calling the attention of a bearded, fair haired man sat behind the counter. He grinned as she entered and pointed to something on the menu.
 
   Saar glimpsed the woman nod before the angle of the building cut her off from view.
 
   He stopped opposite, watching from the side of the road. His chest ached. For a moment he feared it might be the old wound troubling him again but he’d fought no wars or even small skirmishes for almost one hundred years.
 
   The woman took a seat in the window, dumping her books on the table and tapping one finger to the side of her mouth as she considered some interesting piece of information. He took the time to study her face, to take in the shape of her jaw, her mouth, her eyes.
 
   It is. It is her.
 
   The similarity was subtle but undeniably present.
 
   Before he could change his mind, Saar darted across the road and entered the tea house.
 
   He made his order at the counter and carried the tea to a seat just shy of the window, trying to decide how best to approach. As he neared, he sighed, unable to think of anything more sophisticated that the most basic of ruses.
 
   Two thousand years and I’m reduced to foolish tricks.
 
   Saar faked a trip, flicking his mug through the air with measured force. A quick pulse of Tzuza guided its landing. It hit the floor and smashed, sending ceramic chunks and tea in all directions. Most soaked the floor and a nearby threadbare sofa, but a few drops splashed up the sides of a pair of white, knee-high boots.
 
   The woman started and leapt to her feet, already offering apologies. ‘Was it my bag? I’m so sorry, are you okay? Did you fall? Are you hurt?’
 
   Saar shook his head, shaking tea off his fingers. ‘No, no. I’m fine.’ He spoke softly, measuring his tone and accent to match that of the personality he had decided to adopt on this particular stay in England. His words dipped and peaked with a faint island twang he copied from the poor unfortunates who once cut sugar cane on a tiny island north of Venezuela. Such a pretty place, but his time in Barbados had been uncomfortable to say the least.
 
   The woman looked sharply at his face, then relaxed. ‘I’m so sorry. My bag—I shouldn’t have left it in the aisle.’ 
 
   ‘No harm done. I’m clumsy—I should have seen it.’ He looked her over again, paying particular attention to her eyes.
 
   ‘Would you like another?’ She touched his wrist. ‘I’ll buy it.’
 
   In that moment he knew for sure.
 
   The last time Saar saw this woman, she had been nine years old. She clung to her mother’s hand in the front pew of a congregation gathered to say their final farewells to Marcie Margaret Bennett. Saar sat at the back of the church, away from the family and friends, unwilling to count himself among them. He couldn’t, for he had never spoken to Marcie, merely watched from afar, as he had done with her mother and her mother before her, back through the years to Celeste Emile de Boer from a small village near Brussels.
 
   This woman resembled Celeste more closely than any of her other descendants. The same slender build, the same mouth and nose. And those eyes. . .
 
   Kiya’s eyes.
 
   Saar made one last attempt to touch her mind. Without ever knowing why or how, she clamped down and shut him out.
 
   He smiled. ‘Shouldn’t it be the other way around, I buy you the drink?’
 
   ‘I’m more than capable of buying my own.’ Her eyes narrowed briefly, voice taking on a hard, no-nonsense edge. ‘But my bags made you spill yours, so I’ll buy another. It’s the least I can do.’
 
   Her sharp response widened his smile, but he hid it for fear she might think he mocked her. ‘Fine. Thank you.’ He watched her approach the counter and pay for a second mug.
 
   On the way back, she moved slowly, winding her way through the closely packed tables while watching her feet. ‘Sugar?’ She passed it over. ‘Milk? I didn’t want to add it without asking.’
 
   ‘As is. Much better this way, wouldn’t you say?’ A glance at her mug gave him the answer.
 
   She cleared her throat and smoothed the scarf hanging from her hair. Her confidence wavered when she caught him staring. ‘Well there you go. And, again, sorry. I’ll keep my things out the way in future.’ She sat and swivelled her chair as if to put her back to him.
 
   ‘Do you mind if I join you?’ The words were out before he could stop them, tumbling from his mouth like tins from a split shopping bag. ‘It would be nice to talk to a fellow scholar.’ He waited, hardly daring to breathe.
 
   Foolishness. Why am I doing this? This is not what I do with this family.
 
   Though Saar watched Celeste’s children, he never spoke to them. He never drank coffee with them. Saar preferred to watch from afar, protecting them as a means to thank Celeste for her influence in his life. He gave guidance when they needed it, money when funds were low, even a home when one of the women, a fiery specimen by the name of Elizabeth, had been turned out of her house by an abusive spouse. Each time he intervened he did so indirectly, using a stranger or relative. Someone he could easily manipulate.
 
   Until now.
 
   The woman lowered her head. ‘I’d wonder if you were stalking me but I suppose I do stand out.’ She touched her short red skirt.
 
   ‘You’re one of the first women I’ve seen at the college. I wondered if you were visiting another student but from your books,’ he pointed to the table, ‘you must be studying.’
 
   ‘Psychology.’ She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. Whatever she saw there loosened her shoulders and she smiled, flashing straight white teeth. ‘Not a proper degree like you might get, but it’s a start.’ She gave the other chair a kick to send it skidding towards his feet. ‘Help yourself.’
 
   Saar sat down, put the mug on the table. ‘Thank you. Will you tell me your name?’
 
   ‘Grace Riley. Nice to meet you.’
 
   Saar held out his hand and gave the name written on all of his university paperwork. ‘Nice to meet you. I’m Raymond Miller.’
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Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   The Saar in Lenina’s head screeched and pulled free with a sound she heard not with her ears but between them. Like Jason’s death, the hole he left behind was raw and bloodied, throbbing like an open wound.
 
   She cried out, clutching her head, pulling her hair, squeezing her eyes tightly shut. Spots of blue and purple danced across the insides of her eyelids and when she opened them again, the spots remained as fuzzy after glows in her vision.
 
   Ray stood exactly where he had a moment ago, though he looked different now. Some of the wrinkles in his forehead and around his eyes had plumped up and smoothed out. His bald head looked stronger, smoother, and a hard light flashed in his dark eyes. Shoulders lifting, spine straightening, he blew a long breath through pursed lips.
 
   ‘Lenina?’
 
   And with that, she knew.
 
   In all her visions and dreams, Lenina saw the world through Saar’s eyes, but now she knew the detail. Borrowed memories gave her Saar’s ancient reflection in a pool of water or the shiny surface of a polished blade. A reflection with hard eyes, dark skin and a head of dark, shaggy hair.
 
   ‘You’re Saar? The whole time? It was you?’
 
   ‘I’m sorry.’
 
   She scrambled to her feet. ‘Sorry? Dad this is impossible. You died!’
 
   ‘You thought I died. I couldn’t risk them knowing before I was ready.’
 
   Kallisto gave a tiny whimper. She threw herself to her knees in the grass, pressing her forehead to the floor. She spread both arms out before her, palms flat. Her body shook. ‘Father, Forgive me. You’ve aged more in the last two hundred years than you ever did in the previous two thousand. How have you done this?’
 
   Ray crouched and touched the top of her head with the tips of his fingers. ‘Faking my death is something I’ve become necessarily good at. You should be the one to forgive me.’
 
   She sighed, eyes glassy and wide. Her lower lip trembled. She sat up far enough to clutch his fingers. ‘I missed you. And I looked for you every day.’
 
   ‘I know.’ After slowly easing his hand away, Ray picked his way across the grass to the trio of altars. He stopped in front of Lenina. ‘You okay?’
 
   She opened her mouth but no words came out.
 
   He slipped past her to the nearest altar and grabbed a handful of chains. Two quick tugs broke the lot and he helped Jordan into a sitting position. ‘Come get your brother, Chuck. Now,’ he added, when she hesitated.
 
   She did, though not without several glances over her shoulder at the other god-touched on the grass.
 
   None moved. Most knelt in that odd pose with the left hand extended, others of them copied Kallisto and bowed right down until their lips kissed the grass. Even the Seekers onstage had bowed, forcing Tristen to join them by pressing their hands to the back of his head.
 
   Jordan sagged like old lettuce when she reached him. Slinging one arm over her shoulder, she eased him down from the altar then took his weight against her body.
 
   Next, Ray approached his wife. He gazed at her with such love in his eyes that Lenina almost forgot where she was. She remembered that look; it featured prominently in her most cheerful memories.
 
   He broke the chains and scooped her into his arms. ‘How you doing?’ he asked her.
 
   Grace turned her face into his chest and snuggled close. ‘I’m okay—but Lenina—they thought she was you.’
 
   ‘I know, love. I know.’ Slowly, he pulled her wrist to his mouth. A quick flick of his tongue cleared the blood away and coated the small wound with saliva.
 
   Lenina closed her open mouth with a snap, gaping as her father reached across to perform the same licking motion on her brother’s limp arm. ‘She knew?’ Her stomach knotted into a painful snarl.
 
   ‘Not really the sort of secret I could keep from my wife.’
 
   As he spoke, Lenina recognised the voice from her dreams and visions. In that moment she couldn’t understand how she missed the truth. Thousands of times throughout her life she had heard that voice; when caught stealing cookies before dinner, when Jordan kicked a football through the kitchen window, when she herself filled the sofa cushions with sand. Saar’s voice, but also her father’s.
 
   ‘But you could keep it from me?’ She bit her lip until it bled. ‘Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?’ Her voice became louder, shriller. As if some great dam had broken, a flood gushed from her lips. ‘I came here thinking you were dead. I’ve spent hours terrified Mum and Jordan would be next. I fought . . . I got stabbed . . . I nearly killed someone. Again! And the whole time you were alive. How could you?’ She listened to the questions whirling through her head. Dozens, hundreds, thousands. Her mind seemed fit to burst with the influx of thoughts and confusions and paradoxes. But she couldn’t voice any of it. None of the words seemed strong enough.
 
   Ray flinched. ‘We’ll talk later. I promise.’
 
   ‘Promise?’ Kallisto leapt to her feet. Tears shimmered in her eyes, a pink tinge streaking down her cheeks. ‘What do your promises mean? The girl asks “How could you?” and I echo her. Could you not feel us waiting? We were so scared after Waterloo. We are your children and you abandoned us.’
 
   Ray tightened his grip on Grace and stared at the floor. ‘You didn’t need me.’
 
   ‘Of course we did. We still do, no matter what the likes of Bomani and Hahn say. How were we ever to win our war without our leader?’ Her tiny hands curled into fists. ‘I searched for you. I gave up everything and yet you were here making a family.’ Her lip twisted, that familiar curl of distaste, as though her tongue had an unpleasant taste. ‘With a human. Why?’
 
   Though it clearly cost him, Ray met Kallisto’s accusing stare. ‘I remembered what love was.’
 
   ‘You love me! I’m your daughter and I love you as a father.’
 
   For the first time Lenina felt a stab of pity for Kallisto. If her own pain and confusion was harrowing and unexpected, she could only imagine the other girl’s agony. Two hundred years of believing her father dead to then see him alive and whole, with a new family. She stared at the old god-touched and reached out to her. ‘I didn’t realise—’
 
   ‘Do not touch me!’ Kallisto jerked away. ‘You’re a fake. A lie. An abomination. How can you have his memories when he is alive and whole? You’re an unnatural beast! I should have let Tristen destroy you.’
 
   The sympathy quickly dissolved. ‘I want you to know I understand.’
 
   ‘I do not need your pity.’ The shorter god-touched turned towards Ray. ‘But you’re returned, as you promised. Nothing can sully this beautiful, glorious night. You’re here and all those present know my faith was justified.’
 
   Bomani shifted uncomfortably at the venomous look shot her way.
 
   ‘We’ll renew the fight for supremacy with all the weapons and techniques of the modern day.’ Her eyes brightened with feverish enthusiasm. All around, the other god-touched, one by one, lifted their heads from the floor and watched with nervous glances. ‘Politics is the cruellest, harshest art in the world yet many of the new Blood are well versed in its laws. You’ll see, Father, within a year we’ll have Egypt, within two, the whole of Rome’s old empire. After that . . . we’ll hold the world, as Set always intended.’ By the end of her speech Kallisto’s chest heaved and her fingers twitched. ‘Speak, Father.’
 
   Ray looked at her, then at the huge crowd of god-touched. His jaw tightened. ‘You kidnapped my family, tortured my daughter—’
 
   ‘We are your family.’ Kallisto beat her chest with the flat of her hand. The other, she waved to include the gathered god-touched. ‘We did what had to be done to bring you back.’
 
   ‘I didn’t want to be back.’ Without raising his voice, Ray caught the attention of everyone gathered. Anger leaked into his eyes. A muscle in the side of his jaw knotted and began to pulse. ‘I allowed you to believe I was dead, wasn’t that clue enough?’
 
   Low murmurs rustled through the crowd.
 
   Lenina clung tighter to Jordan and inched her way towards Shawn. He hadn’t moved—not that he could—but his eyes were lively and filled with fear. When he tried to speak, she shook her head and propped Jordan against the altar long enough to break the chains, one at a time. The policeman sat up, cradling his broken arm with a grimace.
 
   Kallisto wrung her hands. ‘No, you were forced—Tristen’s treachery weakened you.’
 
   ‘You know that’s not true. The sooner you accept it, the sooner we can all go on with our lives. It’s over, understand? Your “search” is done.’
 
   Silence.
 
   Then, a cough. A splutter. A low, rasping wheeze and a hiss of painful laughter.
 
   Tristen twisted free of the Seekers who made token efforts to restrain him. Though slow, he took steady, determined steps down to ground level and across the grass. When he reached Shawn’s altar he stood a little straighter, though his pale face, white eyes and long fangs gave away the effort such movement cost him.
 
   ‘There you have it, people. Just what I’ve known all along. This is the man you’ve been pining for. He doesn’t even want to be here! You’ve searched and searched and is he grateful?’ He spat at the ground, a thick glob of blood studded with chips of white. ‘Of course not. Because he has new priorities now. You’ve not changed, Saar, still dumping everything inconvenient or not immediately useful.’
 
   Lenina whirled towards him, but a raised hand from Ray stopped her.
 
   ‘At least you’re honest. You’ve changed from when we last met.’
 
   ‘From when you shook my hand in Lenina’s living room or when I stabbed you in your black, shrivelled heart?’
 
   A collective gasp rippled through the gathered crowd.
 
   Tristen sucked his teeth.
 
   Though the revelation was no surprise to Lenina, she couldn’t help but flinch at the venom in Tristen’s voice. The signature of his sire-bond pulsed furiously, a swelling tide of fury and disgust. ‘Really? That shocks you? After hearing your “great master” wasn’t dead after all, you’re shocked I tried to kill him?’
 
   Kallisto looked ready to strip the skin from his flesh. Her eyes darkened to their god-touched black while her hands opened and closed.
 
   ‘You’re stronger with Shalat than any god-touched I’ve ever known. Perhaps more than me.’ Ray shook his head. He smiled, but not like he was happy. ‘Though it helps that people believe what they want to believe.’
 
   ‘They believe what I want them to believe.’ He glanced at Lenina and licked his lips, long, slow and teasing with the tip of his tongue. ‘You’re beautiful, you’re special . . .’ He rubbed a slow hand down his chest and stomach, just shy of groping himself. ‘Pathetic.’
 
   Lenina balled her fist, but Shawn got there first. He swung with his uninjured arm, cracking his knuckles against Tristen’s jaw.
 
   Though he stumbled, the blow clearly didn’t take much from him, because Tristen righted himself quickly and gave a shrug. ‘If I have to die, I’ll do it knowing I finally won. I destroyed your family, Saar, the same way you destroyed mine when you started chasing Mosi.’
 
   A prickling layer of tension fell over the gathering. All eyes turned to Ray.
 
   ‘Never say that name again.’ Ray’s eyes didn’t darken. They didn’t need to. His thunderous expression carried the weight of his words. ‘He was, and remains, worth ten of you. He was the best of all of us.’
 
   Her father’s reaction stunned Lenina almost as much as the truth about his past. Even after two thousand years, Saar’s love for Mosi burned as hot as ever it had. The understanding bemused and warmed her.
 
   ‘Kill him, Father. Show everyone what happens to those who defy you.’ Kallisto’s voice hissed through the still. Fangs showed between her lips.
 
   ‘Nobody is dying tonight, Kallisto.’
 
   ‘Father—’
 
   ‘No.’ The force of his anger hammered the air. A small number of the gathered god-touched cried out, scratching at their arms and necks. Others, no doubt the younger ones, shifted uneasily and crowded together.
 
   Lenina flinched beneath the sensation as it lashed her skin like hot barbs doused in salt water. ‘Daddy, stop.’
 
   Instantly, the feeling passed. ‘Sorry, Chuck.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Two hundred years I’ve avoided you and ten minutes after revealing myself, even the youngest of you can feel me. I went to a lot of trouble to shield myself.’
 
   Yameen chose that moment to take his feet. ‘Father, I had my doubts but your power prickles through me like the old days. It fills me with joy and I feel your mind for the first time in two centuries. I missed you.’ He bowed. ‘I’m ready to serve again; yours, now and forever.’
 
   ‘No.’ Ray lowered his hands and let Grace slip to the ground. He pushed her behind him and held her steady against his back. ‘This isn’t what I want.’
 
   But goaded by Yameen, others began to stand.  Some slowly, some fast, but soon all were standing and looking towards him. Their whispers were five words repeated over and over: ‘I’m yours, now and forever.’
 
   Kallisto, her expression wild with delight, repeated the words.
 
   Ray waved his hands. The whispers eventually died. ‘I’m not here to lead. I revealed myself because one of you idiots Kissed my daughter and kidnapped my wife and son. You forced my hand, but I’m here for them, not you.’
 
   ‘But you are here,’ said Yameen. ‘Would you abandon us again?’
 
   ‘From where I stand you’ve done well enough. There are god-touched men and women all over the world. Thousands. Perhaps millions.’
 
   ‘It’s what you wanted.’
 
   ‘I wanted to reclaim my home. I never wanted my curse to spread so far that even humans have a name for us.’ His mouth turned down at one corner. ‘Vampires? There are books about us, films, comics, toys . . . you think that is what I wanted?’
 
   Kallisto cut across Yameen’s attempt to respond. ‘An army without a captain cannot fight. A ship without a rudder cannot sail. A man without a heart cannot live. You are our heart, Saar. Is it any wonder we drifted without you?’
 
   ‘You didn’t drift, you sailed off course full speed and refused to stop even when you hit the rocks.’ Ray turned, taking in the crowd of watching god-touched. ‘Is that really what you want?’
 
   ‘Yes!’ Kallisto’s beaded necklaces clattered about her neck as she jerked a pace forward. ‘All this,’ she waved her hand, ‘is for you. Say the word and I’ll be at your side as I once was.’
 
   Lenina watched her father and marvelled again at the truth. And his pain. From the gnawing of his thumbnail to the grinding of his teeth, from the tense shoulders, to the furrowed forehead, she saw the worry. The frustration. The indecision.
 
   ‘And the rest of you?’ he said at last.
 
   ‘Assuming you really don’t plan to kill me, I’m out of here,’ snapped Tristen. ‘I tried to kill you once and if I thought it would do any good I’d try again. I’ll be my own damn rudder.’ Spinning on his heel, he limped around the end of the altar and off across the grass towards the house.
 
   With a snarl, Kallisto moved to intercept, but Ray raised his hand. ‘Let him go.’
 
   ‘But—’
 
   ‘Do as I say.’
 
   She shrank back, watching the tall figure stalk away with a look in her eye that promised murder.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Lenina waited on the edge of the altar. She longed to speak, but the tense expectation of the crowd made the words stick in her mouth. Besides, with all eyes on her father, she didn’t think anybody would care what she had to say. Or that they would hear it.
 
   With a single step forward, Ray began to speak. ‘If you want to follow me, then you will do as I say. You can’t have it both ways. Either I lead you now and we move forward together, or you get out of my way and let me live in peace.’
 
   ‘Two hundred years can’t be so long that you’ve forgotten my promises to you.’ Kallisto sniffed, her voice wavering between petulance and frustration. ‘Long ago, I vowed to follow you. To honour you. To love you. Nothing has changed.’
 
   ‘Don’t say that until you’re sure.’
 
   ‘I am certain of it.’
 
   Ray took his time to look at the crowd, to catch each gaze one by one. ‘If you follow me, you follow my way. You agree, from this night to obey my new law and spread it far and wide.’
 
   Mumbles. Eager nods. Shuffling.
 
   An expectant hush followed.
 
   ‘Daddy—’
 
   He raised a hand. Kept talking. ‘You agree to show mercy, compassion and a little bit of common sense. You agree to using Xamesh only in times of direst need and not for superficial, personal gain. You agree that humans are not cattle or fodder for more god-touched, but a beautiful, wise and delicate creature to be respected and nurtured. You agree to watch and protect them. You agree to no more killing.’
 
   A voice from the back of the crowd called through the stunned silence. ‘But what about tribute?’
 
   ‘Set demands tribute, but he doesn’t ask for death. And to sustain yourselves you don’t need to kill.’
 
   Lenina looked at the crowd. Bit her lip. ‘Daddy—’
 
   ‘Wait, Chuck. More than twenty years have passed since my last tribute and I’m as strong as ever I’ve been. My connection with Set is whole and perhaps stronger than it ever was in the years before Waterloo. You can do the same.’
 
   Someone in the crowd scoffed. Another frowned. Low murmurs rose amongst the huddle of bodies and Lenina felt the hand of unease trail a cold finger down her spine. Nothing to do with god-touched gifts, just the survival instinct that kept the human race at the top of the food chain.
 
   ‘Dad!’ She tugged on his arm. When he turned, mouth open to dismiss her again, she cut him off with a sharp shake of the head. ‘Look at them—this isn’t what they want to hear.’
 
   ‘It doesn’t matter—’
 
   ‘No? Look at them.’
 
   Kallisto growled under her breath. ‘This is some jest to spite me.’
 
   ‘Not a joke.’ Shrugging off Lenina’s grip, Ray put himself back before the crowd. ‘This is my command.’
 
   The little god-touched stared at him, mouth agape. Her fangs sank back into her gum line. She tucked a silky lock of dark hair behind her ear and nibbled her bottom lip. ‘It cannot be.’
 
   ‘I’m tired, Kallisto. My wife is weak and tired. So is my son. They’re stable, but I can’t help them here. All I want to do is go home with my family.’
 
   ‘Father, please. We are your family. I’m your daughter.’
 
   ‘Perhaps once.’
 
   ‘And so I remain. Please, don’t do this. What of our home? Our plans?’
 
   ‘I have a home. It’s in London with Grace and Jordan . . . and Lenina. When she bothers to visit.’
 
   Kallisto whimpered. ‘No. You cannot mean it.’ She stared at the crowd of god-touched, still watching, still stunned. ‘Protect humans? Abstain from tribute? None of us have your power Saar, to do so would kill us all.’
 
   ‘I didn’t mean stop completely, I mean only take what you need when you need it. The skill and control is easy to learn—’
 
   She shook her head again. ‘No. I listen to you and do you know what I hear? I hear the moon puppies and their ridiculous notion that they must live in harmony with humans. That they must work alongside them. No! We are god-touched, blessed by a deity with a portion of his power and strength. That doesn’t make us shepherds for humans, but their betters. Leaders. Masters.’ She looked for Ray to support and found none, just a cool, stony gaze and a tilted chin. Her gaze fell on Lenina. ‘You. This is your fault.’
 
   Lenina jumped, one hand raised in warding. ‘Me? I didn’t do anything.’
 
   ‘You did! With your human heart and human loves. This is your doing. You’ve ruined the greatest warrior who ever lived. All this talk of nurturing, protection and mercy—these are your words. I’ll kill you.’ She leapt, arcing through the air with her hands outstretched, face contorted in a snarling rictus.
 
   Lenina threw her arms up before her face, bracing to take the weight of the charge. It never came.
 
   Ray snatched Kallisto out of the air by the back of the neck. As she squealed in alarm, he heaved her back and slammed her body face first into the grass. ‘You dare?’ His voice shook with rage. Fury bled blackness into his eyes once more. ‘After everything I just said you’d lift a hand against my daughter?’
 
   ‘I’m your—’
 
   ‘You are not my daughter.’ The words boomed through the still air, riding the back of a palpable wave of rage. It lapped against Lenina’s bare skin like scalding water. ‘Never call yourself that again.’
 
   Kallisto flinched. ‘But . . . you Kissed me . . .’
 
   ‘I made a mistake,’ Ray’s voice cracked, but he kept going, forcing the words through trembling lips. ‘One of many, I don’t deny it, but you, Kiya, Mosi . . . you’re my greatest mistakes. I damned you when I should have protected you. And now you’re a monster in need of a firm hand.’ He forced her face deeper into the grass.
 
   Kallisto scrabbled against the earth. Her nails raked up great clods of grass and dirt.
 
   ‘Daddy?’ Lenina bit her lip, horrified by the wretched sight. It looked like her father, talked like him, but in that moment he was Saar again, the ancient god-touched warlord with unspeakable power at his fingertips. ‘Daddy, let her go.’
 
   He held on for a moment longer before looking to Lenina. He inhaled, sharp and deep then jerked his hands away. When Kallisto lifted her dirt-smeared face, he glared into her wide, frightened eyes. ‘I have one daughter and her name is Lenina Charlotte Miller. Come near her or any others of my family again and I will end you.’ He rubbed his hands over his face. By the time he was done, the black eyes and fangs were gone again.
 
   Saar receded, Raymond Miller returned. ‘Chuck, get your brother. We’re leaving.’
 
   Lenina stepped over Kallisto without looking at her. No matter what the ancient god-touched had put her through, the look of bewildered horror in her eyes touched a little close to home. She hurried back to Jordan and Shawn, both slumped over the third altar. She hesitated.
 
   ‘I can walk.’ Shawn levered himself to his feet, held his injured arm carefully against his chest and took a step. It was slow and shaky, but he did it. ‘I’ll help carry your brother.’
 
   She shook her head and grabbed Jordan’s arm, heaving him over her shoulder in a fireman’s hold. ‘Concentrate on walking. I’ve got him.’
 
   Lenina grabbed his hand and hauled him after her, pushing as close to her father as she could without stepping on his toes. ‘What now?’
 
   ‘We leave,’ said Ray. With a hand on his wife’s elbow he turned to walk away.
 
   ‘Leave?’ Kallisto pushed slowly from her knees as though every movement ached. ‘You think you can walk away after what you’ve done? After you’ve betrayed us all? Betrayed me?’
 
   ‘That’s exactly what I’m going to do.’
 
   ‘I gave everything for you! I brought moon puppies into my home and this is how you repay my love?’ She jabbed an accusatory finger at his face. ‘I was wrong to believe we needed you. For trusting in the memory of your greatness. Time has blunted you. You’re a broken sword and damaged weapons must be remade or discarded.’ She addressed the crowd of god-touched. ‘Kill him.’
 
   When nobody moved, she drew back her hand, surprise shining in her big dark eyes. ‘Did you hear me? Kill him!’
 
   Lenina looked to her father.
 
   He sighed. ‘Broken swords still have an edge, Kallisto. I think you’ve forgotten that you’re unlikely to survive my death.’
 
   ‘I’d rather die than live the half-life you describe.’
 
   ‘I don’t think your people feel the same way.’
 
   Kallisto stamped her foot. Her face screwed up and, for an instant, she became the six year old girl she resembled so closely. ‘I called you here, I am the first Majestic. You follow my command—kill him. Kill him now!’
 
   Nobody moved.
 
   Ray cocked his head, considering. Grace tugged on his arm, but he pushed her hands away, stepping back across the grass until he stood toe to toe with Kallisto once more. She paused, panting, raging, gnawing on her lips until blood trickled down the sides of her chin. When he stopped, she glared up at him, mouth twisted down in a furious snarl.
 
   The height difference should have made their stand-off comical, but what Kallisto lacked in height she made up in visible rage. ‘You disgust me,’ she whispered.
 
   ‘A feeling I know well. Let me help you.’
 
   ‘I need no assistance from you.’
 
   ‘Then consider this a favour.’ Ray stepped back and faced the crowd, raising his hands skyward for emphasis. It was an addition he didn’t need as his voice took on that deep, rolling quality, rumbling low in Lenina’s heart. She knew every other god-touched felt it too.
 
   ‘My name is Saar, receiver of Set’s blessing, taker of the blood. From my blood all power comes. Reach out to me through links long dormant and know the truth.’
 
   Something soft brushed Lenina’s arm. She slapped at it, but her fingers touched nothing but bare skin beneath her dirty white dress. Yet the sensation continued. It licked across her shoulders and chest, caressing her face with a feather-light touch. Only when she looked at her father did she realise that it came from him.
 
   When he spoke again the feeling went away. ‘I’ve returned after two hundred years of thought and reflection, planning and meditation. The world has changed. I’ve changed. You haven’t. Many of you looked for me hoping my return would make things as they were. But I won’t. I refuse.’ 
 
   Kallisto sniffed, shrinking in on herself.
 
   Another stab of pity hit Lenina in the gut, but she didn’t dare reach out. Instead, she inspected the memories that gave her a sense of what the other god-touched might be feeling, examining the relationship between Kallisto and her father and realising, for the first time, that they could, in another world, have been sisters.
 
   Ray took a deep breath. ‘Kallisto is my first. After Mosi and Kiya came Kallisto, daughter of Rashida and she is earth’s oldest living creature besides myself. She could lead you, for she is smart, driven and powerful in her own right.’
 
   Lenina bit back a cough of surprise. From the corner of her eye, she saw Kallisto sit straight, red-tinged tears glistening on her chubby cheeks.
 
   A murmur rippled through the crowd. Some began to inch forward.
 
   ‘But I am Saar!’ Ray shouted those last four words and with them let loose a rush of power that paled the last into nothingness.
 
   It wasn’t a prickle this time, but a burn. It licked Lenina’s skin like invisible tongues of white-hot fire and several god-touched shrieked and fell to the floor. Those still standing were clearly younger and not so closely connected to Saar and the effects of his blood.
 
   A shrill shriek rang out in the distance and down the sire-bond Lenina experienced a rush of rage and fear.
 
   She knew then that this display was for every god-touched, not just those on the grass. All over the world, in hundreds of different countries, men and woman touched by Set would feel the same agonising burn and know Saar was alive.
 
   Yameen, Hahn and Bomani dropped at once, covering their eyes and shrieking. Even Kallisto fell and covered her eyes, legs twitching like an injured insect.
 
   ‘I am Saar. And you follow me. Not Kallisto.’
 
   The feeling passed. Lenina breathed again.
 
   ‘This is a new world,’ he continued in a softer voice. ‘A new time. Unlike the old days when I ruled, you can choose. In two minutes I’ll leave with my family. Try to stop me if you wish, but my patience is gone. Know that despite my aversion to killing, I’m still perfectly capable.’ He paused long enough to let the threat sink in. ‘Those of you who insist on following me, may do so, but you do it by my rules. No exceptions. The rest of you . . .’ He shrugged. ‘Maintain the old way if you must. Be left behind by the new world. Follow Kallisto.’ He scanned the crowd, once more taking the time to look at each god-touched in turn. ‘The choice is yours, but you must make it now.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Fists clenched, Lenina did her best to look as imposing and angry as her father. It seemed to work on Shawn who widened his eyes and shuffled away, but none of the other god-touched seemed concerned.
 
   If they decide to attack . . .
 
   She wet her lips.
 
   We’ll never get out of here. Two of us . . . a hundred of them.
 
   That she counted herself able to fight surprised her more than the understanding that a fight would be necessary. As though learning the truth about her family, her bloodline and her own powers had given her fresh confidence.
 
   I still don’t want to.
 
   Several lifetimes passed in the ten seconds of silence. Then Kallisto grinned and clapped her slender hands. ‘You see, Saar? We are not so easily cowed. Your threats are empty. Those gathered here and all of Red Fang will follow me.’
 
   He shrugged. ‘I gave you the choice. My words stand. Let’s go, Chuck.’
 
   Lenina gulped. We can’t. You’re still not paying attention.
 
   As if to prove the thought, Kallisto addressed the crowd. ‘See how weak and human he is? We would do well to see him destroyed before his cancerous ideas poison us from the inside out. We survived well enough without his assistance, we will do so again. Destroy him. Destroy all of them.’
 
   Finally realising the danger, Ray yanked the ancient dagger from his waistband.
 
   The crowd of god-touched began to move. Not all, but enough to make Lenina’s stomach tighten and her heart flutter.
 
   Time slowed to that familiar, treacle-thick crawl.
 
   Kallisto moved back, presumably to clear the way but she had barely shifted her feet before Ray vanished. He moved so fast that not even a streak caught Lenina’s eye. One moment he stood at her side, the next he stood on the stage, laying Grace on the smooth platform. The blade of the dagger he held between his teeth.
 
   Kallisto’s followers converged where he had been a moment ago, a clawing mess of hands, daggers, fangs and splashing blood. By the time the world recovered its usual speed, three Seekers twitched on the ground, bleeding from stab wounds to the stomach and ribs.
 
   ‘Chuck, behind!’ Ray pointed while fending off a sudden rush from the members of Kallisto’s household.
 
   A dark shape arrived at Lenina’s left shoulder. She ducked. Whistling air and a slashing dagger cut the space where her face had been and the man overreached. Surging upright, she snatched the diving stranger by the waist and shoulder and heaved him over her head into the side of an altar.
 
   Shawn shot her a panicked look. ‘What now?’
 
   ‘Run!’
 
   He obeyed and she bent to scoop Jordan back over her shoulder.
 
   A gust of cool air against her cheek sent her skipping sideways. A dagger flashed through the air, this one bronze and tarnished rather than steel and shiny. She paused long enough to watch the Fang slice through the air, cutting across the thigh of a Seeker approaching from behind. It curved without slowing, drawing blood on the other thigh before dancing on to slash at the eyes of a Watcher scrambling after Shawn.
 
   As if they understood Ray was too uncertain a target, many of the Elders aimed for Lenina. She yelped as one fell beside her, shrieking when a second dragged Jordan from her shoulders. She fell with him, rolling across the grass into the side of an altar wet with her mother’s blood.
 
   ‘Jordan!’
 
   Gone. Lost in a sea of snarling god-touched monsters.
 
   She shoved aside chains to scramble on to the altar, kicking at expressionless faces as they charged too close.
 
   Not Jordan. Please, not him too.
 
   The tide shifted, like a school of fish, many of the god-touched swirling around her altar and scrambling up the sides faster than she could kick them down.
 
   Chains.
 
   She grabbed a length of shiny, silver metal, curling one end around her fist and swinging the other around her body. The thick links became a blur of constant motion, wrapping around ankles, smashing against faces, crashing into wrists.
 
   No time to think of why, or how.
 
   Just keep moving. Keep swinging. Hitting. Ducking. Kicking. Dodging. Punching.
 
   A woman, bleeding from a gash on her forehead, grabbed her by the calf.
 
   Lenina screamed as she fell, twisting through the air to take the impact on her arm and shoulder. Her teeth ground together and sliced through her tongue. Blood filled her mouth.
 
   Something black and furry crashed into them both and knocked the rabid god-touched several feet across the grass. She scrambled back towards them, hissing and spitting. The furry thing gave a ferocious growl, dived and caught the woman by the throat. Blood spurted as it shook her from side to side.
 
   Lenina shoved back on hands and knees. The urge to cry bubbled within her, but fear clogged her voice.
 
   Couldn’t scream. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t think.
 
   The creature stopped. Looked down at her. A great pink tongue lolled from a long mouth filled with slightly yellowed teeth. It made a sound somewhere between a growl and a laugh and licked her cheek. Round amber eyes stared deep into her own.
 
   She gaped. ‘Darryl?’
 
   Another lick, another growl—definitely a laugh—and then the beast was gone, darting around the altar to grab an approaching Seeker by the back of the knee. A long quivering howl split the night air and, seconds later, dozens more joined in haunting chorus.
 
   The song of battle changed rapidly to includes shrieks and cries. The scent of blood washed through the air, cut through by the unmistakable musk of canine fur. Furry shapes of black, brown, white and grey danced among the unprepared god-touched, biting, growling, snarling.
 
   When Lenina found Jordan, he lay draped across the back of a wolf whose shoulder stood as high as her ribs. The huge creature gave her a steady look, then jerked its head towards the stage. She pushed through the thinning crowd, leading the way.
 
   The stage, miraculously, remained clear. Ray stood in the middle of it, gazing into the crowd while a loop of six chains circled the edge of the platform so fast as to be a shiny blur. When he saw her coming, the chains clanked to a halt while he reached through the gap and hauled her up. The wolf followed, dumped Jordan on the stage, then darted off again.
 
   ‘You okay?’ Ray grabbed her shoulders, turning her this way and that to search for injuries.
 
   She closed her eyes. ‘This is crazy. We can’t fight all these people.’
 
   ‘We aren’t fighting anyone. Just grab Jordan and run.’
 
   Lenina nodded.
 
   This she knew. This she could handle: her father rolling in to take charge, just like he did the night before at the police station. The familiar sharpness of his tone gave her comfort.
 
   ‘Won’t they follow?’
 
   ‘If the wolves are fighting Kallisto, we can count on them to protect our backs. For now.’
 
   ‘Okay. Where’s Shawn?’
 
   ‘Who?’
 
   Ice cold flooded Lenina’s limbs. She turned slowly, dreading what she would find.
 
   Out on the grass, beyond the trio of altars, a small oasis of calm formed at the centre of the fight. In it, Zoë stood guard over Kallisto who held Shawn on his knees before her, one hand clamped on the back of his neck. Her teeth dripped red.
 
   As if sensing her thoughts, Ray gripped her arm. ‘Don’t.’
 
   Lenina shook her head. ‘I can’t just leave him there.’
 
   ‘It’s not a worthwhile risk.’
 
   ‘Is that Saar talking?’
 
   Ray flinched. ‘Chuck, please. We can get away. What about your mother? Jordan?’
 
   A cry drew her attention back to Shawn. Zoë held his injured arm, her fangs slicing through the flesh of his wrist. She smiled as she drank.
 
   ‘I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my lifetime, but always for trying to do what was right. Do you have any idea how many lives I’ve had to sacrifice to get where I am today? To keep you safe?’ Ray touched her cheek. ‘Don’t let that be a waste.’
 
   She wrenched away from him. ‘The dad I know would never let an innocent person die.’
 
   ‘The dad you know never had to make those choices.’
 
   A crushing sense of loss stole her breath. ‘Coward. That’s why you really hid, isn’t it? You couldn’t face what you’d done and the decisions you’d made.’
 
   ‘Chuck—’
 
   ‘No, Daddy. Look what your hiding has done.’ She willed her fangs forward and blinked as her vision heightened.
 
   His eyes became glassy. ‘I was trying to protect you—and your brother. That’s all I’ve ever done.’
 
   It was still her father, she knew that. But the more Lenina spoke, the more she thought, the longer she dwelt on his actions, the more of it came back. More and more of Saar’s thoughts, his decisions, his choices. It didn’t matter that some Dutch woman two hundred years ago had turned him on to the right path, he still wasn’t quite there. Not yet.
 
   ‘I’m not leaving him.’
 
   Ray didn’t move.
 
   She sighed.
 
   Her heart crashed against her ribs, fear colliding the desire to run. Her ration mind created compelling argument towards doing exactly as her father suggested, but, as she looked at Shawn, Lenina knew it wasn’t possible.
 
   Her knees quaked as she moved closer to the edge of the stage.
 
   ‘Chuck, don’t.’
 
   She glanced over her shoulder. Her throat seized up. ‘You said you wanted to protect me . . . so do it.’
 
   Lenina leapt off the stage, back into the battle.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Ray’s frantic cry followed as Lenina ran across the grass. She ran while her heart screamed in fear and her head pounded at the unfairness of it all. The truth of her father, Kallisto’s rage, her own foolish mission. She ran, knowing if only she could reach Shawn in time, one person, just one, might escape from this terrible night unscathed.
 
   Four long lengths of chain shot passed her, two on the left, two on the right. They sliced through the air clanking and clinking, cutting through the melee like the path of a falling star. In perfect harmony, they split and jerked to the sides, sweeping bodies clear in a passage two feet wide.
 
   Lenina felt rather than saw her father watching. Knew he was the one to help her.
 
   She ran on, watching the chains form a dancing circle around her, moving when she did. As she pressed on, the chains whipped and coiled, slashing at those trying to work their way closer. Soon, a trail of bruised and bleeding bodies littered the ground behind.
 
   A big, black wolf slid beneath the deadly circlet, loping along at her side.
 
   He barked happily, ears pricked forward, mouth hanging open, tail thrust into the air.
 
   Darryl . . .
 
   Seconds later he darted out again, diving at Zoë, all fangs and claws. Though she twisted away, he matched her stride for stride and grabbed her foot between his powerful jaws. While she screamed and kicked, he dragged her away, dancing out of range of her flailing fists.
 
   The chains widened their loop to include Kallisto and Shawn, blocking off all attempts to join them.
 
   They were alone.
 
   Kallisto released her fangs from Shawn’s throat and held him out before her. He swayed like a doll, breathing an uneasy rasp. Both eyelids fluttered but refused to open. ‘Red Fang is an order older than anything you’ll ever know. Our ways are ancient and respected by immortals all over the world. In the space of one night you’ve brought everything we stood for to ruin.’
 
   She raised her hands. ‘I never wanted that. But you must be able to see that things have changed.’
 
   ‘Because of you!’
 
   ‘Because of Dad. Why won’t you let him help?’
 
   Her lower lip wobbled. ‘I am no longer his daughter—you heard him.’ The words cracked. A tear of purest red slipped down her cheek.
 
   ‘I’m sorry—’
 
   ‘Your apologies mean nothing!’ Through the agony her rage began to seep through. ‘You’ve taken so much from me, Lenina Miller. I’ll repay that pain tenfold before I kill you.’ She bit Shawn again, drawing his life’s blood into her mouth.
 
   Lenina charged, a tackle that sent her and the smaller god-touched rolling across the grass, in a violent tangle. She landed on the bottom with Kallisto on top.
 
   Shawn slumped on to his face, his breathing low, blood oozing from multiple wounds.
 
   Cold hands with the strength of steel closed about her throat and began to squeeze. Lenina forced her fingers into the tiny gaps, trying to prise her way free. There was no give. The whole time Kallisto leaned forward and whispered into her ear.
 
   ‘I’ve killed your human pet. Now I’ll kill you. I’ll watch your body turn to sand. Maybe then Saar will know what it is to feel real pain.’
 
   She rolled them over, straining backwards as she ended up on top. It made no difference.
 
   ‘You may be of The Blood, Lenina Miller, but you’re young. I’ll rob you of breath until you faint dead away, then I’ll slice your slender throat. I’ll push a blade through your heart and run the sand through my fingers. But not before you watch the last light fade from your human’s eyes.’
 
   The world began to dim. Foggy darkness crept in at the edges of Lenina’s vision as her head seemed to swell. She groaned, fighting again, rearing back, twisting, scratching, anything to be free of those hands on her throat.
 
   It seemed so stupid after all she’d been through. To die because her human need to breathe lingered in spite of her other vampire powers.
 
   Other vampire powers . . .
 
   Almost as if Saar still lived within her, the words echoed through her mind like an order. Craning her neck, she looked towards the stage, found her father still manipulating lengths of chain around the platform to keep other vampires at bay. She saw his dagger dancing through the air, dipping, slashing, cutting, stabbing.
 
   Though the presence in her mind was gone, the memories were there. The knowledge. The ancient power.
 
   Lenina released her grip on Kallisto’s clawing fingers and extended her hand towards the stage. Ray stumbled in the middle of a kick, his head whipping round to face her. He shouted something, the words lost on the air. Then he put out his own hand, a gesture that mirrored hers.
 
   The bronze weapon shot towards her point first, curving easily through the gaps in the crowd. It slammed into the grass near her face, blade sinking three inches into the earth.
 
   As her fingers closed over the hilt and yanked it free, the familiar sense of ownership sang through her skin, enlivening her, lending strength. She sliced down with it, aiming the point at Kallisto’s chest. At the last moment she twisted her wrist, plunging the blade into Kallisto’s stomach instead.
 
   The choking hands loosened.
 
   Lenina took a huge gulp of air. It seared her throat and lungs but that taste of sweet, sweet oxygen was the best she had ever experienced. The gap was all she needed to tear free of Kallisto’s grip, though not without sacrificing several strips of skin. She rolled across the grass, an awkward backwards motion that landed her beside Shawn. She scrambled to her knees and pulled him into her lap, checking his chest for signs of movement.
 
   His eyes were closed, his face pale. The long lengths of his dreadlocks were matted with blood and sticky red choked each of the bite marks on his neck and wrist. His chest lifted a tiny fraction, then stilled.
 
   ‘Shawn?’ She slapped his cheeks. ‘Shawn!’
 
   Kallisto pulled the dagger from her stomach. She chuckled. ‘Yes, girl, he’s dead. And now it’s your turn.’ She released the dagger but it didn’t fall. Instead it moved with a mind of its own, stabbing into Lenina’s injured thigh.
 
   Lenina screamed as the blade began to twist. Blood bubbled from the horrendous wound, bright and sweet smelling. Tears flooded her eyes. Panting, she grabbed the hilt and held on to stop it twisting further. Blood slipped between her fingers, until the weapon was almost impossible to hold. She clung on.
 
   ‘I know you’re hurting.’ Lenina gasped through gritted teeth. ‘But this isn’t the way.’
 
   ‘I see you two steps from death and I am satisfied.’ 
 
   The blade twisted again, and Lenina knew it would keep carving unless she got it out. She pulled. Strained. A wave of weakness washed over her, then faded back like waves on the shore. Shrieking, she jerked the dagger free. Blood scattered into the air and over Shawn’s face.
 
   Lenina staggered. Dizziness swept in and out.
 
   Her legs wobbled and dumped her on the floor beside Shawn. He still hadn’t moved.
 
   He’s dead too. No, no no!
 
   Her hand twitched on the dagger hilt. Released.
 
   ‘That’s right,’ Kallisto whispered. ‘Accept the futility of your fight against me. Know you have already lost. You may have Saar’s memories and strength, but you don’t have his real power. You wouldn’t know what to do with it if you did.’
 
   Shawn’s eyes snapped open. He stared blankly at the sky then screamed, a bone chilling note that went on and on. He thrashed across the ground, heels drumming the grass. Bubbles of white froth poured from his slack mouth while stinking black ooze dribbled from his nose and ears. His eyes rolled and glowed white for three startling seconds before winking back to normal.
 
   Oh, God.
 
   Horrified, Lenina scrambled back.
 
   Seconds later, Shawn sprawled on his back, panting at the paling sky.
 
   ‘Shawn?’
 
   He jerked around, watching her as though he had no idea who she was. His eyes narrowed, then grew distant. The scream started low at first, soft and barely audible. But as the seconds ticked on, his voice rose to a keening wail and he pressed both hands to the sides of his head. ‘What’s happening?’
 
   Lenina closed her eyes. The aura of his panic lapped over her, seeping into her mind until she could feel it pressing up against her own.
 
   Laughter from Kallisto stopped her answering. ‘Perfect. Now, when I crush him you will not only see, but feel.’
 
   A metallic clank dragged her eyes open. The circle of chains was gone, all four lengths lying on the floor in a loose ring around her.
 
   No . . . not all four.
 
   A fourth chain still moved, snaking forward and wrapping about Kallisto, binding her arms to her sides. When she opened her mouth, the last few links crammed between her lips.
 
   ‘Enough, Kallisto.’ Ray picked his way slowly through the scatter of dropped bodies, limping with one hand clutching his leg. ‘All of you! We’re done.’ He didn’t shout but every vampire present froze as he spoke. Many of the wolves took longer to still but a loud growl from Darryl’s black wolf form did the same job.
 
   ‘This fight is over. Unless you want me to start killing.’
 
   Only then did Lenina realise that the bodies weren’t bodies at all, but living, breathing god-touched. Many of them moaned, clutching at bloody legs or limp arms, but each of them was alive.
 
   Kallisto’s eyes burned with rage and the links creaked as she strained against them. One broke. Then another, and another until she was shaking her arms free and pushing the remnants off her body. ‘I should deny you,’ she spat. ‘Mercy has no place in the middle of a battle.’
 
   ‘Is that really what you think?’
 
   ‘It is the truth. Show mercy and your enemies will rise up to thwart you. Is that not what Mosi did?’
 
   Ray’s eyes narrowed. ‘Fine.’
 
   An instant later Kallisto screamed as blood gushed from her nose and ears. Fat red drops leaked from her eyes like tears. She crashed to her knees, whimpering, writhing, bleeding.
 
   ‘Daddy—’
 
   ‘Get your friend.’ His tone allowed for no argument.
 
   Skirting Kallisto’s contorting form, Lenina grabbed Shawn by the elbow and heaved him upright. He clung to her like a child, still trembling, still flinching at every sound on the air. His nostrils flared.
 
   ‘I’ve got you, Shawn.’
 
   She felt his surprise as he looked at her. Watched the wonder fill his eyes as he looked at her for the first time with fresh, god-touched eyes.
 
   Ray addressed the crowd. ‘We’re done. Look at Kallisto, your First.’ Ray stepped back to show her off, but with her wailing and thrashing, she was hard to miss. In that moment she looked far more like a frightened child than ever she had. ‘I did that and I can do that to any one of you. I choose not to.’
 
   At last she stopped screaming. Kallisto trembled as she stood, wiping wet, red stains off her face and mouth. Her eyes faded to black, but even anger couldn’t sustain her for long. She sank to her knees with her hands in her lap, softly, silently weeping.
 
   Silence.
 
   Ray nodded and walked back to the stage. When he reached it, Grace leapt down and threw herself into his arms, stroking his head, kissing his face.
 
   With a firm grip on Shawn’s hand, Lenina limped her way through the stunned crowd, stopping at the bottom of the stage. She acknowledged her mother’s raised eyebrow with a nod. ‘I’ll be okay.’
 
   A low growl came from behind. She spun around. Stumbled back.
 
   The black wolf stood two feet away, legs spread wide, head dipped low, teeth exposed.
 
   Lenina held her breath.
 
   Now, outside the heat of battle, she was able to get a good look at him.
 
   Larger than any real wolf, the top of his head stood level with her ribs. His legs were long and heavily muscled while his fur was long and shaggy. Paws the size of side plates thumped the earth while his plumy tail waved like a long, thick brush. A wad of blood choked the inside of his left ear. More wet stains matted the fur down his right side.
 
   Ray leapt down from the stage and stood between them, his eyes faded to black. ‘The choice wasn’t just for Red Fang. Don’t make an enemy of me.’
 
   After a pause Darryl tossed back his head and howled. Strangely beautiful, yet chilling on the ear and the shivers down Lenina’s spine worsened when other voices answered in a similar manner.
 
   ‘Good.’ Ray relaxed and beckoned Grace to join him on the grass. When she did, together they drew Jordan to the edge of the platform so Ray to pull him into his arms. ‘Let’s go, Chuck.’ Before he managed more than a handful of steps, Bomani shoved her way through the stunned crowd.
 
   ‘Wait, Lord Saar. I will join you.’
 
   ‘I’m not a lord,’ he said without turning.
 
   ‘Saar, then. Or Ray if you prefer.’
 
   ‘I do.’
 
   ‘“Ray” it is.’ She hurried after them, pushing her way through the crowd to get close. ‘I’ll admit you were hard to follow in the past, but I’d rather be with you than against you.’
 
   Yameen watched warily, his face a mass of gore. A hole yawned on the side of his head, a bloodied lump of red jelly showing where his ear once was. ‘I too will join you.’ He tossed down the two steel daggers he held. ‘The prophesy is not as I expected, but I promised to follow you, Saar. I will continue to do so.’
 
   One by one, more vampires began to stand and join the group behind Ray. By no means was it a large amount, but Lenina caught a glimpse of surprise in her father’s face. And misery in Kallisto’s.
 
   ‘Fools.’ The smaller god-touched wiped blood from her cheeks and chin. ‘You would leave me to follow this shadow of our once great father? I hope you choke on your choice.’ She called after Ray. ‘From this day forward Red Fang will never be whole. You have destroyed the single greatest power the world has ever seen, all for the sake of . . . her.’
 
   Lenina flinched as the hot gaze swept over her. She wanted to speak, but nothing she could think of seemed appropriate. She chose to follow her father.
 
   Kallisto’s damning voice rang in her ears as she walked. ‘Know this, Lenina Miller, he will use you as he once used me. His nature cannot be so changed that he forgets what he truly is. Saar, son of Yafeu, is a soldier and a captain. He commands, others follow.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Thirty
 
   As they left the garden, the first golden fingers of dawn crept over the horizon. In the paling night, the soft twitter of birds formed a low accompaniment to the rustle of marching feet through the damp grass.
 
   At the front Ray marched with his head high and his son held tight against his chest. Grace gripped his arm, trotting to keep up with his powerful strides. Behind, Lenina walked with Shawn, one arm on his shoulder to guide him. He seemed unable to focus, his gaze constantly flitting across the grass, the trees, the house, the crowd of god-touched bringing up the rear. More than once he opened his mouth but no words left his lips.
 
   Leaving the grass, the group crunched across the white gravel towards the cars, lining the driveway.
 
   Bomani and Yameen stopped, sharing wary looks. ‘What should we do Lor—Ray?’
 
   ‘I’ll contact you.’ Ray shifted Jordan in his grip and spoke in hushed tones. ‘Spread the word as far as you can. Before Kallisto. Make sure people know exactly what happened here.’
 
   Twitching the tails of her headscarf like a nervous tick, Bomani gave a sketchy half bow then beckoned a small cluster of men and women to follow her. Within moments the opening and slamming of car doors filled the air. One by one Yameen instructed his followers into cars, many of them cramming into vehicles clearly designed for a smaller number.
 
   They drove away quickly, churning up gravel in little white geysers as they sped away into the growing light.
 
   Ray kept walking, towards the rear of the line of cars surrounding a tall white fountain with a statue of child-cupid in the centre.
 
   Lenina faced Shawn. ‘You okay?’ She frowned as he flinched and batted at the air. ‘Come here.’ A light nudge shifted him towards the fountain where she dipped a hand into the cool water. The clear drops slid down the back of her wrist as she used her moist palm to wipe dried blood off his face.
 
   He shivered. ‘I keep hearing things. Like buzzing, or talking. Everything’s so bright.’
 
   ‘All of your senses are stronger now.’
 
   ‘Am I dead?’
 
   ‘. . . No.’
 
   ‘I’m a vampire?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   He sucked in a deep breath, held it, then released through pursed lips. ‘This can’t be real.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you wanted.’
 
   ‘You know nothing about me.’
 
   Her stomach clenched. Before the tears could fill her eyes she turned away, staring at the fading glow of golden lights within the house. ‘Actually I do. That’s the problem, I know everything.’
 
   Shawn drew his hand away. ‘Why am I so weak? I thought changing was supposed to fix everything?’
 
   ‘You need to give a tribute first . . . before you get the powers.’
 
   His shoulders hunched against his ears. ‘Drink blood?’
 
   Ray’s wave saved her from answering. He held open the door of a black family car with a wire mesh between the rear and middle seats.
 
   Grace took the front passenger side while Lenina helped Shawn into the back, still avoiding his gaze. Jordan lay behind them beyond the mesh, wrapped in a scratchy red blanket that stank of dogs. Ray took the wheel.
 
   As he drove along the gravel path, dark shapes followed on the right and left, flitting in and out of the trees lining the road. Half a mile away from the house a buckled pair of wrought iron gates showed where the others had made their exit. Instead of passing through, Ray stopped the car and peered into the darkness. He growled.
 
   ‘Chuck, take the wheel. Drive away in two minutes, whether I’m back or not.’ With no more explanation, he popped open his door and climbed out, vanishing into the trees on the left.
 
   The silence in the car was thick enough to cut.
 
   ‘What is it?’ Shawn peered through the windows.
 
   ‘Someone’s out there.’
 
   A shrill cry cut off her explanation. It carried on the still morning air and echoed, haunting and pain filled.
 
   Lenina stood beside the car before fully understanding the decision to leave her seat. ‘Dad?’ She narrowed her eyes at the shadowed trees. ‘Dad!’
 
   Eyes round and wide, Grace leaned over her seat. ‘Do you think they’re coming after us? Was that your father?’
 
   The urge to follow ached in Lenina like a physical wound. She looked at her mother and Shawn, then at Jordan still unconscious in the back. She took a step towards the trees.
 
   Two golden spots flashed in the tree line, then vanished before she could get a clear look. A vague impression of something low and dark cut across her vision to the left, then Ray crashed out of the trees. His eyes were black, his fangs exposed. Blood dripped from the tips of his fingers. ‘Test me, wolf,’ he muttered. ‘I dare you.’
 
   More silence. Then low rustling as something big and heavy retreated through the undergrowth.
 
   A moment later Darryl stumbled into view. Aside from the patches of blood on his chest and stomach he stood before them utterly naked. He puffed a curl of hair out of his eyes. ‘Do you believe me now?’ He glared at Ray.
 
   ‘Get back in the car, Chuck.’
 
   ‘What’s going on?’
 
   ‘I said, get in.’
 
   ‘No!’ She slammed her hand against the roof. The metal bowed. She didn’t care. ‘Don’t prove Kallisto right. You’re not a captain any more.’
 
   ‘I’m your father.’
 
   ‘And I’m an adult.’
 
   He ground his teeth and said nothing.
 
   Darryl staggered forward, unconcerned by his nudity. ‘My pack have revolted. Luke used this mess of yours to convince the others I ain’t capable of leading. They turned on me.’ He said it quickly, his gaze touching on hers before landing on the floor. ‘I escaped. Just.’
 
   Inside the car, Shawn gave a little moan. ‘Then where are they? Why are we just standing here?’
 
   ‘Luke called them back.’ A little growl slipped from Darryl’s lips. ‘That cunning, two-faced slick of scum. He doesn’t want me dead, he wants to make a point in front of the Grandfathers. I came to warn you.’
 
   ‘Why take that risk?’ She didn’t mean to ask, but now the question was out Lenina waited for the answer.
 
   Long seconds passed before Darryl spoke. ‘Because you don’t deserve to die.’
 
   ‘That didn’t bother you before.’
 
   He sighed. One hand lifted to scratch the back of his neck. ‘I got what I wanted, didn’t I?’ He gestured to Ray. ‘And whether you want it or not that changes everything. The Grandfathers ain’t got no choice now, they need to boost our numbers. There’s only one way to do that quickly.’
 
   ‘You’re hurt,’ she pointed to a ragged wound across his ribs.
 
   ‘I’ll be fine. You guys need to get out of here.’
 
   Lenina bit her lip. ‘Come with us.’
 
   His head snapped up. Shock glimmered in his eyes.
 
   ‘I mean it. Get in the car.’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   Lenina threw an exasperated look at her father who merely shrugged. ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘I still have pack out there. People who need me. I can’t leave them.’
 
   ‘And how many of them against one of you?’
 
   He shrugged. ‘Don’t matter. I ain’t leaving.’
 
   She stared at the bloodied, naked man and felt her heart give a little stutter.
 
   ‘Chuck, no.’ Ray marched across the small space and grabbed her arm before she could voice the thought half-formed in her mind. He shoved her towards the car. ‘Don’t be stupid. You’re coming with me.’
 
   ‘Don’t tell me what to do.’
 
   ‘Guys, chill out.’ Darryl waved his hands. ‘This ain’t your business anyway. I don’t need your help.’
 
   ‘Darryl—’
 
   ‘I got it, girlie. Stay with your little newborn.’ He jerked his chin at Shawn, still watching warily from the backseat. ‘Way I remember it, he’s going to need feeding soon and you should do the same. I’ll be fine.’ He loitered long enough to offer her a small smile before turning and walking back into the line of trees.
 
   ‘Chuck—’
 
   She shoved passed her father and back into the car, slamming the door. After a moment, Ray followed.
 
   They drove away in silence.
 
   #
 
   Ray stopped the car outside an unfamiliar house, cutting the engine and leaning back with a sigh. ‘You stay here for today. Tonight we’ll get out of Leicester.’
 
   Lenina flexed her fingers, steadying her voice into a vague approximation of neutral. ‘And where are you going?’
 
   ‘Tribute. Both you and Shawn need it before the day gets too bright. Shawn especially.’
 
   She frowned. ‘So you’re just going to snatch someone off the street?’
 
   ‘Is that really what you think of me?’
 
   ‘What am I supposed to think?’ She slapped a palm on the dashboard. ‘I watched you make a person bleed with nothing more than your mind. You’re a two thousand year old vampire.’
 
   He gripped the steering wheel. ‘I’m a two thousand year old soldier touched by a god to protect and serve his people. Whatever you think you know, put it aside.’
 
   ‘Why? You’re trying to tell me the memories I have aren’t real? That you weren’t once a murderer and a bully? I got it all Dad, and from what I saw, you didn’t do much protecting.’
 
   A low groan came from the back seat. Jordan stirred inside his blanket, one hand clawing at his throat. ‘Mum? Mum!’
 
   Grace shot out of the car, running around to the back to climb in beside him. She pulled her son into her arms and rocked gently, stroking the side of his face with tender fingers. ‘I’m here, baby. It’s okay. I’m here.’
 
   He clutched her, whimpering. ‘Am I dead?’
 
   ‘No, sweetie. You’re not dead.’ She helped him out of the car, beckoning to Shawn to help get him into the house.
 
   Lenina looked away from them, unable to watch.
 
   Ray still held the steering wheel, the plastic beneath the leather bent and twisted.
 
   ‘Where are you getting the blood, Dad?’
 
   ‘The hospital. It shouldn’t take much to convince the staff.’
 
   She snorted. ‘Yes, Saar the mind-rapist flaunts his powers once again. Tell me, Dad, how many times a night do you use the Xamesh? Did you use Shalat to convince me Jimmy Barner wasn’t good boyfriend material? I seem to remember you didn’t like him because he was “a shifty little teenager with one thing on his mind.” Or was it you who convinced me that archaeology was a better degree choice than drama and theatre?’
 
   Ray released the wheel slowly and placed his hands in his lap. When he spoke, he did so in low, haunted tones. ‘I haven’t used any of the Xamesh since the day I met your mother.’
 
   She paused, mid rage. ‘What?’
 
   ‘Tonight was the first time in more than thirty years—perhaps you didn’t notice, but I’m a little rusty. You think the old me couldn’t have stopped that fight before it began? What I did to Kallisto I could have done to anyone. All of them. But . . . I couldn’t. I don’t know what would have happened if I tried. I haven’t given tribute since the day you were born.’
 
   She snorted. ‘Impossible. You’d be dead by now.’
 
   Ray gave a sad smile. ‘Two thousand years is a lot of accumulated credit.’
 
   Though it took effort, Lenina forced herself to look at him. To watch his face.
 
   He’s just the same . . .
 
   The father who picked her up when she fell. Brushed tears from her eyes. Taught her how to ride a bike. The same man and yet . . .
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   He chewed the edge of his thumbnail. ‘You were so tiny, Chuck. When you were born I held you in one hand across my palm and wrist . . . and you stared at me. Just stared. I could see the world in your eyes. You were covered in blood and goo, all blotchy with flaky, wrinkled skin, but you were so beautiful. And human. I knew I could never give tribute again, even if it meant loosing Set’s favour.’
 
   ‘Didn’t you care about how weak that would make you?’
 
   ‘I didn’t know then what it would do.’
 
   ‘And if you did?’
 
   ‘I would have done the same thing.’ At last he faced her, his gaze firm and steady. ‘You held my thumb and squeezed it . . . you had such a grip. And when I tried to put you on your mother, I had to prise your fingers away one by one. You didn’t want to leave me and you cried when I forced you to. But I handed you over because I knew that was best, because you belonged on your mother’s chest for that first experience of skin to skin. She fed you, I watched and I promised that I would protect you.’
 
   Lenina couldn’t speak. She toyed with the hem of her gown, picking at a loose thread stained red and pink.
 
   ‘I felt the exact moment you changed. Gods, it hurt so much.’ 
 
   She gripped the dashboard.
 
   ‘I was ironing a shirt for work. Your mother was talking about the wedding. I dropped the iron on my foot. Burned half my skin off and left a hole in the carpet. It was like Mosi stabbing me all over again.’ He gazed into the distance, seeming not to notice the hand he pressed to his chest.
 
   ‘Daddy—’
 
   He cleared his throat. ‘Didn’t you wonder why none of the Majestics recognised me? Or Tristen? I’ve aged. When I stopped giving tribute I began to age. Not quite like a human, but it’s enough to trick people who expect to see someone young, clear skinned and long haired. I was younger than you when Kazemde found me, did you realise that?’
 
   She shook her head.
 
   ‘I’m not the person I used to be. Whatever magic it was that gave you the memories of my life, they stopped when I “died” in 1815, didn’t they?’
 
   A nod this time.
 
   ‘I did die then, though not in the traditional sense. I died from my old life and became something else.’
 
   ‘Blood is power . . .’ Lenina stared at her fingers. ‘But the Saar in me recognised you.’
 
   ‘We share blood. I’m your father. Of course he would recognise his own blood. What I don’t know is how he got there. What do you remember?’
 
   ‘Everything. I need to think about it, but if I want, I can see your whole life. Right up to . . .’
 
   ‘When you were conceived?’
 
   Lenina scrunched her eyes shut. That was one memory she didn’t want to examine.
 
   Ray smiled. ‘Sorry, but that makes sense. You probably haven’t had much time to think about it yet, but when you do, study those memories—the other ones, not me and your mother. Look at what I was doing, how I lived. That’s who I am now. The other guy is gone.’
 
   Lenina gazed at the house beside them, with its run down garden choked with weeds and crawling lengths of ivy. Flies buzzed around an open compost bin while a fat ginger cat watched haughtily from an upstairs window.
 
   She cleared her throat. Unclenched her fingers. ‘Who lives here?’ 
 
   ‘Frank and Helen Timmit.’ Ray faced the front again. His voice became business-like. ‘I convinced them they needed to visit their son and daughter-in-law for a couple of weeks. They’re safe and out of the way.’
 
   ‘When did you do that?’
 
   ‘Before I came to Red Fang. I also called your manager and told her you wouldn’t be at the museum for a couple of days. She said take all the time you want and to call her if you need anything.’
 
   Lenina bit her lip. ‘You never thought Kallisto might kill us all?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   She could think of nothing else to say.
 
   Fumbling with the handle, Lenina let herself out of the car. She scurried up the drive, ready to hammer down the door, but it was already open. Ramona stood on the step, silhouetted in the glow of a small, dingy ceiling light.
 
   ‘Nina! Holy crap, I was so scared. Your dad told me everything—he said we had to come here—I can’t believe it. It’s crazy. Our house isn’t safe any more. How could all this happen? Why didn’t you tell me? Are you okay? What did they do to you? Is that blood? What are you wearing?’
 
   Lenina stared at her best friend. Something loosened in her gut. Until that moment she had no idea how tightly wound she was. Tears dripped off the end of her chin as she leapt forward and crushed Ramona in a hug. The familiar scent of pencil shavings, printer paper and ink wafted up her nose.
 
   ‘Never change,’ she whispered into those wild red curls. ‘Never, ever change.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Thirty-One
 
   Holding the mug made Lenina feel almost normal. The fact that it contained blood, warmed gently in the microwave didn’t bother her at all. She took another sip before cradling it to her chest. She imagined the scent of black tea leaves, or peppermint from her mother’s garden. It helped, but only a little. The next time she raised the cup to her lips, the rich sweetness of human blood chased away the fantasy.
 
   Finally free of the filthy ceremonial garb, Lenina wore a big pink dressing gown with ragged sleeves and a wide hood. Just one of the items commandeered from the drawers of Helen Timmit.
 
   Wedged against her right side, Shawn also nursed a mug of blood. He stared at it with wide frightened eyes, occasionally glancing at the three empty cups lined up on the coffee table in front of him.
 
   Every bite mark, bruise and cut had vanished from his body. His arms moved freely with no signs of having been dislocated or broken.
 
   When he returned from his shower half an hour before, he had marvelled at the change to his skin. Every motion, every step was smooth and easy, made with no wasted energy. He flexed his biceps, pushed his fingers against the tips of his fangs and stared in the mirror at his bright white eyes.
 
   ‘Why are my eyes that colour? Shouldn’t they go black like yours?’
 
   Ray clapped him on the shoulder. ‘It means Set is particularly fond of you. You’re an Elder.’
 
   ‘I’ve only been a vampire for three hours.’
 
   ‘God-touched,’ Ray corrected. ‘And Elder isn’t about age, it’s a title. It means you’ll have strong gifts in one of the five powers. You’ll find out which one as you give more tribute.’
 
   ‘Like Tristen?’
 
   A muscle pulsed in Ray’s jaw. ‘Yes.’
 
   Now Shawn slurped the last dregs of the fourth mug of warmed blood and licked his lips. ‘Is there any more?’
 
   On the floor, sitting with her back to the wall, Ramona gave a little shudder. Verni wrapped her arms around her, stroking her face with one pale hand.
 
   ‘I can get it for you, Officer.’ Grace trudged down the stairs wiping her hands on a towel. She brought the scent of shampoo and shower gel with her.
 
   ‘Thanks, but I don’t think I’m an officer any more. “Shawn” is fine.’
 
   Grace threaded her fingers through the mug handles. ‘Jordan doesn’t want to come down. He’s angry, but he’ll be okay. Are you sure we can’t take him to the hospital?’
 
   A single shake of Ray’s head stopped that line of questioning. She sighed and carried all the mugs into the kitchen. The low hum of the microwave soon filled the still.
 
   Lenina put her mug on the floor. ‘So, what now?’
 
   Ray shifted in his seat. ‘Maybe I should explain?’
 
   ‘You can try.’
 
   ‘You’re upset, Chuck. I understand and I’m sorry, but I’m not going to apologise. It was the right thing.’
 
   ‘You lied to me.’ Though her voice was calm and level, Lenina clenched her fingers in her lap and stared straight ahead. ‘You knew about the prophecy, you must have known what it meant for me.’
 
   He scoffed. ‘There is no prophecy. Yameen was so frightened after he found me that day, that he turned my sleep talk into something more than it was. I let him. And I let the others keep believing it as a means to control them. There’s no bigger cage than hope, Lenina.’
 
   ‘But . . .’ Her stomach flip-flopped. The urge to vomit surged within her, but her god-touched body refused to give up the blood. ‘Then what about this?’ She pointed to the tick-shaped scab on her cheek. ‘And the Saar in my head and the blood and the memories and all these horrible things? You mean it wasn’t real?’
 
   Ray shook his head. ‘I’ve barely thought of anything but this since I felt you change. Lenina, you’re my daughter. Your blood is my blood. Is it really any surprise that you were so susceptible to the Kiss? Jordan is probably the same.’
 
   ‘So you knew. All this time you knew that any god-touched could come along and turn me into one of you?’
 
   ‘Of course not. If I did, I would have told you the truth as soon as you were old enough to understand. Your mother thought I should, but . . .’ he raised his hands then let them fall. ‘I still thought I knew better than a mere human.’
 
   Footsteps padded on the stairs. Jordan stepped into view wearing a pair of blue tartan pyjamas far too large for his skinny frame. He stopped half way down, scratching at the bandages wrapped about his wrist. More white plasters covered marks on his neck and shoulders. ‘Great. So you lied to protect me and all it did was make things worse.’
 
   ‘Not if I can help it.’
 
   ‘Wonderful, super-vampire rolls in to save the day.’ He grunted, stomping down the rest of the steps. ‘This is such bullshit.’
 
   Ray narrowed his eyes. ‘Don’t speak like that around me, Jordan. I’m still your father.’
 
   ‘I have no idea who you are. My dad or some crazy vampire from Egypt who tried to kill everyone? How could you? Why am I the only one left out? Mum knew, Nina’s a vampire like you . . . what about me?’
 
   Lenina frowned. ‘What about you? Do you have any idea what I’d give to be normal? I didn’t ask for this.’
 
   ‘But you got it. Like you always do.’ Shaking his head, Jordan whirled and stomped into the kitchen, bumping Grace on the way. She returned with a fresh mug and a worried frown.
 
   ‘What’s his problem?’ Lenina asked the empty air.
 
   ‘Everything he thought he knew is wrong, Chuck. He just needs time.’
 
   ‘But he sounds jealous.’
 
   ‘Maybe he is.’
 
   ‘Why?’ Lenina watched Shawn grab the mug and glug the contents. She shook her head. ‘Does he want to drink blood every day? Stupid dreams, memories and pain all the time? He can have it.’ Lenina touched the side of her face again. ‘I killed Nick because I couldn’t control myself and he’s jealous? Idiot.’
 
   From the floor Ramona and Verni gave startled gasps.
 
   ‘You did?’ Ramona paled so much that her freckles looked ready to leap off her cheeks. ‘Nina . . .’
 
   Lenina cringed. She turned to face her friend, freezing when she shrank back. ‘I’m so sorry, Romey. I couldn’t tell you without telling you the rest. I didn’t know what to do—’
 
   ‘Chuck,’ Ray interrupted gently. ‘Not now.’
 
   Ramona grabbed Verni’s hand and yanked her upright. ‘I need to get out of here. I need . . . space.’
 
   ‘Keep together. Stay inside.’
 
   ‘I like you, Mr Miller, I always have, but you’re a 2,000 year old mad vampire.’
 
   Verni clutched her arm, tugging hard on it, but Ramona jerked away.
 
   ‘Didn’t you hear? I love Lenina, I really do, but no one seems to care that she killed a person. She killed Nick.’ Tears glistened in her eyes as she marched up the stairs.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, I—’ Verni gave a nervous shrug.
 
   ‘Don’t worry. Just stay with her. Don’t let her out of your sight.’ Though he spoke softly, Ray’s words could be interpreted as nothing but an order.
 
   #
 
   Lenina woke sharply to bright sunlight streaming through a foreign window. She sat up, alarmed to find an arm draped across her stomach. Shawn stirred as she pushed him aside, blinking several times before scrambling into a sitting position.
 
   ‘Sorry.’ A pink flush crept into his neck and jaw. ‘Was that not okay? I didn’t mean to grope you or anything. Your dad said I might feel less jumpy if I was close to you.’
 
   ‘How long have you been in here?’
 
   ‘About an hour. It’s nearly ten-thirty. I didn’t mean to wake you.’
 
   She rubbed both hands over her face. As little as one day ago she would never have slept through somebody entering a room while she slept. Saar wouldn’t have allowed it. Now his presence was gone Lenina felt almost lonely with no one in her head but herself.
 
   ‘Don’t worry about it.’ She flicked her legs out of bed and stood, crossing to the window and looking out.
 
   The empty street stretched left and right, identical houses on the opposite side blocking her view of the sun.
 
   A shiver rippled down her spine. ‘Is everyone else okay?’
 
   ‘I think so, why?’
 
   ‘I feel odd.’
 
   In an instant Shawn was at her side. He stood close, the heat of his body a strange comfort against her back. ‘You’re worried. I can feel it.’ He shifted slightly until his hip touched hers. ‘It’s like an echo in my head. Will it always be like that between us?’
 
   ‘You’ll learn how to block it. So will I.’
 
   He touched her shoulder, pulling gently until she turned. He stood close enough that his chest brushed hers as he exhaled, the heat of his breath billowing against her nose and forehead. This near the difference in height between them was enough to force Lenina to lift her head to meet his gaze.
 
   ‘I never thanked you for saving me,’ he said.
 
   ‘You wouldn’t have needed saving if not for me.’
 
   ‘But you did save me.’ When she tried to turn away he caught her chin between his thumb and forefinger, holding her in place. ‘I’m grateful for that.’ He lowered his head. ‘You saved my life.’ The heat of his words billowed over her lips, a teasing touch so like to a kiss and yet so different.
 
   Her skin tingled. ‘Shawn—’
 
   A loud crash from the front door cut her short. The sound reverberated through the house, three heavy knocks, followed by a dry, cracked voice. ‘Lenina!’
 
   Jerking away from Shawn, she rushed to the window and looked down. ‘Oh, god,’ she whispered. Three long steps took her to the door and she was half way through it before Shawn caught up.
 
   ‘What is it?’
 
   She raced ahead of him. ‘It’s Tristen. He’s hurt.’
 
   #
 
   Lenina stood near the coffee table watching Tristen drink.
 
   Behind the sofa, Shawn stared with poorly disguised disgust.
 
   Tristen ignored the pair of them, squeezing a plastic medical bag to force the last few drops of blood into his mouth. He smacked his lips and grabbed another, ripping the cap free and sucking noisily. He made it half way through before she snatched it from his grasp, holding it above her head while he snarled like an animal. His eyes flashed to white.
 
   ‘Give that back!’
 
   ‘Why are you here, Tristen?’
 
   ‘I need that blood—’
 
   ‘And I need answers. You left Kallisto’s estate before we did. You wanted nothing to do with any of us. How did you even find us?’
 
   He huffed hair out of his eyes. Even in his weakened state, he managed to look incredible, strong jaw and straight nose still dotted with blood. A quick blink cleared the white glow from his eyes and he sat back, spreading his arms across the back of the sofa. The motion exposed a slash in his shirt, the skin visible in the gap still pink and sore. ‘Haven’t you learned anything? I’ll always know where you are . . . until you’re strong enough to fully block me out. Which, may I say, you never will be.’ He eyed the blood-filled bag a moment longer before shrugging. ‘Call it a change of heart.’
 
   ‘Why? You hate me.’
 
   ‘I hate Saar. You, I quite like.’ He grinned. ‘Sweet on the lips, delicious in bed . . . what’s not to like?’
 
   Lenina turned the bag of blood upside down, letting the contents pour out through the neck.
 
   ‘No, no, no, what the hell!’ Tristen reared up, but Shawn grabbed his shoulders and pinned him in place.
 
   Only then did Lenina realise the depth of Tristen’s weakness. Barely a day of The Blood, Shawn should never have been able to hold him, but he did so without effort, forcing Tristen to watch the life-giving blood disappear into the ugly brown carpet.
 
   ‘Okay! Please, don’t waste any more. Please!’
 
   She stopped pouring.
 
   He growled, jerking free of Shawn with a sharp, ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ He leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. ‘Kallisto doesn’t trust me any more. In case you forgot, she tortured me and wants me dead. The only reason she didn’t kill me was because she knew seeing Saar return would hurt me more than dying.’
 
   ‘You deserve it.’ Lenina glared, hoping he could feel how much she meant it.  ‘But that doesn’t explain why you’re here, Mr Rudder.’
 
   He flinched. ‘Where else am I supposed to go? My human life is over, I’m not needed as a Watcher any more and the whole of Red Fang knows I lied. I’m the most hunted, most hated god-touched on earth.’
 
   ‘You’ve no one to blame but yourself.’
 
   ‘I can’t change the past. I’m not sure I would if I could, but I’m not an idiot. I know when to cut my losses and admit I need help. I don’t want to die.’
 
   Lenina tapped a finger to her mouth. She allowed herself to drink in every feature of his body, from the hair she longed to pull her fingers through, to the chest she once kissed on a bed of soft white sheets. ‘You played me,’ she said. ‘You tricked me and then tried to kill me. Why should I help you?’
 
   ‘Because you’re better than me.’ He said it without flinching, holding her gaze as he spoke. ‘Whether or not you’re the Vessel doesn’t matter. You’re a good, kind person who helps those in need.’ He stood. This time Shawn wasn’t fast enough and Tristen crossed the small space with a quick burst of speed. He stood close enough that his stomach brushed hers. Bloodied hair tickled her nose. ‘Help me, Lenina. Please.’
 
   He kissed her, rough and hard, gripping her shoulders with both hands while the scent of peppermint swirled around her. The taste of him exploded on her lips, her tongue, lighting fires in her body that roared with a scorching heat. Her skin ached at the contact, as though it longed to peel free and wrap around him.
 
   When his tongue slipped into her mouth, the sweetness of him brought tears to her eyes.
 
   He pulled free after too short a time, chest heaving, lips puffy and red. One finger traced a light curve across her jaw. ‘You’re a good person, Lenina. I’ve always liked that about you.’
 
   She drew a shuddering breath, licking her lips. The residue of him lingered on her mouth, filling her senses with the weight of him. It was good. So, so, good.
 
   Still behind the sofa Shawn watched them both with his mouth hanging slightly open. When he caught her looking, he turned away, hands clenched into fists at his sides. His shoulders hunched towards his ears. ‘I’ll see if there are any more pillows.’
 
   Lenina shook her head. ‘Don’t bother, Tristen won’t be staying.’
 
   Both men gave her the same stunned look.
 
   Lenina pushed the packet of blood into Tristen’s startled hands. ‘I am a good person,’ she said. ‘But that doesn’t make me an idiot. A good kiss certainly doesn’t mean I’ll forget everything you’ve done.’
 
   ‘But—’
 
   ‘I don’t want you here. If I can help it, I never want to see you again. Take that blood, walk out the door and stay the hell away from me.’
 
   His eyes widened. ‘Kallisto will kill me if she finds me.’
 
   ‘Then you’d better hope she never does. Though staying with us doesn’t really help your chances.’
 
   Tristen gave her a long, hard look. His fingers tightened on the bag of blood, forcing the contents up towards the spout so thick drops slid over the back of his hands. At last, he nodded. ‘No, you’re not an idiot. I like that about you too. I’ll see myself out.’
 
   


  
 




Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Lenina stared at the pool of blood glistening on the carpet. Shawn touched her arm, but didn’t speak.
 
   When soft footsteps creaked on the stairs she shook herself and marched towards the kitchen. ‘I need to clean that before it stains.’
 
   ‘You’re stronger than you think, Chuck.’ 
 
   When she looked up, she found Ray standing on the middle of the stairs, smiling at her over the banister.
 
   ‘He’s right though. If Kallisto finds him, she’ll kill him.’
 
   Ray spoke carefully. ‘I know better than most how much of a survivor Tristen Blake is. He’ll be fine.’
 
   ‘You don’t know that.’
 
   He cocked his head. ‘No, I don’t. Does it bother you?’
 
   ‘No. Yes. I don’t know. I feel like I shouldn’t care but . . .’ She clenched her fists. ‘He was so cruel. He enjoyed making me squirm. And he tried to kill me.’
 
   ‘But does he deserve to die?’
 
   ‘He killed Mosi.’
 
   Ray’s lips tightened. ‘I don’t need reminding of that.’
 
   ‘So why haven’t you killed him? You loved Mosi, even after everything that happened. You still love him—your face crumples every time someone says his name.’
 
   He walked down the rest of the steps. ‘Yes, I still love Mosi. What we had . . . it was special. In the grand scheme of my life, we were only together for a few years but what he did to me . . . for me . . . I owe him.’
 
   ‘And yet you let Tristen walk away.’
 
   ‘Tristen is the only reminder of him I have left—all the others of Mosi’s bloodline returned to the sand years ago. Like it or not, Tristen carries Mosi’s blood and has a little bit of him somewhere inside.’
 
   Lenina slumped. ‘That sucks.’
 
   ‘Don’t misunderstand me, I don’t like Tristen. I’d even go as far to say that I hate him. But hate, ambition and my own sense of righteousness is what brought us all here in the first place. Knowing he’s alive, seeing his face . . . it reminds me of my mistakes and makes sure that I’ll never repeat them. Well,’ he rubbed the back of his neck, ‘at least not on the same scale.’
 
   ‘I hate him.’
 
   ‘Fine. But don’t let it consume you.’
 
   She opened her mouth to answer, but a bolt of terror shot through her mind and froze the words in her throat. Her feet scuffed the carpet as she turned, gazing at the door Tristen just took. ‘Something’s happening—he’s scared.’
 
   Ray’s nostrils flared. He spun around to face the door to the kitchen. ‘Wait a minute, Chuck—’
 
   She ran to the window. Dragged back the curtains. ‘They’re here!’ 
 
   An empty street, just like before, though this low down the shadows of the trees lining the pavement stretched like long, black cloaks over the ground. In the road, on his knees, Tristen fought against a man struggling to plunge a dagger into his chest. Two others approached from either side.
 
   Lenina raced for the door, shoving Shawn out of her way with one sweep of her arm.
 
   ‘Chuck, no!’
 
   But she was already out, passed the compost bin, passed the weeds, through the gate and on to the street.
 
   Red Fang was waiting for her, twenty-one of them springing out from behind parked cars and over garden walls to hem her in. Hahn was among them, blue eyes glinting with amusement.
 
   ‘Kallisto was right, you are a fool. Did you really think we wouldn’t find you? That we’d let you get away after the damage you caused?’
 
   A glance towards the house told her there would be no escape that way. A wall of god-touched stood between her and the door and Tristen was in no state to help.
 
   She shifted her weight to the balls of her feet and curled her hands into fists. ‘So you’ve come to finish me off?’
 
   ‘Something like that.’ Hahn brushed imaginary dirt off his shoulders then flicked a finger in her direction.
 
   The ring of god-touched moved as one, closing in from every direction. None carried weapons, but each of them snarled wide enough to show off their fangs, eyes blanked out to empty darkness.
 
   She charged Hahn, taking a moment to enjoy the stunned expression in his eyes before she crashed into him. He kept his feet through stubborn force of will, but Lenina’s momentum forced him to give ground, stumbling back into the circle and bursting through as god-touched scattered in surprise.
 
   They crashed into the side of a parked car, Hahn’s elbow ploughing through the glass to scatter glistening pellets over the tarmac. He recovered quickly and grabbed a handful of her braids. ‘Stupid girl. You’re not the Vessel, remember? You don’t have the power to attack me.’
 
   ‘I do.’ Ray’s voice carried easily as he hurried towards them through the gap made by Lenina’s bold move. Though he carried no weapon it soon became clear he had no need of one. Each punch landed with stunning force, dumping enemies on the floor.
 
   Lenina used Hahn’s moment of shock to stamp on his foot and drive her fist into the bottom of his chin. His teeth clacked together as he grunted from the impact and his hand loosened in her hair. Wriggling back, she kicked him, this time between the legs. He crumpled up at once, moaning through bloodied lips.
 
   Behind her, Red Fang had rallied and seemed to be working together to get at Ray. When two moved from the front, three more moved in from behind, keeping him constantly turning and on the defensive. Even the one worrying Tristen now left him sprawled on the tarmac, rushing in to help his companions.
 
   She wavered.
 
   ‘I’m okay, Chuck. Help Shawn protect your mother and brother.’
 
   She shook her head.
 
   ‘Once, just once, do as I say!’
 
   Though her jaw tightened, she ran to Tristen and yanked him to his feet. The little blood he managed to consume in the house was now void. Someone had clearly been punching his face, over and over until his eyes were swollen shut. He clung to her as she slipped an arm around his waist.
 
   ‘You came for me?’ His voice was a slurred wreck. ‘Why?’
 
   She gritted her teeth. ‘No idea.’
 
   #
 
   Lenina dragged Tristen back into the living room and dumped him on the floor beside the pool of blood. He landed with a grunt and a moan, but she couldn’t spare the time to look at him.
 
   Shawn lay at the base of the sofa, a dark bruise colouring the side of his face. Two wolves the size of Shetland ponies stood on the stairs guarding Luke who held something big and heavy draped over his shoulders. Something wearing over-sized pyjamas in red, blue and black. Someone . . .
 
   ‘Jordan!’
 
   Luke moved lightning fast, swinging Jordan off his shoulders and pressing five black claws into the space beneath his throat. ‘Move and he dies. Horribly.’
 
   She froze.
 
   Though his hands were bound behind his back, Jordan’s feet remained free and he wobbled dangerously on the narrow step. His eyes were wild with fear. ‘Sis? Help.’ 
 
   ‘What do you want, Luke?’
 
   He grinned. ‘Peace on earth. The end of world hunger. My own pack and respect from the dusty dinosaurs otherwise known as the Grandfathers.’ A laugh. ‘One out of three isn’t bad for a day’s work.’
 
   ‘You don’t want him, he’s not important.’
 
   ‘You’re right. Frankly I’d rather not see any of you again but someone does want him very, very much.’
 
   She stepped forward.
 
   ‘Ah, ah, no, Lenina. No.’ He claws pressed in. A dribble of blood beaded and slid down Jordan’s throat. ‘Nobody specified I had to bring him in whole. Now, I am going to walk out of here, you are going to stay right where you are. Come on little human, let’s go.’ He smiled the whole time, forcing Jordan behind him as he reached the bottom step. The two wolves followed him growling softly, keeping themselves in Lenina’s path.
 
   At the door to the kitchen Luke paused and used his clawed hand to sweep greasy hair off his face. ‘Nothing personal, you understand. Without you I never would have had the chance to get rid of Darryl. I should thank you for that at least.’ He pushed through the door and out of sight, taking Jordan with him.
 
   The two wolves remaining growled louder, stalking forward with slow, menacing steps. Long ribbons of drool dripped from their huge yellow fangs.
 
   Frustration boiled through Lenina’s throat until she almost choked on it. She studied the wolves, trying to measure their strength and speed. From what she saw during the fight on Kallisto’s estate, these creatures were stronger than her and almost as fast. Her weakened state only worsened the odds.
 
   A soft moan came from up the stairs. Then a gasp. A cry. ‘Jordan? Jordan!’ Her mother’s voice cut the air and gave Lenina all the encouragement she needed.
 
   No sooner had she made the decision than Tristen lifted a hand, waving his fingers in a small side to side gesture. The sofa lifted into the air, swinging left and right before slamming into both wolves and pinning them against the far wall. When they yelped and struggled, the sofa eased back, then hit them again. And again. And again.
 
   Lenina gaped.
 
   ‘For someone who’s ‘not an idiot’ you really don’t know how to take a gift, do you?’ Tristen’s weak voice drawled from somewhere near her feet. ‘Go get your brother. I’ve got the puppies.’ He forced himself into a sitting position, using two hands now to bring the sofa up and down, slamming it repeatedly into the wolves each time they tried to escape. ‘Go!’
 
   She ran.
 
   #
 
   Lenina burst into the kitchen hard and fast enough that the two wolves waiting had no time to react. They stood beyond a rectangular dining table, watching the rear door with their ears pricked forward. She ducked low without stopping, scooping her hands beneath the table and flipping it up and over.
 
   While they struggled beneath it, she hurdled the table and dashed into the garden.
 
   Four more wolves, each of them growling and showing off their fangs.
 
   She groaned, casting about for something, anything that might help defend herself.
 
   An old BBQ stood against one wall, metal legs rusted and uneven. A wooden bench leaned beneath a small tree with a green plaque on the backrest.
 
   Well if it worked for Tristen . . .
 
   She swung her hand through the air, calling for the bench to move the way she had seen her father do it. The wooden structure wobbled stubbornly then lurched into the air, bobbing a few times before crashing into one of the wolves. The creature yelped as the bench struck and fell on the grass. The whimpers continued as the bench landed on top of it.
 
   The remaining three wolves shared a look.
 
   Tristen stumbled through the door, clutching at the frame as his knees wobbled. ‘You need to work on your finesse, Lenina. Tzuza is a delicate thing. You have to feel it with every part of your body. Feel the bench.’ He forced one eye open and squinted, counting under his breath. ‘How many? Six?’ He pointed way off to the right.
 
   ‘Three. And they’re at your ten o’clock. Are you sure you can do this?’
 
   He smiled. ‘What, fight the good fight? Give myself up for the helpless human?’ He straightened. ‘Not likely, but I can show these moon puppies what happens when they piss off Tristen Blake.’
 
   The wolves leapt.
 
   Lenina ducked.
 
   Tristen cackled and an instant later a clang signalled the BBQ slamming into the advancing wolves. Subsequent clangs alongside panicked yips and growls showed his vision had improved.
 
   Ten seconds later not a single wolf moved.
 
   Panting, Tristen stumbled on to the grass, forcing Lenina to catch him or else be crushed beneath him. ‘I probably shouldn’t do any more of that for a while.’
 
   ‘Thanks. Will you be okay?’ She lowered him gently.
 
   He gave her an incredulous stare. ‘Gift, Lenina.’
 
   At the bottom of the garden she slid to a stop on the damp grass.
 
   Remnants of the back gate littered the floor, the bolt in a patch of dirt two feet away. Scuff marks formed twin gouges in the earth and a single shoe lay near the pulverised frame.
 
   She vaulted both and entered the rear alley. Weeds and thorns choked the narrow passage. At the far end, a discarded shopping trolley lay on its side, one of the twisted wheels spinning in the air. Many of the weeds and sprawling brambles were beaten and broken, forming a clear trail to the opening where the alley met the street.
 
   Rounding the corner, she saw a blue car parked on the far side of the road, engine idling. Twenty feet away, kicking, shouting and biting, was Jordan.
 
   She screamed his name as a cluster of men bundled him into the car.
 
   Bursting free of the alley, she darted into the road.
 
   A dark shape sprang up from her right side, charging into her and knocking her flat. As the tarmac rushed up to meet her, Lenina slammed her hands down, but her head still knocked the road surface hard enough to bring stars to her eyes.
 
   When she looked up, Luke stood above her. He grinned and punched her across the face. Blood spurted into her mouth. A second punch brought a loud crack from her jaw. ‘I never did like you,’ he muttered. ‘Darryl seemed to think you were something special but I’ve no problem killing you. Do you want to die today, Lenina?’
 
   Pain raced through her face, spiralling out from her jaw until her vision blurred. She felt sick and fought the urge to vomit. ‘Jordan . . .’
 
   ‘—is no longer someone you need worry about. We’ll take good care of him. At least until we pass him over. This is how it should be done. None of this molly-coddling hostages Darryl was so fond of.’ He crouched beside her. ‘It’s incredible; all these years of waiting for a chance to fight him and he’s lost before I could get near him. No matter, I’ll still enjoy killing him, whether it’s a fight for leadership or just for fun.’
 
   ‘You can’t do this.’
 
   ‘Oh, please,’ he scoffed. A gesture to the car sent it speeding away.
 
   Lenina scrambled up but Luke swept her feet from beneath her and sat astride her stomach, closing one hand about her throat. The other, gathered up her wrists and pinned them to the ground above her head. While she struggled, he tightened his grip and did . . . something.
 
   She felt the bones of his hand shift and lengthen, stretching with loud pops like someone cracking gum. Four sharp points scraped the thin skin beneath her ear.
 
   ‘Go on, blood sucker, give me an excuse to shower my face with blood.’
 
   She froze. ‘What are you going to do?’
 
   ‘Me? I’m going home. I need to tell the Grandfathers that Darryl betrayed us and that I’m taking his place.’
 
   ‘But Jordan. What are you doing with my brother?’
 
   ‘Nothing, though I’m sure Kallisto has other ideas. She’s very disappointed in you, by the way. All that searching for the Vessel and you turned out more disappointing than the man himself.’
 
   She kicked again but Luke rode her body like a rancher on a bronco.
 
   ‘But Saar had two children. Try and try again, they say. I’ll bet your brother will make a far more pliable and obedient Vessel than you ever did.’
 
   ‘Why?’ She thrashed against him. ‘Why would you do that?’
 
   ‘Because now I have a Majestic on my side. You didn’t think my ambition stopped at the Bright Moon Clan, did you?’ He snorted. ‘Silly girl.’
 
   A howl split the air, answered immediately by the chorus of an angry canine choir.
 
   Luke jerked upright then growled, a sound all the more horrific for coming from a human mouth. As he stared, the bright gold colour began to seep into his eyes. Fur sprouted from the backs of his hands and loud tearing sounds signalled his morphing muscles splitting the seams of his expensive suit.
 
   Clear fluid with the consistency of glue seeped through his clothes. It dribbled down his face as his jaw cracked and stretched. Several foul tasting drops slid into Lenina’s mouth. She gagged and tried to roll free, but his shifting weight prevented more than an impotent squirm.
 
   Seconds later, a wolf stood above her, large as a pony with smooth black fur and patches of white fur across the face and left flank. The beast lowered its head and bayed in her face, ribbons of drool flying free of the heavily fanged maw.
 
   Lenina shoved against its legs, chopping down with one hand against the knee.
 
   Yelping, the wolf sprang aside, then quickly rounded for another attack.
 
   She scooted away on her rear until clear enough to take her feet.
 
   Luke followed, matching her every move with a step of his own.
 
   Another howl.
 
   Many of the wolves stopped. Glanced at Luke. Some dropped to their bellies, others rolled onto their backs to expose their throats.
 
   From the end of the road a new wolf approached, larger than the rest with thick black fur and angry yellow eyes. Even from a distance Lenina knew it was Darryl. She felt a surge of hope.
 
   Luke ran at once, tail tucked low. He barked as he went, calling indecipherable orders to the other wolves. Those still standing followed at once, but those in submissive poses didn’t move. Three more darted out of a house on the left, and Lenina recognised the entrance to their commandeered accommodation.
 
   Darryl tossed back his head and howled again, a single haunting note. The wolves on their bellies raised their heads and joined him, a beautiful harmony that chilled the blood. When he led the charge, they followed, rushing after Luke and the other departing wolves as well as the few god-touched unlucky enough to be caught in their sights.
 
   Seconds later, Ray dashed into the street. ‘Chuck, are you all right?’
 
   ‘They took Jordan!’ She ran to meet him. ‘Blue car, two minutes ago. Luke—Kallisto sent him—she’s going to Kiss him—another Vessel.’
 
   Until that moment Lenina had never seen real fear in her father’s face. Its sudden appearance made her want to sit, but the nervous need to act prevented her doing so. ‘Dad? What are we going to do? Do you know where he is?’
 
   ‘No.’ Even his voice trembled.
 
   ‘But you have to. They’re going to Kiss him. We have to stop them. Please Dad, can’t you track him or something?’
 
   ‘I’m not a GPS, Chuck.’
 
   Lenina felt cold all over. Only when he pulled at her arm did she realise that she had indeed dropped to her knees. ‘What are we going to do?’
 
   ‘Find him,’ Ray snapped.
 
   She blinked away tears. ‘You just said you don’t know where he is.’ 
 
   ‘I don’t. But I know where he’s going.’ Ray looked at her, expression grim, hands curled into trembling fists. ‘He’ll be with Kallisto . . . and I can find her whenever I want.’
 
    
 
   <<<<>>>>
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