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      I may have been born in the Quarter, but I refuse to die here.

      I live in the Quarter, the societal cage where all of Cremorne’s paranormals have been locked up, but I’m neither vampire, werewolf nor witch. I’m the lowest of the low, doomed to be one of two things: junkie or vampire’s pet.

      Desperate to escape, I’ll do whatever it takes to get out, to get all of us out, even if that means shaking my country and the gods themselves to the core to restore the balance. I’m collecting allies so I can start a revolution and finding power my kind would never dream of, but this game has been in play for a lot longer than I’ve been breathing and there’s a chance I’m just another pawn.

      

      That’s OK, because I am determined to win.
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      This book is written in Australian English, which is a weird lovechild of British and American English. We tend to spell things the way the Brits do (expect a lot more u’s), yet also use American slang and swear more than both combined.

      

      While many people have gone over this book, trying to find all the typos and other mistakes, they just keep on popping up like bloody rabbits. If you spot one, don’t report it to Amazon, drop me an email at the below address so I can fix the issue.

      
        
        samhall.author@gmail.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Trigger Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      This book deals with an imaginary scenario where systemic, institutional violence is committed against whole groups of people, so pretty much every trigger you can think about applies here.

      

      Drug use is prevalent, there are some gritty descriptions of life dealing with poverty,  acts of violence are perpetrated against men and women, including pregnant women. The aftermath of some battle scenes was described in detail and there are several references, but not depictions of child abuse, both physical and sexual. The main antagonist is psychopathic and completely without compassion. Overwhelmingly, the series is supposed to be about ways people can rise up against oppression, but to establish a context, the direness of the situation is outlined.

      

      It deals extensively with prejudice, discrimination and sexism.

      

      None of this has been included for titillation or to artificially create drama, instead it’s supposed to be a means to examine systemic privilege and oppression.
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            Hesse

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hesse Corp building

        Meridian City

      

      

      

      The assistant walked down the darkened hallway, past the many tasteful, but not especially effective light fittings on the walls, towards the CEO’s door. She stopped just before reaching it, pausing to take a deep breath, before she  reordered the papers in her hand and wiped her sweaty palm on her skirt. She straightened up and raised a closed fist ready to knock, when a voice called out, “Come in.”

      She jerked back, wasting precious time but collected herself quickly. She’d only been in the job for a few weeks, and wouldn’t be for much longer if she couldn’t get it together.

      She pushed the door open. Her eyes were instantly hit by the reddish rays of the dying sun. It seemed odd to her, to enjoy such a huge office with a floor to ceiling view of Meridian City and not turn around to look at it, but as he glanced up, Hesse, CEO of his self-named corporation for over a hundred years, hero of the Revolution, was cast in a halo of light, both blinding and impressing the humble petitioners who dared enter his sanctum.

      “Yes?” he said.

      “Sorry sir, the boys down in one of the monitoring stations picked this up, and asked it be brought directly to you.”

      “Very well,” he said, holding out a hand.

      She shuffled over quickly, passing them over. With quick economical movements, he scanned the documents, able to take in what was relevant so rapidly, the assistant wondered if he even read them.

      He passed them back to her, her fingers thankfully closing around them automatically. “Thank you, Miller. There have been some minor tremors at the Ladder of the Gods on Talos. It’s probably just a cat or something. Nothing to worry about. Instruct the monitoring teams to continue sending me any meaningful data, but an email will suffice. No point in wasting your valuable time acting as a messenger service.”

      His smile was sudden and shocking. Miller rarely saw her boss, but on those rare occasions she did, she could see why he was nominated one of the Top 20 Sexiest Bachelors in Meridian for the 83rd year running. His brown eyes twinkled with just the right amount of good humour, his smile bright and shining. She blinked several times, his expression shifting slightly as he noticed her star-struck response.

      “Of course, sir. I’ll alert the teams straight away. Is there anything else?”

      “Make sure the Crown Princess and the Prime Minister are not included in any correspondence on the Ladder. No point in getting her Highness’ hopes up over a feral cat, is there?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I wish for Reunion with the gods as much as any man, but it appears we are not currently worthy. Still, we must be vigilant for any sign.”

      “Yes, sir. Now, did you want me to bring you your evening meal, or place it in the kitchenette for later?”

      His dimples deepened as he shot her a fond look, “In the kitchenette, please. You know just how to look after me, Ms Miller.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, almost dropping a curtsey in front of the man, but managing to catch herself in an ungainly partial crouch. “Right away, sir.”

      “That will be all, Miller,” he said, his voice gentle and reassuring, like being stroked with a velvet glove. She was relieved to be dismissed, to be recognised, and to still have her job.
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            Lethe

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lethe’s flat

        Hybrid Sector

        The Quarter

      

      

      

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      My head jerked up with a start, and for a moment, all I could see was the mouldy peeling wallpaper on my walls and hear the flap of the clear plastic I’d taped to the window that had come free, snapping rhythmically. I shivered, the plastic wasn’t bad at holding in whatever meagre heat I managed to generate when it stayed stuck, but as I reached over to press the tape down again, I could see it wasn’t going to work. I needed to get another roll.

      Bang, bang, bang!

      What the fuck is that? I thought and staggered to my feet, adeptly rolling over only where the rusty steel springs had not worked their way through the threadbare covering. 

      “Marley!” I called out for my brother as I picked up my sagging door- with its one intact hinge- and shoved it open. “Marley!”

      I ducked my head in the bathroom room and jerked back. The stench coming from the floor indicated he hadn’t made it to the toilet again while he was experiencing yet another involuntary session of cold turkey. I walked to the bathroom with trepidation.

      “Fuck, Marley…” My brother was sprawled out on the broken tiles. The one thing this place had going for it was a working bathroom. That was definitely in the past. The stench and brown liquid slopping against the toilet rim indicated it was backed up again and my brother’s spindly white form was laid out cold on the floor.

      Like me, as well as every other albino, he had hair the colour of pure driven snow, skin pale enough to match the tiles. Unlike me, he was skinny as a wraith. He wasn’t looking so pure right now. He lay in a huge circle of vomit that had seeped into his clothes and hair. I watched his chest with a mix of fear, desperation and guilty hope.

      I edged around the mess, searching the bathroom cabinet for his stash, making sure to avoid the clusters of uncapped hypodermic needles he’d left there. I pulled out a well creased Ziploc bag and saw only the fine yellow residue of the drug left in it, then threw it back.

      I looked down, Marley was so thin, hardly eating nowadays, only interested in fucking and chasing drugs. If his usage didn’t decrease, he’d be dead or drinking stoned kids’ piss within the month. But, sure enough, his thin chest rose and fell, barely.

      Bang, bang, bang!

      I stomped over to the front door. “What!”

      “You sleep in today, love?” 

      “Really? That was you?” I said, shaking my head. Two guys filled my doorway and then some. Gavin McIntyre stood closest to the door frame, looking me over with a long, slow inspection. His dark eyes glittered in the dim morning light, a slight smile spreading over his mobile face. Like his brother, he was tall, broad-shouldered and wore the vamp regulation black leather jacket. He was also one of my oldest friends. Fair-haired Bennett with his three-day-old stubble and grey eyes was the other.

      “You gonna invite us in?” Bennet said with a smile. “Boss’ has got a job for you.”

      “You don’t want to come in here. Toilet’s backed up and Marley’s been doing some home decorating again. I’ve got to get to headquarters before doing this job or they won’t pay me, and I need a piss and shower now that Marley’s totalled ours.”

      “Let me sort out the junky prick,” Gavin said, shouldering his way inside. “You can’t keep living like this, Lethe. You pay good money for this shit hole and that piece of crap, who isn’t even your own blood, keeps fucking it up.”

      “We’re not having this argument again, not with a full bladder and no coffee in my hand,” I snapped back.

      “Get your shit,” Bennet said. “We’ll drop by the service station on the way to our place, get you some breakfast as well.”

      “You don’t…”

      “Have to? Need to? 'Course we do. You’re getting as skinny as that predatory little fuck you insist on supporting,” Bennett said. “Grab a change of clothes and let’s get on the road.”

      

      People on the other side of the Wall that kept humanity safe wouldn’t have thought you could leave the gleaming black beast that was the McIntyres’ ride, idling on the street out in front of my building unlocked, but they’d be wrong. Gavin got into the driver’s seat without a word, a testament to how pissed he was, but when I reached for the rear passenger door, Bennett’s hand closed over mine. His skin felt warm, almost like it had when we were kids. He’d have to had fed this morning, probably from one of my brethren at the Palace.

      The vampires, along with the werewolves, the witches and the albinos, had once ruled Cremorne. Now we lived out our lives penned up in the ruins of old Meridian City, called the Quarter. We’d been deposed during the Revolution two hundred years ago, and were labelled the anomalous, the non-human.

      In the dog eat dog world of the Quarter, there were a lot of kids with no caregivers, so we grew up in the Crèche, a loosely monitored corral of freaks. Marley and I had been there since we were babies, but when Bennett and Gavin turned up, two skinny human boys dumped by their deadbeat mother, they could have been anyone’s meat. Instead, we’d joined forces, survived.

      Bennett looked at me, his mouth only centimetres away from mine, his nostrils flared as he took in my scent. I wouldn’t have thought it was too nice, not having had the opportunity for a shower, but the widening pupils in his steel coloured eyes said otherwise. He licked his lips, the sharp white fangs that descended when he was hungry or horny peeked over the soft fullness. “Enough of the fucking foreplay!” his brother called out. “Get in the car!” If this was the Crèche, he would’ve blushed. Instead, he dropped his eyes and smiled before opening the front with a flourish.

      “Your carriage awaits, milady.”    

      I shook my head, there was no point in fighting it. Every damn time they insisted I sit between them, on the bench seat. I slid across the dark vinyl, shaking my head as Gavin’s face transformed into a smile. “Let’s get this show on the road,” he said, revving the engine and laying an arm across the back of the headrest.

      

      “You can’t come in here and buy a pack of gum, just to use the facilities every day!” Janice, the morning attendant at the service station, said as the door jingled shut.

      “Get the lady a coffee, black, two sugars and one of those breakfast roll things she likes, to go,” Gavin said. He leaned against the counter as Janice rang his order up, watching her simper with a smile, only moving away when she turned and gave the docket to the tiny kitchen crew.

      Janice was a scrawny little bitch, with just enough werewolf blood to doom her to live on the wrong side of the anomalous barrier, and she liked to exert whatever authority she could on the rest of us poor benighted bastards. I’d seen plenty of people wander in and out to use the toilets without having to make a purchase, but for some reason she had a hate boner for me. Gavin was flirting shamelessly with her by the time I’d finished my business, but his back straightened and he was heading my way as soon as I wandered towards the door, Bennett’s arm a heavy weight around my shoulders.

      “Thank you,” I said when handed the coffee and food. “You gonna put the blood in it?”

      “Keep telling you sweetheart, it’ll cook all the goodness that protects you,” Gavin said with a grin.

      “I spoke to one of the other couriers at headquarters, and they said that’s bullshit. He doesn’t take blood from the vein.”

      “Maybe so,” Bennett said, grazing his nose against my neck, “but it’ll always be the way you get it from us.”

      

      Drinking vamp blood was one way to get protection in the Quarter. Some parts of the Quarter were under the sway of Rohan, self-styled king of the vamps, and ingesting blood marked you as belonging to one of the Horde.

      If the donation came from someone significantly powerful, no one would touch you for fear of reprisal, until the effects wore off. I held one of the few jobs one of my kind could hold down: courier. We might not rule Meridian City anymore but still, there were those on either side of the massive magically enhanced Wall that wished to communicate.

      There was a serious underground market for smuggling illegal goods. Many otherwise law-abiding humans made a killing putting stuff into our hands. “I’m not running drugs,” I said as the car glided down the street. Vamps and some of the other enclaves prized being able to drive freely around the Quarter and paid legions of unemployed anomalous to clear and patch the asphalt.

      “We know,” Gavin said, pulling into the car park beside their house. “We’d never let Rohan do that to you.”

      “Come inside, I turned the water heater on before we left,” Bennett said.

      

      “You got to move in here, tiger,” Bennett said as we walked into their house. Reeder House would’ve been the family home of some minor vampire lord before the Revolution. The vamps had ruled Meridian, ruled Cremorne, before the humans rose up and slaughtered them. The finishes and flourishes were dusty and tarnished now, but when every window contained a pane of glass, I was suitably impressed by it. “We got plenty of room.”

      “I’m no one’s suck bag,” I said, moving to the little-used kitchen and dropping the empty coffee cup in the bin.

      “Who’s calling you that?” Gavin said, brows drawing down in a frown. “If those...”

      “One of my kind, living with a couple fang faces? What do you expect people to say? It’s the way pretty much all my brethren are making ends meet. It’s hard enough for me to convince everyone that I’m not a drug fucked nympho at work, living with Marley. It’s what people think, that we’re the perfect white meat.”

      “No one will say that about you,” Bennett said darkly.

      “While you’re around, maybe. You guys have raced up the ladder since Rohan turned you, but you won’t be with me on every job.”

      “You don’t have to work. We have plenty,” Gavin said.

      “So, what do you want me to do? Keep house for you?” I said. “Wash other women’s lipstick from your collars? Other people’s blood from your clothes?”

      “We want it to be like it was,” Bennett said. 

      

      It always came back to this. We’d grown up together, wild as weeds, my brother was the leader then. Hair a banner of white flags, he’d dared us to greater and crazier feats. Marley’s gift was actually useful: persuasion, being able to force people to do his will. We’d never know if we were scaling the sides of decaying buildings or jumping off cliffs into the bay because he’d coerced us, or for the sheer thrill of it. It didn’t matter. Our bodies grew long and lean and hard, and then the time came to explore their more adult potential. Marley was off on one of his quests, so when the three of us came together, it was as if time had stopped.

      

      The afternoon light was golden, pooling through the window like silk, limning Gavin’s hand as it shook. As he ran his fingers over my collarbone, Bennett’s breath was hot against the back of my neck. I tried to be like the girls in the books, quiet and passive, but as they drew closer, Gavin’s breath fanning over my lips, I found I had to move.

      As soon as my hands touched the hard plane of Gavin’s chest, the boys moved as one. Kisses peppered my skin, fingers trailing along behind them. Mouths lipped at me, closing unexpectedly on taut tips, suckling instinctively like babies, drawing gasps from me.

      We sort of knew what we were doing, plenty of my kind, the freaky albino reject children polite society threw away, weren’t all that circumspect about hiding their sexual encounters. We’d sat on a ledge in the Crèche and laughed, throwing stones at the moaning participants, until one day our rocks stayed in our hands, our fingers white as they closed around them.

      Now we sought to emulate all we’d mocked, as the terrible pleasure we’d been unable to see became apparent. My hand had been wrapped around Bennett’s hard cock, unsure of what to do with the satiny rigidity when I lost my virginity to Gavin. My body went still at the intrusion, the pain making me reconsider what we’d been doing. “Shh...” Bennett said, pulling from my grip. He’d repositioned us like a choreographer so that I lay on my back, Gavin scrambling to return to his former position. Bennett stalled him, slipping his fingers between my legs, his fingers questing until they stopped, then began to swirl.

      “Oh!” I gasped as a ripple of a kind of pleasure I’d never experienced before curled within me. I’d felt ghosts of it, spying on the boys as we washed up in the communal showers, the changing shapes of their bodies as they grew into manhood, prompting strange throbs between my legs. Bennett’s fingers became more insistent and I felt an increased pressure, part pleasurable, part irritating, begin to build.

      “He’s going to push himself inside you,” Bennett said, his grey eyes boring into mine as his fingers flicked over my slippery core. “The girls say it hurts a little, but I know how to make it good for you, I promise.” 

      I watched Gavin move closer, his face twisted into a painful smile. “Always you, love,” he said, and then he moved.

      I wanted to shove him away and draw him deep inside me, heels digging into his butt. It felt like something massive and hard was boring into my most tender flesh, yet as much as it could, it opened and welcomed him. “Oh, gods...” Gavin panted. 

      “Stay there,” Bennett said, “like we talked about.” I watched his head disappear down, where Gavin and I were joined and then…oh! 

      My back drew tight as a bow as the most incredible sensation fluttered through my body. His soft mouth suckled, somehow softer and slipperier, yet more intense. “Oh! Oh!” My fingers scrabbled for purchase on the disintegrating foam we lay on as something huge began to loom over me. My core twitched and fluttered, furtive desperate rills of pleasure that only seemed to prompt more. Bennett was winding me up tighter and tighter and I didn't know why. 

      “Do it,” Bennett said, pulling free of me. Gavin shoved himself into me but now I welcomed it. I wrapped my legs around his hips, not letting him pull out so much, forcing him deeper and deeper. It was as if Gavin’s cock scratched a gods’ awful itch inside me, one that had me bucking beneath him until... finally it all came to me with such clarity. The most beautiful and complete pleasure washed over me, filling me in ways none of my formative experiences had. All the hardscrabble and hustling, dropped away for one perfect moment.

      “Lethe!” Gavin gasped and then something hot released inside me.

      I watched his face in awe, the total desperate transformation making him look both younger and eternal. He collapsed on top of me, his long scruffy fall of hair smelling like saltwater and ozone. I wrapped my arms around him, wanting to keep the warm hard pressure of his body against mine.

      After what felt like an age, Gavin shifted, gingerly pulling his body from mine. He rolled so he was resting along my side, “The girls, they said we only had one go in us every half hour or so, but you…” His hand caressed my stomach. “They said you might like it more than once, if you’re not too sore.” I looked up at Bennett who sat on his heels looking hopeful.

      “It doesn’t have to be now,” Bennett said, putting his hand in mine. His face was a picture of longing, hope and disappointment. I closed my fingers around his and pulled him close.

      

      “Don't you want that?” Bennett whispered against my nape, trailing his fingertips up my arm.

      “It could be like it always was,” Gavin said, moving in closer, his hand echoing his brother’s movement. “We’d be together again.”

      I pulled free of their grip. The lovely swirling sensation on my skin, their woody scent, the hard presence of their bodies... it was the same, but different. “It can't be the same because you’re vampires and your kind bred mine for food, up until two hundred years ago. I’m not your friend, your lover. I’m your prey. You broke my heart when you opted for the change...”

      “Nothing’s changed, we told you that, we just secured our position,” Gavin said.

      “With the people who pick my kind up like juice boxes. Give us a squeeze and suck down all the goodness, then toss us away.”

      “You know we want to taste you,” Bennett said, his fingers tangling in my hair, baring my neck, “but both of us would vow on anything you like, to promise never to take even a sip, unless you ask for it. If that's what's holding you to that dump...”

      I spun around, dislodging his hand. “That’s not all that’s keeping me, and you know it.”

      “It’s time to let him go. He hasn’t been Marley for years,” Gavin said. “All that’s left is the addiction.”

      “You’re right, now that the Horde’s used him all up, none but the lowest are prepared to give him a pinch of yellow for a suck. He got you your invitation to Rohan’s court, you’d be nothing without his connections.” I watched the curious mix of guilt and frustration flicker across their faces. “Get the blood ready. I’m having a shower. We’ll go to headquarters, you make sure he’s logged the job, then I’ll deliver what Rohan wants.”

      

      The bathroom had been fitted after the Revolution, like all modern plumbing and electricity. Initially, terms were frosty but civil between the humans and the anomalous sides of Meridian City. Newspapers printed images of scrawny werewolf kids living in squalor, albino kids hanging around the suck bars, witchbreed hovering over cauldrons full of indeterminate body parts.

      The humans had won. There was no reason to care what we did. We could kill each other and rot, but the same principles of freedom and egalitarianism that had the humans revolting against the anomalous aristocracy, made people’s hearts soft when we were safely locked away. Buildings had been modernised; schools had been built.

      We were never going to be anything other than second class citizens, but we could be glowing examples of Cremorni goodwill. Images of rosy-cheeked youngsters in their uniforms were circulated internationally, to try and placate the anomalous dominated governments of surrounding countries. 

      There were still uniforms when Marley and I came through. We went to school, got an education, but it happened inside a war zone.

      The weres and vamps fought the most. The witchbreed mostly sought  to protect their little oasis of green, taking out anyone who messed with it- deliberate or not. Albinos, like Marley and me, we’d never had leaders or governments; therefore,  we were unlikely to mobilise one during the chaos of internment. We had no strength, no speed, no fangs to bite with, nor claws to rend. Whatever magic we contained was unpredictable at best, and useless at worst. So, we did what we always did, found others that were stronger and tied ourselves to them. I was operating at the bottom of the food chain.

      I stepped reluctantly out of the hot water, wrapping my hair in one of the fraying towels hanging up. It smelt like the boys, every anomalous that came within three feet of me for days would smell them on me. I looked into the mirror; my eyes so light, a bluish-grey as to seem silver.

      The door opened as I wrapped the other towel around my body. Bennett walked in looking more solemn than before. His eyes met mine in the glass, what mine would be like if I’d had sufficient pigment. “From the vein, Lethe,” he said.

      The time for negotiation was apparently over. They knew I didn’t want to do this, but to them, this was the compromise point between making me their pet and leaving me to fend for myself. This is the price of independence, I told myself. I wanted them to pour some of their lifeblood into a cup so I could knock it back like a shot of whiskey, quick and interpersonal. Instead, he moved in close, crowding into my space until all that was between him and my bare flesh was his thin towel. He raised his wrist to his mouth, his breath coming hard. The vein in his neck jumping as his heart thundered.

      Biting and blood were sexual for vamps. The symbiotes, blood-borne parasites, were what turned a human into a vampire. They induced extremes of pleasure when anyone came into contact with a vampire’s bodily fluids. It helped them snare their prey, keeping them around and willing to serve as a food source again and again, which is what every other albino did. His fangs were out, his eyes boring into mine as his lips peeled back and he bit.

      The small incision was thrust toward me. I wrapped my fingers around his arm, my mouth watering despite itself. I could suddenly feel the excruciating rasp of the coarse terry-towelling across my nipples as they hardened instantly and then I began to suck. 1...2...3... I counted the mouthfuls to myself, then with shaking hands, I pushed his wrist from me.

      I was on fire. Lust roared through my body like a flame, slick juices pooling so quickly they started to run down my leg. My clit pulsed in time with the heartbeat that now pounded in my ears. My breath came in ragged gasps, verging on sobs, as I rode the temptation to broach the small gap between us. I knew I’d find him hard and heavy if I unzipped his fly, and then he’d bend me over the bathroom sink and wedge himself inside me... “Oh, gods...” I whimpered.

      He pulled me to him, holding me in a firm embrace, scrupulously keeping his hands to my hair. “Shh...” he said, running his fingers in long slow strokes through it. It didn't help, it wasn't what I wanted. I needed those fingers thrusting into me with a slight curl. I needed to grind on the strong thigh resting against mine. I needed to taste that mouth, with its aftertaste of cigarettes and copper pennies. “It’s OK, it’s OK…” I don't know how long it took, but I was finally able to push myself away from him, though I felt like I’d ran a mile. “You alright, tiger?” he said but I walked out, not trusting myself to answer.

      “It’s gotta be from the vein, Lethe,” Gavin said as I emerged from the bathroom. He took in my ruffled state, but I just held up my hand.

      “Let me get dressed and get my shit together, then we can do it.”

      “Of course, I put your stuff in your room.”

      I ran up the stairs on autopilot, walking in and slamming the door shut. It always smelled a bit musty in here. It really was my room and no one else was allowed to enter it, so if I didn't air it out it stayed stuffy. I ripped off the towels and hung them over the wardrobe door.

      Getting on the bed, I slipped my hand between my thighs. They’d know. They’d hear or smell my pussy on my fingers, but I didn't care. If I was going to walk out of here and be a good little courier after feeding from Gavin, I needed a release. I flicked at my clit; the slight sting mitigated by the heated state of my body. I was dripping. The intensity ratcheted up fast; I forced my hand to keep moving as my hips began to jerk in time with my ministrations.

      I came hard, my cunt twitching with abrupt spasms, feeling horribly empty, the pleasure somehow harsh and jarring, unsatisfying. I yanked my hand away, wiping my fingers on the closest towel and jerked on my clothes.

      When I ran back downstairs, Gavin was waiting. He grabbed my hand while I took his wrist in my other, his mouth closing over the fingers that had given me pleasure, as I swallowed down his blood like a chaser. His dark eyes bore into mine as he saw the second flush of symbiote wash over me, made me want to take my fingers from his mouth and replace them with my tongue. My fingers dropped from his lips, licked clean as I let go of his wrist, the glassy symbiote collecting in the incision point sealing it neatly. I lifted my hand, pushed it into the black raw silk of his hair as I moved closer. I brought my forehead to rest against his, listening to his rasping breaths match the rapid pace of mine.

      

      They were much more subdued on the ride over to headquarters. I looked out the window, watching as the buildings got nicer, the closer you got to the Wall.

      The hybrid sector was a lot less likely to get involved in the conflicts that tore up the Quarter. Most of the modifications done by the humans were completed here. Witchbreed also lived here, the soil was better for their gardens, and they were good at deterring others from fucking with what was theirs. There were even actual families raising kids, and houses that still seemed in reasonable nick, along with functioning shops.

      Then there was the Wall. Twenty metres high of heavily buttressed concrete and steel, blooded soldiers walked the top of it, sporting machine guns. The Wall was built directly after the Revolution with the blood and spells of the strongest witches at the time mixed with the very mortar itself, making it impenetrable, unscalable.

      The Clarence Courier Service office was built into the Wall, a small window opening the only view I ever had of the dispatch officer. “Whaddya got this time, breast piece?” Stan, the human behind the glass, said as I walked up. His eyes slid to Gavin standing at my side, “You doing a little side earn on your back?”

      I swallowed, forcing my mouth to move into a smile. Stan was a piece of shit, but getting pissed with him would achieve nothing. He was protected by glass that could stop a berserking werewolf, wore contacts that would protect him from any vamp persuasion they’d try to throw and the strongest anti-magic spells in the known universe woven into the Wall. He could do whatever he liked, and there wasn’t much we could do about it.

      “You talk big for a prick that’s locked in a protective box,” Gavin said idly. “You wouldn’t say shit if you were on this side of the fence.”

      “Ain’t never gonna be on the wrong side of this wall, dickhead,” Stan shot back. “Now, whaddya want, white meat? Chatting to youse guys isn’t as exciting as you think.”

      “Rohan will have a job for her. Get the paperwork,” Bennett said.

      “Fucking parasites…think they can order me around…” Stan muttered but sure enough, he found the slate for the job. He authorised the consignment, then said, “Coming through,” placing it in a slot, then locked his side of the container. A red light flashed which let me know it was safe to open my side and pick up the slate. If I tried any other time I’d be hit with a high enough pulse of electricity to kill me. Slates were thin digital tablets, easily replaceable, that contained all the details of the job, and the place for the consigner to sign. “No slate, no signature…” Stan said. 

      “No pay. I know,” I said.

      “You taking one of the bikes?” he said.

      “Nah, she’s with us,” Gavin said.

      “Must be nice, make a few extra bucks, getting it in both holes…” Stan said. I watched his eyes glaze over slightly and his hand drop down from the counter to below.

      “You fucking sick cunt,” Gavin growled, slamming a fist into the glass booth. Stan began to laugh as an arc of electricity zapped across the surface, forcing Gavin to snap backwards with preternatural speed. Stan’s arm began to work up and down as he laughed and laughed.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here and see what his Highness wants today,” I said, steering them away.

      

      The vamps lived in what used to be the fanciest part of town. Surrounding the old Gramercy Park, were the remains of the once-proud townhouses of the vampire aristocracy. Their main places of living had been their huge estates covering the majority of Cremorne.

      Most of the really powerful vamps had been drained of blood, which was stored in vaults to use for everything from souping up human soldiers- giving them temporary vampire-like powers- to expensive anti-ageing creams. Now, all their land had been given over to the humans, to remake into towns and cities. The weaker vamps that were left, lived in the rubble of the old city’s former splendour. Those vamps had multiplied with extensive blood transfusions, riddling the ruins like fleas, known as the Horde. But not the king, Rohan.

      We walked up the cracked white marble steps to the old royal residence, the boys nodding to the members of the Horde milling around the front, guns in hand. There weren’t supposed to be any guns in the Quarter, but no one really gave a crap with the Wall in place. We could kill each other in increasingly creative ways, it mattered little. A few of the vamps looked me over, long and slow, as I walked, only glancing away when I met their gaze squarely, though they smiled to themselves as they did so.

      As we went up to the big oak doors of the Palace, one of the blokes lounging in the doorway leant over as I passed and sniffed deeply. “Your pussy smells sweet,” he said.

      The wide grin was instantly wiped off his face as he was shoved halfway up the wall, feet paddling in the air, Bennett’s hand wrapped around his throat. I watched the others, fingers moved to triggers, but the muzzles of the guns remained pointing to the floor. “Bennett…” I said.

      “Don’t look at her, don’t touch her, don’t smell her, don’t even breathe the same air as her,” Bennett said.

      The vamp tried to gargle something out, but his crushed vocal cords weren’t up to the job. It wouldn’t have killed him, the symbiote rushing through his body would heal the damage the moment it stopped being inflicted. The croak seemed to satisfy Bennett as he let the guy fall. He turned, sweeping me inside the building with his brother at my other side.

      

      The Quarter was all about power, who had it, who could demonstrate it in a way to sufficiently cow others. It didn’t have to be physically impressive, most witchbreed looked like normal humans until they got their mojo on, then shit got weird. You might not be an especially talented witch, but no one would know, the weird aura enough to dissuade most people from messing with you.

      Power was what drove one vamp to take the title of king, despite the fact that the last one was executed in a bloody and public spectacle at the height of the Revolution. Power was what made him take over the old palace, with its gilt mouldings and desilvering mirrored ceiling. Power had clusters of vamps hanging out in the many, many rooms we passed as we walked to the main chamber: talking, smoking, feeding on so many pale bodies, fucking them afterwards. 

      “You expected?” the vamp in a cobbled-together set of body armour asked as we approached the doors. 

      “The king wants this one to make a delivery,” a woman said, imposing and tall enough to suggest some werewolf heritage.

      The door was opened for us, and we were ushered in. Power prompted the original designers of the Palace to instruct the labourers to cut the tiny pieces of marble in the elaborate parquet flooring, as well as the intricate wood carvings on the walls, the details picked out in gold leaf.

      Power had created the huge dais in the centre of the room, the rings of steps leading from it to the floor accentuating its position. Power had golden light coming through the massive skylight, the coloured glass used to create the rays of a faux sun, making Rohan glimmer against the relative gloom of the rest.

      He sat with one leg hooked over the arm of the golden throne, his leather pants stretched tight to make sure your eyes noticed what he was packing. When I looked up, he smiled, crooked and knowing, tilting his golden head in acknowledgement. “My little courier, you are quite tardy. Have my men been distracting you from your purpose?”

      “Your Majesty,” I said, sketching a quick bow. One recognised the power, or Rohan would seek to correct this oversight. “It was my brother, unfortunately. We had to make a detour.”

      “Ah, yes, the not so illustrious Marley. One of us can end him for you.” I shook my head quickly, a rush of fear filling me. “No? It is what he seeks. He would beg me for it if I made the offer.”

      “Please don’t… Your Majesty, as a favour to me.” 

      Rohan shrugged, obviously bored of the topic. “You fight this, this natural fate of all the albinos. It is in your nature to seek oblivion; you were selectively bred for it for centuries. Those such as you that resisted…” his amber eyes slid to the boys beside me, “would have been slaughtered before maturity, not allowed to taint the breeding pool.” He leaned back in his throne, looking me over with a cat-like smile. “Well, perhaps my illustrious forebears were mistaken. I admit I find your resistance amusing, that and the fact that some of my strongest men are left dancing to your tune. Perhaps it will make your taste all the more delicious when you finally surrender.”

      “Your Majesty…” I looked down to see a pale arm reaching from one of the lower steps. Dressed in white, my fellow albinos blended with the marble of the dais, I’d overlooked them when I’d come in. There had to be at least twenty of them, looking like they lay where they’d been dropped on the steps. “Please…” 

      Rohan pulled the petitioner to him, positioning the long, splayed limbs so she sat upon his lap. I saw a smile flash from behind the fall of white hair covering her face. 

      “Ooh,” she purred, arching her back and grinding back on the king’s groin, “you’re already hard.”

      It was Molly, I noticed as her hair fell back, her mouth open, gasping as the king’s fingers dug into the seeping wounds in her wrists.

      Symbiote formed a clear barrier over vamp bites, keeping them clean and free of infection but making it easy to reuse over and over. The skin became sensitised, receptive because of the symbiote’s side effect. Some vamps thought it an art form, to remap their prey’s body with new erogenous zones.

      He picked up her wrist, licking along the punctured skin, making the girl writhe, lipping the surface in a series of soft kisses. “I can’t claim to understand your need to resist, particularly when I have great experience with the singular pleasure that results from our two species coming together.”

      He reached down and unbuttoned his pants, shifting Molly. I knew the moment he entered her by the guttural moan she gave. Seriously, I’d seen women give birth with less noise than her. When she was fully seated, she gave a little wriggle of her hips and then giggled. “Make it good, Your Majesty,” she said, pushing her wrist towards his lips.

      Rohan’s fingers closed hard around her arm, immobilising her, his other sliding to her nape which he used as a lever to force Molly to begin to move up and down his cock. “Nonetheless, you are useful. Your skin allows you into any of the enclave camps, my men’s blood protects you from what you encounter there. Bring me Nathaniel,” he said to the boys.

      “We were going to give Lethe a ride,” Bennett said.

      “You may do what you like in your own time, but during your shift, you are mine. I want the two of you looking over the latest gun shipment. There is something happening there, at least half the units delivered have some kind of fault. If that fucker on the other side of the Wall thinks he can shortchange me… Get Nathaniel, then report back once you’ve assessed the shipment.”

      Power had the men who promised they would always stand by my side leaving me to watch the increasingly rapid shift of the king’s hips as he ploughed into Molly. Power had me standing there, unable to look away for fear of reprisal. His lips pulled back from his very impressive sharp teeth and he kept his eyes on me as he struck, biting down hard into Molly’s arm. 

      “Ahhh!” Molly screamed. She made it all seem very tempting, her whole body shaking with pleasure. Her screams now were just an incoherent rattle of sounds, completely uncontrolled and echoing around the great chamber. She jerked and thrashed on his dick like a hooked fish, it was as if she wanted to both throw herself clear of him and slammed her body down harder on him.

      He smiled as he fed, the blood smeared around his lips, not quite as stark against his golden skin, before pushing her off to land in a messy pile on the floor, still gasping.

      “Another,” Rohan demanded with a click of his fingers to one of his men loitering at the edges of the throne room. “I find myself quite stimulated this day.”

      He didn’t even look to see if his orders were followed, just slouched there, dick hard against his lean belly, watching me with a glitter in his eyes. A limp body was picked up by the scruff, moaning incoherently when the vamp’s skin touched theirs.

      She slumped between the king’s legs, only coming to life when Rohan reached down and clasped her head in his hands. Her spine straightened like a snake’s and her mouth sought the cock that he pointed towards her, it disappeared rapidly down her throat, his hand laying across her skull. Despite being the administerer of pleasure, the symbiote leaking from the head of his cock had her legs twitching spasmodically on the marble as she scrabbled to fit more and more of the king’s length in her mouth. 

      “Mmm, yes…” Rohan said, his eyes finally falling closed. 

      The boys returned after both the girl and the king had come. I admit my head jerked around when the doors opened in relief. Coming to the vamp court was always like this- like they couldn’t fuck without making it some kind of huge spectacle.

      A stranger, taller than the boys, with a long fall of light brown hair and a strange shuttered look to his face, followed them inside. He looked odd, wearing a white wife-beater and jeans that’d seen better days. Vamps could be grungy, but always, always in black.

      Everyone waited patiently for Rohan’s head to roll on his neck and acknowledge our existence. “You two may go. Nathaniel, take the girl to the werewolf enclave ruled by Miriam. She’s to take the package and the offer in the envelope attached, and wait for a reply.”

      Nathaniel nodded in response.

      “He’s reliable, hasn’t been here long,” Gavin said. “We’ll be back for you tonight.”

      “I have no idea where I’ll be,” I said.

      “We’ll find you. Look after her,” he said to Nathaniel.

      “Come on then,” the stranger said and walked out of the throne room. 

      

      I followed along in his wake, running to keep up with his long stride. One didn’t wander around unescorted in Vamp Central. He produced a key and unlocked a door, leading me into a small room packed with shelves full of stuff. He walked along the aisles until he found a black duffle bag and pulled it down, handing it to me. “Do I ask what’s in this?” I said.

      “I can tell you, if you want,” he said, regarding me with cool hazel eyes.

      “Nah, probably better off not knowing. How we getting to Miriam’s?”

      “I’ve got a bike.”

      “You don’t say much,” I said.

      “Yeah?” He stopped and looked back at me, “What do you want me to say?”

      “Ah… anything you want, I guess.”

      “Better get this job done,” he said and turned away. “I reckon you’re going to get a bit of work from the king.”

      “What?” I said, hurrying to keep pace with him. “What do you mean?”

      “This place, the currency it runs on is desire,” he said jerking his thumb to indicate an orgy taking place in one of the rooms we passed. There were so many limbs flailing that I couldn’t tell how many participants there were. "Outside of the meat stock the dark witches keep and the few that have connected with wolves, all your kind are here, unless they’re too old or too fucked up for use. Nothing manufactures desire like resistance. You’re resistant.”

      “How the fuck would you know?” I said. “I could be jumping into vamp gang bangs every night.”

      He tapped the side of his nose, “I’d smell it if you were.”

      We ran down the stairs, past the resentful gaze of the guy Bennett had pinned, and into the fresh cool air of the day. Nathaniel walked up to a shining black bike and grabbed the bag from me, strapping it on. 

      “Nah, you smell like frustrated desire and fear.” His grin was so sudden it was startling, his teeth white against the bronze of his skin. “The most alluring scent for a vamp, bar none. He’s gonna have you back, again and again, until that scent goes away. C’mon.”

      I looked dully at the bike as he threw his leg over it. I shook my head and slipped behind him. Frustrated desire and fear?. 

      “Put your arms around me or you’ll fall off,” he ordered. 

      We tore through the streets, the bike sweeping along the road in a series of lazy curves. I noted the black-clad bodies lurking in the landscape as we passed. Low-level vamps would be out procuring for the Horde: booze, cigarettes, more of my kind, or any others they could persuade or coerce, to donate blood, or food for the feeders so they didn’t die.

      As they moved up, they’d run in groups, enforcing arbitrary turf lines depending on where the borders were that day. Those that distinguished themselves would get invited into the inner circle, be allowed into the Palace freely, and get their own digs to share with their crew.

      We pulled up when we came to the checkpoint, a line of vamps standing around in the middle of the road. “Where you off to?” a woman said, aiming her gun at the ground. 

      “This one’s a messenger for Rohan,” Nathaniel said. “Got to make a drop with the wolves.”

      “Hopefully that’ll settle shit down. They’ve been active lately, a few of ours have been taken,” she replied. Nathaniel just shrugged. “Go through and best of luck, brother.”
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      It took a while, but the land cleared the further out we travelled. The vamps had been attached to old Meridian City; they’d had it built to their specifications. Wolves rarely came into the more urban area, preferring the wide-open spaces of the plains, but that all changed during the Revolution.

      The vamps were taken down and interned first, along with the witches based in town. Then, as the human army grew and more effective weapons were developed, in came the rest. The subsequent jostling for position was still yet to be resolved, two hundred years later.

      The wolves with their superior strength and plentiful numbers, had the tenacity to clear the rubble from their sector, letting the earth regenerate and greenery grow again. It endeared them greatly to the many witches who used herbs or pulled their power from nature. Quite a few of the young wolves worked for the witchbreed, labouring until they earned seniority. 

      I felt Nathaniel’s abdominal muscles tighten as we swung around a corner, toward the road that led to Miriam’s stockade. A lot of the rubble and girders her people had removed from the land, were used to make the thick walls that enclosed her camp. I watched the figures on top of the jagged ramparts get to their feet. Some peered at the bike, others leapt off their vantage points to the ground below, no doubt to alert Miriam.

      I tugged at Nathaniel’s torso, “We want to stop here.” He nodded and pulled off the road, getting off the bike with his hands in the air. I followed suit, standing beside him. Out the front gate, a stream of weres in wolf form came sprinting towards us. “Stay very still,” I said as the beasts circled us, teeth bared, thunderous growls rumbling in their chests. They were big fuckers, their backs up to my waist. A tall, lean woman with long dark hair pulled into a braid joined the group, looking us over. The wolves fanned out, each one moving around us, sniffing the bike, my parcel and then us. I found a furry snout being shoved between my legs, making me stumble back. 

      “Back off, Rudy,” the woman said. “I don’t need to know who she’s been with; I can smell the stink of the McIntyre’s from here. Focus on the stranger.”

      “Hey Dawn,” I said, smiling and waving now it seemed that we’d passed inspection. “Got something for Miriam from Rohan.”

      She rolled her eyes, “Probably still trying to force the treaty. Thinks he can use us to 'divide and conquer’. I might not want to serve under Sharee or Rhiannon, but we’re not going to join forces with the vamps against them. “Divide and conquer,” she said with a sneer, “think he’s the first one to come up with that concept?”

      “Yeah, this is Nathaniel, my ride. He OK to come in or you want him out here?”

      “Can you vouch for him?” she said, looking Nathaniel over.

      “I don’t know him.”

      She looked down at one of the wolves with an eyebrow cocked. The wolf rearranged in a rapid blur of disturbing snapping sounds until a very tall man with a mop of dark brown hair stood before us; a very naked man.

      “Doesn’t smell like a bat,” he said with a shrug, then looked back at me with a smile, moving subtly so that the very impressive muscles on display popped out in further relief.

      Dawn inspected Nathaniel for a moment and then said, “Fine, we’ll hold Rohan responsible if he tries anything. Stick to Lethe like glue, bat fucker.”

      “Understood.”

      

      The camp was quite expansive, was more like a small village. Huts had been built around the main building with an extensive plot of vegetables and grains growing in the back. Kids roamed freely, while adults chased after toddling babies, worked in the garden or vehicles and lounged around the doorways of huts. It’d be easy to think that the wolves had a more egalitarian, less power-driven society, but you’d be wrong. 

      “She’s in the big house,” Dawn said with a smile as she turned and loped away. I climbed the steps, hefting the bag up into my arms and entered.

      The big open space smelled of fresh herbs and wood smoke. There was space in the front for village meetings, where rough spun rugs and lumps of timber acted as group seating. Out the back was a big table and at its head sat the silver-haired Miriam. 

      “Hello, little white one,” she said when she saw me.

      I was actually pretty tall for an anomalous, but everyone was little compared to the wolves. She got to her feet, the loose green gown she was wearing swishing as she moved. She smiled as she placed a hand on my hair, pushing it behind my ear before patting my head. The fact that she towered over me, along with her gentle gestures, all reminded me of the mothers I saw in the old TV shows. 

      “What has the little monster got you doing now?” I gestured to the bag I was carrying.

      Also sitting around the tables were the Elders, older members of the camp who acted as advisors to the Alpha. One of the men’s nostrils flared as I moved, then put his hand out. I froze where I was. Even with heads of grey or white hair, every single one of them radiated muscular strength. They could flatten me with a sweep of their hand. Their power might not have been wealth or desire, but the wolves still held it. Miriam nodded to the table, indicating I should put the bag down. She opened it with some wariness, her nose working overtime.

      A plastic bag with some kind of indiscriminate meat inside it was dropped onto the wood surface. The elders reacted as one, some recoiling as if repelled by it, other’s eyes shining green temporarily as they sniffed the air, trying to determine its worth. “Not willingly given,” one of the women said, her lips pulling down in a frown.

      “Dead when harvested,” the man closest said, giving the plastic bag a poke. “No good unless you want to deal with the dark witches.”

      Miriam sighed. “Do you have a letter to go with this?”

      “Yeah,” I said reaching into my back pocket. She looked it over, flicking through the pages swiftly then rolled her eyes.

      “Same old stuff,” she said, passing it to the elders. “Take his side over the other packs, support his push into the other camps.” She shook her head and picked up some paper and a pen, sitting back down to compose a reply.

      “Need to replace your amulet,” Samuel, the elder closest to the bag said. “Smells weak, that magic. Not enough to keep you safe.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said, digging around in my pocket for a rubber band. I found one finally and tied off a good hank of the bottom of my hair and then pulled out my knife.

      “What are you doing?” Nathaniel said with a frown.

      “We make magic stronger,” I said. “Freely given blood, hair, can extend or amplify the power of a spell. Anyone’s will, ours is just more potent. Meat does nothing,” I said, pointing to the bag on the table. "But people persist in believing dumb things about us.” I hacked off the chunk of hair, the rest springing free in a ragged fall. I passed the clump to Samuel, who had noticed my amulet. I pulled the thin string off over my head and placed it gently into the elder’s waiting hand. I kept the pocket knife blade open and in my hand as the man began to chant, his hand waving over the tiny bundle of fur, hair and string.

      Finally, it started to glimmer in his hand and I knew what I had to do. I sliced a shallow cut into the ball of my thumb, moving when he gestured to smear the blood on the bundle. I could feel the air contract around it, snapping into place, then he handed it back to me. I closed up the knife and held out my thumb, a small bead of blood balanced on the top of it. 

      “For your strength,” I said. Nathaniel’s eyes watched every moment as the elder nodded, giving me a traditional gesture of thanks, before placing the finger inside his mouth. I briefly felt the long hard scythes of his canines as he took the blood from me, but then my hand was returned to me unharmed. He seemed a little flushed, his spine a little straighter and his eyes a little clearer. 

      “This is my response,” Miriam said, her mouth a thin line of displeasure, handing me a letter. “But, this one can return it,” she jerked a thumb at Nathaniel. “I don’t want you going into that viper’s nest.”

      “It’s just business,” I said. “Girl’s gotta make a quid.”

      “You could stay here, you know that.”

      Everyone’s after me today, I thought, hiding the frustration that rose in response to the offer. It was generous in a way, they let few non-wolves inside pack lands and even fewer could live here. Non-wolves were seen to be little more than children or defective wolves, we were weaker than they were, remained completely oblivious to the wealth of natural information they used every day, to know how to live within and manipulate nature to better suit the pack.

      There were occasions of werewolf men taking non-wolves as partners, but it was seen as creepy, like marrying a teenager. Your rank in the pack came from your strength and skill, and no one other than wolves could match them. I’d be little other than a clumsy, immature pet, to be kept for its endearing ineptitude. “If it comes to that, I’ll be grateful to take you up on your offer, but right now I’m still able to stay independent.”

      “It is that brother of yours, isn’t it?” Miriam said, her green eyes boring into mine. She shook her head and hissed in disgust, “Him. He’s no more than the hunger. It is only death that can give him what he wants.”

      “He could get off the yellow. I did,” I snapped back.

      “He is not you,” Miriam said with a slight smile, placing her hand on mine. “You are so much stronger, and anyway, he has been in the grips of the marigold for too long. All that he was has been taken, consumed. There is nothing left for him to fight with, for him to want to fight.”

      “We’ll see,” I said, thinking of the mess I was likely to have to clean up when I got home.

      “You let your beast have its head,” she said, then got to her feet. “Stay safe, little white one. Your gift is appreciated, you add to the strength of the pack. Now take the bag back. We do not traffic in dark things like this,” she said, casting an eye over several elders who looked like they’d protest. 

      “As you wish, Alpha,” I said and picked it up along with her letter. Nathaniel moved to take them from me when I produced the slate for her to sign.

      “It does not allow me to make my mark?” she said with a frown.

      I took a look at it, “Oh fuck, I forgot to get Rohan to sign it. We’re going to have to go back and get his sign and then…”

      “Give it here,” Nathaniel said and picked up the stylus to sign for the vampire king. 

      “It’ll reject...” I started to say but the device trilled, indicating his signature had been accepted. “You didn't deduct the travel costs from the job and gave me a bonus?” He shrugged in response. I shook my head and passed it on to Miriam, who completed the paperwork.

      

      I walked away from the courier outlet with a wallet full of cash and Stan sporting a sour face. Gods, I could afford to pay the rent and get some food for once. “You don't have to hang around,” I said to Nathaniel. “I can walk from here.”

      “I’ll drop you at home,” he said. “Keeps me away from the Palace.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, “the walk will do me good.”

      “Going to play nursemaid?” he said, cocking his head to one side. “Seems like you’re trying to help someone who doesn’t want it, and won't take assistance from those who want to help you.”

      “Because you have me all sorted out from one bike ride?” I said. “Maybe I just don’t want some weird-ass vampire knowing where I live, huh?”

      He shook his head with a grimace. “Every damned vampire in the Quarter knows where you live. You are the flock on which they feed, and they’re very good shepherds. They’re waiting to see if you fall out of favour with the MacIntyres, and if you do, you’ll find yourself whisked from wherever you are and deposited between the king’s legs to eat dick for the foreseeable future. The others, they don’t have options, but you do. Here, in the Quarter, in this city, they look at the pigment in your skin and in your hair, and they make decisions. What you are. What you’ll do. What can be done to you with impunity. No matter what you say or do, no matter how smart, fast, or talented you are, they’ll use their force of arms or numbers to force you into that role if you don’t comply. You have to pick a side, that’s what whites do. This balancing act you got going with the factions is bloody unstable. Wouldn't take much for it all to fall down. Miriam to die, the boys getting tired of waiting around...”

      I swallowed hard. “Maybe I’m not content to be someone’s pet my whole life,” I said. “Maybe I want the power to forge my own course.  Maybe I want the power to make my own place in the hierarchy, create my own faction.”

      His grin was immediate, but I couldn't tell if he was happy or just patronising me. “Well, I’d like to see that, but if that’s seriously what you want to do, being a courier won’t get you there. You need a power base.”

      “What? All the malcontents and misfits that are outside the factions?”

      “Maybe.” His phone rang and he fished it out of his pocket. “You want that ride?” I shook my head. “Suit yourself, little white girl. Be seeing you.”

      

      I kinda regretted turning down the lift. The sun was starting to go down and the wind was picking up. I shivered in my jacket, pulling the collar up around my ears. I tended not to notice the clatter of falling rubble and the corresponding skitters through it, it was a common enough sound. Now I looked into the growing gloom and saw the vague shapes of figures perched expectantly. By the time I reached the shop I was jumping out of my skin. I knew how precarious my situation was.

      It’d taken me long enough to forge the alliances back when I was a freelance runner. I did free jobs and ingratiated myself the best I could to try and get the tools for me to roam as freely as possible through the Quarter, only signing up with Carson’s when I had it all in place. I was one of a handful of whites on staff, the job usually going to vamps or young wolves trying to prove themselves, fighting through enemy territory to deliver their parcels. 

      I bought some stuff to knock up into a simple meal and then trudged up the stairs to the flat. The landlord, Anne's door swung open as I passed. “Lethe, I was in your place to fix the toilet again. Mrs Andrews let me know about the stench. Your brother...”

      “I know, I’m sorry.”

      “The other tenants weren’t pleased when I agreed to let the two of you rent here. Albinos are junkies and we don't want junkies in the building. Your brother was lying in a pile of his own puke.”

      “I know, I know...”

      “This can’t keep happening, Lethe.”

      “I’ve got the rent,” I said, dropping my bag and scrabbling in my pockets.

      “Lethe...”

      “Please, another chance. It’s getting cold and it makes it hard to find somewhere.”

      “You have those vamp boys that are always coming by. Boys like that have nice places to go to.”

      I fell silent. What could I say? That they’d refuse to take him? It would only confirm her own fears. That if forced, they’d drain him dry and he’d beg them to do so? It was why they kept their distance from me, except to renew their claim. Well, that and the fact I wouldn’t fuck them. “Please...”

      “Last chance, Lethe,” she said, grabbing the money from my hand, “but any more of this bullshit...”

      “I know, there won’t be.”

      “You need to start looking out for yourself. You don’t buy into any of the white bullshit. You stay clean, earn an honest dollar.”

      “Of course, and thank you, for dealing with Marley.”

      “See that it doesn't happen again,” Anne said, shutting her door behind her.

      

      All my promises were lies. I could no more promise Marley would straighten up, than I could promise someone the moon. I lied, and I lied, and I lied, to try and keep ahead of the threats for the day, to try and survive. We had Outreach tomorrow. All of us whites were supposed to be medicated, it’d been a part of the treaty written after the Revolution. None of the other factions had cared, it kept us compliant and horny, which suited the vamps, the wolves that used to trade us and the dark witches who cut us up for spells. The rest were too busy fighting for their own concessions. The humans had wanted it because of some obscure texts that had been found. We were supposed to be the conduits to the gods and the hallucinogenic powder from the giant farmed marigolds was supposed to be our link to them. Once a week, every single one of the albinos in the Quarter was shoved into the same room or risked a kill order.

      

      I unlocked my door and smelt the sharp scent of bleach. I dropped the food on the kitchen table and went to Marley’s room. “We have to go to Outreach!” he snapped at me, his blue eyes standing out brightly in his gaunt face.

      “Outreach isn't until tomorrow,” I said, backing away.

      “Tomorrow! No, no, no! It can't, it has to be... you, you need to get it, get some for me!” I felt the familiar weight of his will pressing down on me. It was like a mental itch you couldn't scratch, a sudden impulse. It was weak though; he was so depleted he had few resources to use to try and force me.

      “Stop that!” I snarled. “Don’t you ever push on me!”

      He instantly dissolved into tears, dropping down onto his mattress, his fingers digging into his brittle hair, pulling at it hard enough to break chunks of it out. It fell from his hands like confetti as tears streamed down his face. “Marley...” 

      “It hurts!” He cried, his face a mask of agony. “It’s like someone’s cutting me with hot knives, like I’m burning from the inside.” 

      “I bought us some food,” I said, pulling him out in the main room. “You’ll feel much better with something in you.”

      “I don't want fucking food,” he screamed, tossing the bag in the air. Bread and cans went flying around the room. “You know what I need! You know what will make me feel better!” His eyes swivelled to land on me. “You can get some. They want you at the Palace, always asking me to bring you. They won’t turn you away.”

      “No...”

      “Yes, go.” His eyes narrowed, his glare becoming almost a palpable thing, his voice taking on that odd, echoey quality it did when he was trying for a serious persuasion. “Go, go...”

      I punched him with everything I had, using the energy he’d forced into me to drive my fist into his temple. He fell back like a handful of sticks, eyes rolled up in his head, out cold. The terrible push to go out, and by any means return to the Palace, slowly left my body. I sat on one of the chairs, arms wrapped around me, my muscles shuddering with the effort of stopping myself from obeying. When I felt it was safe, I walked around the kitchen, retrieving the food he’d so carelessly cast aside. Finally, I stepped over him and walked into my bedroom.

      Wind whistled through my window. I’d need to do something about that when winter came or I wouldn’t survive. I grabbed all my clothes, including the ones in good need of a wash and spread them over the thin blanket I used, sliding carefully underneath so as not to dislodge them. The steel springs were ice cold, but the clothes were a comforting weight. I lay there, probably for hours, listening to the mournful wail of the wind. The world’s weirdest lullaby.

      

      They came sometime in the night. I dimly heard the rustle of the plastic, looking up groggily in the dark. “S’ok,” one of them said, settling down beside me, “go back to sleep.” The other took the empty side, tangling his fingers in mine. His hands were ice cold, but the heavy cocoon of their bodies trapped all of my available body heat around me, lulling me back to sleep. They were gone when I awoke, a cold cup of coffee and a sandwich left by the bed the only thing to let me know they had been there. I sipped the icy liquid and wondered what the fuck to do.
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      “Come on, let’s get these bitches into the truck,” Rohan said as he ambled around the large vehicle. His people moved almost as sluggishly as the pregnant albinos they were piling in. He missed his inner circle the minute he arrived. He couldn’t use trusted lieutenants for this job, people started developing morals when pregnant girls were being served up to Hesse on a platter, even if they were albino ones.

      “Is that all of them?” he said to Buckley, who was just walking into the shed now.

      “Not quite,” the man said with a sly smile. “Found a few…stragglers.”

      “You’re not fucking taking her!”

      Ah, the hysterics, Rohan thought.

      In the open doorway, he saw the silhouetted figure of an albino girl, kicking and screaming, being man-handled towards the truck. Defiance, he noted with slitted eyes, can’t fucking abide defiance.

      “Drug the girl!” he snapped, her shrill cries already starting to grate. He didn’t mind a woman screaming under him as much as the next man, and not necessarily from pleasure either, but right now his cock wasn’t hard so he just wanted her to shut the fuck up.

      “NO!” Rohan turned slowly to see one of his Horde being held back by his people. The man threw himself against the bodies of his supposed brethren, making an embarrassing display. “She can’t take the drugs! Annie, no drugs, love. You know what the witchbreed said!”

      Annie said very little, sobbing as she was shoved into the back of the truck, pale hands clawing at the metal sides in an attempt to prevent the inevitable. Rohan watched her attempts with a frown, hissing to himself as he strode over.

      “I said, fucking drug her!” The vampire king picked up the dosing gun from the walls of the truck, checking to see if it was loaded. Seeing the bright yellow liquid in the chamber he dialled the dosage up. Pregnant bitches could be bloody hard to subdue if they were off their medication for some time. Filled with romantic notions of birthing weak little pale babies, they suddenly developed hitherto unseen spines, like this one.

      “Bring her here,” he snarled, the rattle in his throat enough to shock the lot of them into compliance, his people and his albino.

      “No, no, no,” the woman sobbed, her teeth grinding as she was forced closer. People would’ve scarce believed him, that one little white bitch could make it difficult for three vampires to drug, but here he was. His hand struck out like a snake, burying it in her cobweb fine locks and dragged her over when he had it wrapped around his fist. He lowered his face until it was inches from hers, this Annie.

      “You will take your medicine like a good little girl, or I will get up into the back of this truck and kick that baby out of your body myself. Do you hear me?”

      He shook her to punctuate his every word, even the dazed girls sitting in the truck shuffled away from him despite being drugged up to the gills. Annie didn’t agree, she just sobbed, snot trails trickling down her face. He put the gun against her neck and pulled the trigger, everyone flinching at the loud click. He let the girl drop when her eyes rolled back in her head, her skull bouncing against the truck tray. The gun landed with a clatter when he shot his people a glare that made it clear what he thought about their performance.

      He strode over to the man being held back by his lackeys. He shoved past them, getting immediately in the face of the interloper.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Rohan, man, Annie, she’s my—”

      “She’s your what? Your love? Your one and only? Seriously, why would I give a fuck…”-What is this man’s name? His brain stuttered for a moment, then threw up the answer- “…Fletcher?”

      “But she’s…”

      “She’s what, Fletch? Soft, willing, wet? They all are you stupid fuck. It’s why we keep them in all the drugs and sex they can take and then some. Are you seriously going to do this?” Rohan gestured to Fletcher, then the van. “You’re going to contradict your king, the leader of the mother fucking Horde, for that?”

      Rohan watched as Fletcher seemed to come to himself. Some developed feelings for the little white beasts, it was an occupational hazard when people got naked regularly, but it certainly wasn’t something the Horde supported. Fletcher’s eyes began to dart as if he saw the other black-clad vampires around him for the first time, then his king.

      “Fuck, Rohan…” he said.

      “Your Majesty,” Rohan said with a snap. Spines stiffened across the group as they heard the ring of command. He was mildly gratified that all of them fell to their knees then, even the amoral dickbags he was forced to deal with when moving this kind of shipment.

      Now it’s time to reaffirm those bonds, he thought.

      “The girls go to Hesse when they fall pregnant. That’s what needs to happen. The Horde is no place to raise a kid. We can’t offer…” What was her damn name? “…Annie, the kind of care she needs to get through her pregnancy. Kids grow up in the Crèche and Annie will be back in your arms before you know it.”

      She wouldn’t, he’d make a note of that to Hesse. He needed his people loyal to him, not the fucking albinos. At least the vampire women never troubled him with this shit. The symbiote rendered them sterile, like any useful woman.

      He waited until he saw the nod of Fletcher’s head before helping him to his feet, pulling the man into a rough hug. “You want my advice? Stick to fucking the boys for a while. Some of them are just as sweetly rounded and soft and even hungrier for cock, if that’s possible. Get a couple of whores, a gram or two of yellow and some rum on me. Tell the quartermaster I sent you.”

      He patted Fletcher on the shoulder, waiting until he walked slowly back to his car where his mates waited for him, and then they all drove away.

      “Right!” he said, jerking the rest of them to attention. “We need to get on the road. The gateway into the Crèche is only opened at certain times and Hesse hates to wait. You want those thick fucking bonuses; you need to start earning them. Get in the back of the truck.”

      He didn’t wait to see if he was obeyed, leaders didn’t. Instead, he climbed into the cab where Janice, his faithful driver, sat behind the wheel, motor idling. He waited until he heard the slam of the truck’s back doors and then nodded to her.

      

      The truck rumbled through the streets, the border patrol waving as they crossed over into the hybrid sector. His eyes glazed over as they passed shabby shops and dingy front yards. It never ceased to amaze him, this prosaic need to emulate the humans. He blamed the giant TV screens that played human propaganda. Just as Hesse wanted, it indoctrinated the leaderless hybrids into thinking this small, scrabbling existence was the proper one. He flicked his cigarette out the open window. He was an apex predator, kept locked in a cage. He didn’t need a garden or to eke out a living selling third grade shit the humans sold them through the Wall. He needed to live his life red in tooth and claw.

      The truck rolled up to the Crèche, Janice leaning over to speak into the intercom to announce who they were. It gleamed, shining perfectly unmarred against the grungy exterior of the Crèche outer wall. What Hesse did not want destroyed remained impervious. Janice was given the go-ahead and the great gates swung open.

      

      “You’re late.”

      Rohan rolled his eyes as he got out of the truck but had a smooth expression of polite solicitude in place by the time he faced the hero of the Revolution. Hesse stood there, well outside the reach of his no doubt impressively armed guards, tapping his well-made leather shoes.

      “Apologies, we had some difficulties with one of our ‘charges’, but we have almost twenty girls for that little baby mill of yours.” Rohan took the clipboard from Janice and handed it over. “You’ve got the serial numbers and details of each girl and that of the suspected father.”

      “Suspected?” Rohan watched the man’s famous brown eyes narrow.

      “Sorry, Charles, but I stop short of telling the men where their dicks need to go. Probably shouldn’t look the baby gift horse in the mouth,” the king jerked his head in the direction of the now groggy women being unloaded and pushed towards Hesse’s security team. He smirked when he saw the heavily armed humans shuffle away from them.

      Hesse ripped the clipboard from his hands and then motioned for one of his men to come forward. He did, placing a briefcase right next to Hesse’s leg but not coming any closer. Hesse sighed and then held out the bag for the king. “Let’s not pretend this little arrangement isn’t mutually beneficial. You get new recruits from the human children born of these women and then compliant bed partners and food sources from the albino ones.” Hesse reached inside his double-breasted jacket and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “These are the next crosses we want to trial.”

      Rohan flicked through the papers, unsurprised to see some of his top men on the roster. “This one will be a problem. She doesn’t play at the Palace.”

      Hesse glanced at the name on the list, more focussed on the stats beside the name. “And when has the wants or needs of an albino ever stood in your way? Are you getting soft in your old age, Rohan?”

      “No more than you are, Charles. Two of my lieutenants have been sniffing around her since the Crèche days. I’ll see if I can give them a shove in the right direction.”

      “Do that. I’ll see you again next month.”

      

      Rohan waited until they were back in the shed to divvy up the money. He knew he had to pay them promptly, unlike his better employees. That which allowed them to manhandle drugged pregnant women also made them unreliable when rewards weren’t immediate and generous. He made it clear he kept none of the money himself. Despite Fletcher’s theatrics, he was a benevolent ruler. He gave the biggest wad to Janice, who accepted it without a word, tucking it into her jacket before driving him back to the Palace.
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      “Morning, did you sleep well?” I emerged out of my room to see a tidy flat and Marley dressed in clean clothes, his hair slicked back from his face. He’d even showered. I looked him over warily, looking for signs of how he’d done it. If he was gaunt last night, now he was positively cadaverous. The bones stabbed through his skin, all too clear in their shapes. 

      “You persuaded yourself,” I said, a sinking feeling settling in my gut.

      “Have to be neat and tidy for Outreach. Have to look respectable.”

      “Marley, they’re going to take one look at you and see you’re in a bad way...”

      “Yes, they will, because I am.” He looked at me and despite the horror of his face, for a moment in those pale blue eyes, I could see the shadow of my brother looking back at me. “Perhaps they’ll give me the palliative dosage.” I bit back my reply. They gave higher doses to those whites who were in the process of dying. The drug tended to burn us up and when we started to flicker, they gave us the final tool to snuff us out. He seemed calm about the idea, his hands loosely sitting in his lap. “You have to let me go, love someone more deserving. I know I nearly cost you this place, I jeopardise your life. You should be free.”

      I spent most of my days envying the freedoms of others. I wanted to be able to roam the Quarter unmolested like the boys, be able to fight my way out of anything like wolves, be able to conjure the fantastic like the witches. Every time I went to HQ, I imagined the freedom of living on the other side, of being able to get in a car and leave the city. But this, the potential of finally being alone, hung over me like a dense cloud that had me struggling to breathe. From my very first memory, Marley was there. The boys confided later that they thought Marley had coerced me from a young age to love him. It didn't matter. I knew from books and TV that most humans had a bunch of people obligated to love and care for them that were called family and Marley was mine. When I considered the reality of it, the world seemed like a very big empty space without him.

      “We should go,” he said. “We should arrive right on time. I don't have that much to burn to get through this. I’ll need your help walking there as it is.” I was saved from answering by a knock on the door and when I opened it, the boys were there.

      “We’ll take you,” Bennett said. “He won’t make it without a ride.” I just nodded. Watching his shaky attempt to get to his feet, I could see the truth in it.

      “I’ll just get my jacket,” I said. Gavin shrugged off his and passed it to me. I pulled it on, the toasty absorbed body heat welcome on my cold skin. I hooked my thumbs in the long sleeves of my shirt, I always made sure I was covered up for Outreach and grabbed my keys. We made our way down the stairs, Bennett carrying Marley. He was deposited gingerly into the car and then off we went. 

      Outreach was a program they’d never run with other anomalous. We were the only ones weak enough for them to consider bringing into a huge room built inside the Wall. In theory, if you could fight your way past the lines of blooded soldiers, you’d be free and clear and in Meridian City. “Retinal identification,” the soldier asked as we walked towards the door. His opaque green LED visor peered at us, the ticking of his blood pump a little background music for the process. “Lethe Quinn, identified, you can go in. Marley Quinn, identified, you can go in.”

      The boys sat leaning on the car, I looked back at them until the spiral entrance closed back up again. A blast of air let us know the inspection process was starting. “Weapons, nil,” an electric voice said. I’d left my pocket knife back in the car, and Marley had never bothered with physical weapons.

      The next airlock opened. We went in and were scanned again, “No altered states detected.” I chuckled at that. I think that scan was more for show, Marley had used persuasion in the airlock more than once. “Proceed to Outreach. You have been assigned O’Reilly and Miles. Proceed to table 5.” 

      “O’Reilly? He’s always good for a touch,” my brother said with a wolfish grin. “Let’s go, it’s score time.”

      

      I let him steer me towards table 5, his hand curiously steady now. The bright electric lights momentarily blinded me as we walked, but sure enough, there was one of the orderlies we’d seen since we were kids. “A rookie too! You take the old man, I’ll take the newbie,” Marley said.

      “A newbie will be primed to the gills with repellent…” I warned but he didn’t care. He looked down at me for a moment, that burning grin even brighter than the incandescent light glaring down at us from the ceiling. There he was, my beautiful brother. It pained me to see the fierce smile on his skull-like face, but it’d been so long since I’d seen it. I’d take it in whatever form I could get it.

      When we were young he’d been irrepressible, unable to be contained by anything but the fucking Wall. He’d careened through the Quarter like a whirlwind, never buying into the bullshit roles we were supposed to observe as whites. 

      “I love that you think that is enough to stop me,” he said and strode across the floor, dragging me behind him.

      We arrived abruptly in front of O’Reilly and his colleague’s tables. Marley gave me a little shove when I didn’t immediately take a seat. I stumbled into the back of it, managing to stop myself from falling over as he let me go by pulling it out and sitting down hard on the chair. O’Reilly barely noticed. He had my file out, flicking through the pages with a cursory glance before grabbing a new report form, always in triplicate, and looking up at me expectantly.

      “You reported to Outreach a week ago?” he said, peering over the top of his glasses.

      “Yes, to you,” I replied, leaning back and crossing my arms across my chest.

      “So you did.” He gave my file a perfunctory glance which would have told him nothing. He didn’t need to; he didn’t give a shit enough to actually read it. “So, what’s been happening for the last few days?” He flicked the report form pages over until he got to the checklist, “Any headaches, nose bleeds, visual disturbances or nausea…”

      “None.”

      He ticked off several of the boxes on the sheet, barely looking at them, “How’s the skin pigmentation thing?” I jerked my sleeves down over my hands which caught his eyes. He looked down at my fingers, “Any pretty lights happening?”

      “No.”

      “Pretty lights?” his colleague said, peering over at me.

      “Luminous pigmentation, all over her skin. Quite lovely when she was a little thing.” He grabbed my hand and jerked my sleeve back. “You see the flat spots? Each one flares brightly as a candle. We had some hopes there for a while, but it turned out to be nothing.”

      The new orderly didn’t look reassured at all, his eyes shifting from me to Marley with a familiar expression. My brother’s smile broadened a little, wide with just a touch of sheepishness. That would be deliberate, all of it would be. To lull the guy with his button-down shirt and neatly combed hair, a nice counterpoint to O’Reilly’s grey shabbiness. Lull him into thinking we were just naughty kids who needed their medication, lots of their medication, to stop us becoming some sort of freaky, walking, talking light show.  I’m not sure if it worked, he bent his head over the form so it was hard to tell what he was thinking. I pulled my sleeve back down over my hand and refocussed on O’Reilly.

      He was ticking off most of the checklist for me. He knew what I manifested and what I didn’t. Well, he knew what I kept telling him. I fiddled with the cuff of my sleeve as he ticked away, filling in one side of the form and flicking over to the next as I listened to Marley’s orderly painstakingly go through each question. I looked down the row and around the hall as O’Reilly worked. He’d let me know when he wanted my input, I just had to sit here until he got to it.

      I looked at all the other albinos, sitting down, diligently answering questions before being dismissed with different sized bags of yellow powder in tow. There was a lot more now that the doors had opened. Others waited in neat lines in front of their usual orderly despite the fact there were others sitting at tables with no one to deal with. We liked repetition, familiarity, relationships we were used to, even if they weren’t particularly helpful ones. New was scary, dangerous. Or just tedious dealing with someone who wanted to review our case just to make sure no one has missed anything, to make sure our dosage was right, our symptoms weren’t relapsing.

      “Your dosage seems very high,” the new orderly said, peering at Marley with a suspicious squint.

      His smile didn’t falter, well, not to the average person’s perspective. I’d known Marley a long time, I knew where the small signs where. He usually had a lot of success with new orderlies, they were fresh and still susceptible to impression, they hadn’t degenerated into a protective apathy like O’Reilly here.

      “I’ve been on it for a long time,” Marley replied, voice a perfect pitched calm. “I’ve built up a tolerance.”

      “Tolerance? Perhaps we should be looking at an amplifier, rather than higher doses. If we give you much more, we run the risk of a fatality.”

      “Do you think avoiding a fatality is really an issue right now?” he said. The orderly seemed to see Marley for the first time, his eyes taking in the ragged hair and skeletal face, the red-tipped fingers with broken skin on the knuckles, the steady jerk of his knee. “You’re thinking palliative right now. End of life, a humane death.”

      “Marley,” I said as the echo crept back into his voice.

      O’Reilly looked up finally and over at the two of them with a frown. “Don’t fuck about with amplifiers with these little pricks. They’re likely to metabolise it completely differently and mutate or something.” He jerked Marley’s file away from the orderly and scanned the pages within until he found his dosage record. He punched the latest number with a thick finger, “Says here 700 grams---“

      “That’s insanely high!”

      “And they need to be insanely high, after what we did to them,” O’Reilly dug through the other orderly’s dispensary bag, pulling out one fat yellow packet and dropping it with a thud onto the table before looking for another. “You’ve only got 500-gram bags. You need to divvy them up into smaller doses before you get to Outreach.” O’Reilly tossed the second 500-gram bag in his palm, looking from the orderly to Marley and back again. “Just give him the kilo—” The orderly spluttered but O’Reilly ignored him. “Give him the kilo and write it up on his dosage record. If he’s stupid enough to shoot the lot up in one go, no one’s going to complain. Another dead white. Look at him, he’s one foot in the grave as it is. You won’t see him next week, mark my words.” 

      The orderly was going to argue, I could see it, his chest was puffing out, his face starting to redden as he worked himself up to anger. “You don’t get it; the little fuck could probably ‘persuade’ you to give him your whole dispensary if he was in the mood. And that’s when he’s stoned out of his mind on a regular basis.” O’Reilly shot Marley a look and his smile widened, this time with a glitter that was much more genuine. “Take the path of least resistance,” O’Reilly said in disgust as he shoved the second bag across the table at Marley, “You won’t stay long in this job if you don’t. Now you.” He looked up as Marley got to his feet, “Don’t just piss off with your haul. Have a seat at the front, there’s a talk you need to hear before you leave.”

      “On more ways to be a constructive member of society? Seriously, I’ve heard them all,” Marley tucked the bags into his jacket pockets with a smirk.

      “No, this one’s from our lord and master. Non-attendance could find you in much bigger trouble than someone experimenting with amplifiers on you.” 

      The social mask that both of us, that all of us maintained in the outside world, dropped for a moment. Marley’s smile didn’t falter, it evaporated. I looked at him and he looked at me. “Hesse…” I don’t know which of us said it, but the name came out as it always did, in a hiss.

      “Her-her arm! She’s manifesting!”

      I heard the orderly’s yelp as if from very far away, hollow and echoing, from down a tunnel. O’Reilly’s iron grip on my arm, yanking it down and shoving my sleeve up as he turned it from one side to the other soon snapped me out of it. I jerked back but he held me fast. I felt it, the rise, the suffocating pressure in my chest as my heart beat faster and faster. I could hear it, smashing against my eardrums. My mouth opened, to cry, to let it out…

      “Lethe. Lethe. Be calm.” Marley’s face swam into view, filling my field of vision suddenly. His bright blue eyes shone, sparkling in the swimming glare. It almost made me feel nauseous. But it didn’t, it stopped, all of it stopped. His voice, I could hear it, it was so steady and calm. A contagious calm, a seductive calm.

      “But-but…the glow. That's active mosaicism!”

      “She’s a chimaera,” O’Reilly said as he scribbled down something on my file. “Though until now, I thought she was dormant.” He flicked rapidly through my notes, scanning them grimly. “Calm yourself, this just means she needs a top-up, to make sure she doesn’t turn into something else much less useful.”

      “But…but…!”

      O’Reilly’s eyes narrowed to slits as he shot the white-faced orderly a look. “She’s scared. They all are when they see him. He’s the one that ordered some very creative experiments on them, he always watched and recorded the results, personally. Sonny boy here’s going to keep her calm whilst I hit her with a maintenance shot. Keep her nice and muzzy so she doesn’t go postal when the big man arrives—” O’Reilly bent over his bag and had a needle out and a small ampoule of ready mixed Angelicus in one hand before I realised it was for me. The narcotic marigold, yellow, I hadn’t had it since I was a teenager, having spent a harrowing month or two going through withdrawal.

      “No! No! No!” I yelped, trying to wrench my arm free of him as he struggled to prime the needle. I whipped my head from one side to the other, scanning the crowd and their reaction. I couldn’t afford to make too much noise, if I was seen to be making a fuss there’d be soldiers on top of me in a short time.

      “Hold her still!” O’Reilly snapped. At the other orderly or at Marley I wasn’t sure. I didn’t care, I just wanted my arm free. My heart beat so fast I could barely hear much else. I gritted my teeth, tensed my arm muscles…

      And let myself go limp. The glowing marks that tracked up my arm, all over my body went dark and flat in that instant. The skin just looked very faintly pocked, with tiny little dots, dots that swirled and curled around my forearm and bicep.

      “No,” I said quietly as O’Reilly went to inject the needle, the sharp point hovering over my flesh.

      And he stopped.

      “I’m fine,” I said in an almost monotone, “I was just a little shocked.”

      “You need a higher dose, you shouldn’t be manifesting like that at all with what you’re on,” O’Reilly growled.

      “You’re right. Perhaps my medication should be reviewed. But if you give me that dose now, I’ll find it very hard to sit through the talk and nearly impossible to get home. Snoring through Hesse’s presentation will look very bad.” I watched the emotions flicker across his face. O’Reilly had maintained a perfect mask of apathy for so long it was amazing to see that he had the capacity for other feelings.

       “I’ll take her home. Right after the talk. I’ll make sure she gets there safely, takes her dose,” Marley said. He looked at me, then Marley and back again for a moment, before bending over my file and furiously scribbling in some new recommendations.

      “You’ll need to submit for some extra bloods next week. Should be today but we weren’t prepared for this. The labs are backed up with the internal review. They need to look at your levels, make sure you’re still in remission. You don’t turn up; a kill order will be served.”

      “Of course,” I nodded and took a long slow breath. Be calm, be calm, don’t flare.

      A blood test would be a death sentence in itself. They’d do my blood work and see I’d been un-medicated for years and kill me for non-compliance. O’Reilly finally nodded, capped the needle and handed it to Marley along with another two 500-gram bags for me. “You see she gets it. You siphon off her stash and I’ll hunt you down myself.”

      “Of course,” Marley said, his voice a purr of reassurance. I felt his words vibrate a little in my ear, the familiar shift in tension that followed. Even the freaked out new orderly looked a little more mellow, leaning back in his chair.

      I think O’Reilly was persuaded. It was hard to tell. He’d seen it all. We used to get brought here in nice neat lines by our teachers when we were little, and then they tested us until they saw what capabilities we had. It was never anything useful, albinos were bred to augment the powers of others. Apart from the occasional like Marley, we were all potential, no end result. O’Reilly didn’t get a chance to reply. We all turned when the entourage of black-suited men arrived. I saw albinos pouring through the door, they were really hustling to get everybody in for this. It could be about only one thing: Reunion.

      “Looks like the man himself is about to arrive, we’d better go,” Marley said, reaching down and taking my arm. “She’s in safe hands.”

      I heard O’Reilly snort at this as we moved with the rest of the crowd, grabbing a seat in the very back row. We sat down, close to the end, Marley left his arm wrapped around my shoulder as if for support.

      “Good going,” he hissed with a small smile. “A kilo haul, that will do very nicely.”

      “They’ve ordered bloods, Marley. They’ll kill me!”

      “Shhh,” he insisted, “I’ll tag along for support. No one will test for anything we don’t want them to find. They won’t do anything to you.”

      

      If he remembers, my brain prompted me helpfully. I felt Marley’s arm tighten around me as the burn rippled up and down my arms. I yanked my sleeves down over my hands harder now, wadding the loose fabric into tight balls in my fists, I took a deep breath.

      Soldiers began to file in, adding to the already extensive group of them, leaving only a small circle free by the microphone. A woman, with long waves of perfectly coiffed black hair and a perfectly fitted white dress, was led to stand to one side of the podium, then came the man himself. Dressed in a dark blue suit, we looked upon the exact same face we’d seen as children, that generations of whites had looked upon. The first successful test subject of his own inventions of youth serums, Hesse.

      

      “Bring her over here and try the needles. It seemed to make her react last time. No, don’t worry about that, it’s just tantrums. They’re always trying to get out of the tests. Those lights, I need to see the lights. There’s something there, I know it.”

      

      I blinked, coming back to the room abruptly. Marley looked down at me in concern, reaching over to clasp my hand with his. “It’ll be OK, we’ll get through this.”

      “Good afternoon everyone, I’ve come down to see you all to talk about the upcoming Reunion celebration. Many of you have participated in the ritual for years, and we thank you for your efforts, but some new information has come to light that will affect how it is carried out this year. I’d like to hand you over to her Highness, the Crown Princess Sasha.”

      Reunion, yet another reason for the world to hate us. The yearly celebration where the devoted strove to recreate the conditions that brought the gods to earth in the first place, albinos both before and after the Revolution were dragged to the island of Talos. They stood before the Ladder of the Gods, which was just like it sounds, a black ladder that had been on Talos since the dawn of time, leading up into the heavens. Then all the good little albinos danced, performing the ritual and hoping the gods would return. They didn’t, of course they didn’t, but it never stopped people from wishing.

      There would be festivals and all of this pomp and ceremony ahead of the day, everyone getting excited, the ministers stirring the believers. And then afterwards would come the recriminations.

      “Good afternoon, I think you’ll find this information as exciting as I do. As you know, I am the last surviving member of the Lyran royal family, and the only anomalous member of the government of Meridian City. I believe it is my responsibility to try and advocate for the rights of humans and anomalous both. Reunion, the return of the gods to our world, is the only way the breach between humans and non-humans can be mended. Reunion is our way to bring down the Wall. Which brings me to your role. The sacred albinos have always been featured in the religious texts,” she said, pressing her thumb on a clicker so that reproductions of temple paintings were screened on the wall.

      These were very familiar; our teachers had gone over them multiple times when we were kids. “You can see in this image that the albino is the link between the gods and the world. Without you, we are left in our current godless state, abandoned to lurch from one disaster to the next, without divine guidance. I believe with some subtle changes to the ritual, that this time we may truly achieve Reunion.”

      She was very passionate; you could see from her expressions and gestures, that she was extremely excited by her subject matter. It was just.. she was the only one. Hesse looked on politely, the soldiers were a wall of expressionless muscle and us? We were a motley collection of misfits, junkies and blood bags, what did she expect? More than the deafening silence she was met with evidently. 

      “So, I will show you the customary ritual which I am sure you all know, and then the variations I am proposing. I need a volunteer.” Ten soldiers took a step forward, putting themselves between the princess and us. She turned to Hesse, “I need a volunteer to demonstrate the steps otherwise this will be a pointless exercise.”

      “Perhaps I can perform the role of partner,” Hesse said smoothly, taking her hand in his and spinning her into the first formation. 

      “Can you believe this shit?” Marley hissed, smiling his crooked grin at me. I blinked in the face of it, it was so hard to see him acting like his old self. His hand began to shake and our eyes both dropped. His fingers tightened around mine to stop it.

      “Marley…” I hissed.

      “It’ll be OK, I’ll get some yellow and some food into me as soon as we’re out of here. I’ll be fine.”

      “So you see, instead of a twist and then a hop, it will be twist, twist, hop, arabesque,” Sasha continued.

      “My staff have all taken extensive notes of your innovations and will be implementing them at each Outreach session, Your Highness, right up until the Reunion ceremony.”

      “And we will do several dry runs at the site,” she said, lips flattening into a thin line.

      “That may be a little difficult to manage. Reunion is already a nightmare safety-wise, but at any rate, this is a discussion for later. Everyone is dismissed.” 

      

      I should’ve heard the guard ticking as I walked into the airlock. I pulled Marley to his feet the minute Hesse stepped down from the podium. I didn’t hear Marley’s protest, just saw his lips move as I yanked him after me. “Where do you think you’re going?” The soldier grabbed me in one moment and had me shoved up against the wall in the next.

      “Fuck!” I could hear it now, that insistent little ticking sound, the blood pump picking up speed as he was exerting himself.

      “Look, officer…” Marley started but it was futile.

      The soldiers were invulnerable to the persuasive lilt in Marley’s voice. I couldn’t see his eyes behind the dark shining visor but knew there would be no rapid pupil flare. Jacked up on pump fed vamp blood harvested in the post-Revolutionary mass slaughter of vampires we called The Terror; he was immune to anything any one of us could try. “You are marked for a 7-day compliance tracer.”

      “Wha—?” I didn’t get a chance to protest, they were so damn fast. My shirt was yanked back from my shoulder, the muzzle of the tagging gun cold against my skin. There was a dead click and then…the pain. “Oh, fuck.”

      He let me go and I slumped to the ground, pain and nausea overwhelming me in a series of waves. I whimpered as my shoulder ached and swelled, the tracer settling, fusing with my nervous system.

      “Hey, hey you’ll be OK---“

      “I’m going to throw up.”

      “Not here, all over the nice man’s boots.”

       He was trying to be gentle I knew, but my head swam as Marley pulled me up by my good arm. My gorge rose as we rapidly moved, we barely got through the last airlock before I was throwing up in the bushes that grew by the wall. Marley murmured something soothing as he held back my hair until I was finished. “What the fuck happened to her!” one of the boys said.

      “Let’s get you in the car.”

      My legs felt like rubber, my ankles threatening to give out with each step. I hadn’t finished throwing up, there just wasn’t anything left in my stomach to shift. I ended up propped up against the car door. I yelped when Marley pulled my shirt to one side.

      “Let’s have a look now…” His hiss was a confirmation of what I feared. “We’re going to have to get you to Dax.”

      “No, not that freak.”

      “Lethe, I don’t know anyone else who’s likely to help us.”

      “What the fuck is that?” I blinked to see Gavin looking at my shoulder, aghast. “It’s like some kind of spider under her skin.”

      “It’s a compliance tracer,” Marley said. “They put them in us if they want to make sure we make Outreach or do something by a specific time. The black tendrils you see are it fusing with her nervous system. If she doesn’t do what she’s told then, boom!”

      “How do you get it out? It has to come out,” Bennett said.

      “Dax is the one who made them initially, that’s why I want her to go to Dax.”

          

      I was gently manoeuvred back into the car; the pain was receding down to a dull ache now. I heard a hiss from the backseat and turned to see Marley sticking the needle O’Reilly had given us into his arm. His eyes rolled back as the plunger deployed the drug, his body going limp. “We’re going to need to get food before we go to the pub,” I said to the boys.

      “We can get food there,” Gavin said.

      “No, Marley, he’s running some kind of compulsion on himself and it’s using him up. He’ll be dead by the end of the day if we don’t get something into him, something else to fuel it.”

      A groan came from the back seat and Marley managed to move slightly in his seat, “She’s not wrong. A drink first, with lots of calories.”

      “What did you do?” I said, staring into his slitted eyes. “What was the persuasion?”

      His smile made the bones in his face stand out in stark relief, “To be what you needed me to be.”
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      The Arms was an anomaly in the Quarter, being owned by a human. A pub built on the 9th street away from the Wall, it was surrounded by other reputable businesses rather than the rubble of the vamps’ turf. Dax had been Hesse’s chief scientist back in the day and would’ve been on the team that created the tracer in my arm. “I fucking hate the Arms,” I said as we pulled up to the front.

      “It won’t be that busy this early in the afternoon,” Bennett said.

      Marley burped, dropping the second empty take out cup of soda on the seat, “Busy or not, he’d see us. Let’s go.” 

          

      “Marley, Lethe, did you score big?” Anastasia sat on one of the bench seats outside the pub, fixing us with a sleepy gaze. Hair like a hank of raw silk, long slender limbs and skin as white as milk, she could’ve been some kind of ghostly maiden from legend. Instead, her eyes disappeared into the dark bruised skin surrounding them. She looked as if she’d been given a good smack in the mouth recently, and her legs were arranged so untidily you could see right up to her not so well trimmed bikini line.

      “No,” I said firmly, but she’d seen Marley’s face clearly enough the moment before, telling a different story. She unfolded herself from her position with surprising grace and approached him with a wobbly smile. “I’m going in,” I said shortly. This got me a cool glance that soon shifted to one of irritation when Anastasia wound her lithe limbs around his, purring. For a second standing in each other’s arms, they looked like they could be brother and sister for their similarity. Well, except that her hand started to slowly slide down the front of his pants. But this wasn’t something unique to Marley and the girl, it was all of us. Pale clones of each other.

      “Later, love,” Marley said with a grin, taking her hand out of his pants and placing a kiss across the knuckles.

      Inside the Arms was dark, warm and smelt like stale beer. The initial part was where the hybrids went and was a pretty normal bar, lots of wooden tables and chairs with a long chrome and glass bar along one wall. The bartender looked up and nodded as we walked through to a big steel covered door at the back. This was where the magic happened. A much larger space, walls painted black, stage to the left, extensive bar to the right and doors, so many doors, covering the walls. It wasn’t that empty. Half the albinos from Outreach had made the same decision and come here. So had the vamps by the look of all the black. “Down here,” Marley said, opening one of the doors with a sure hand. He’d better know where he was going. There was stuff that went on behind these doors and opening them was taken as tacit approval that it could be done to you. 

      We walked through a massive warehouse, the only light coming from long blue grow lights that were suspended from the ceiling. In planters, from one end to the other, were the huge nodding flowers of the narcotic marigold, Angelicus. Each bloom was about the size of a dinner plate and packed with tightly curled anthers saturated in the fluorescent yellow pollen from which the drug was made. The flowers shifted in the artificial breeze created by the fans, sending up tiny spirals of pollen into the air. I looked over at Marley whose fingers were twitching. “This is Dax’s special strain, it’s just as likely to have you sitting in a corner, smearing yourself with your own shit,” he said, though I wasn’t sure if that was for my benefit or for his.

      Hesse’s former chief scientist was the only human associated with his Institute to chose to live in the Quarter. He’d apparently, ‘gone native’, deciding to study us in situ rather than in a clinical setting. Word on the street was this was rare. Hesse tended to keep his former personnel close, finding other employment opportunities in the city, if performing tests on children got too much for them or they had too much fun with it. 

      He looked up when we walked into his workshop, his flat amber eyes taking us in as if he would place us amongst the thousands of kids he’d done his delightful little experiments on. He reached out a hand for me, I looked at the boys and then took the long thin fingers and he drew me towards him, simply staring. 

      His face was too smooth. Dax had been with Hesse since the beginning and had the same unlined face that he would’ve had when he first began, a young research fellow, straight out of the University of Meridian. The fine light brown hair had no grey, his grip was still strong. It was the eyes, strange golden eyes, almost pale enough to be deemed problematic, that gave him away. He looked at me and through me without blinking for an interminable amount of time. Then, with no warning, he smiled and he let me go.

      “Have a seat,” he said. “What do you need?”

      “Lethe’s been fitted with a compliance tracer,” Marley answered for me. I think he knew what I was going to say and it wouldn't have been polite.

      This earned me another vague smile, but Dax pulled a small pen torch out of his pocket and gestured to my shoulder. The correct one. I peeled the collar away gingerly. I could see now that a huge black bruise had formed, red veins radiating out from the centre.

      “What have you done to earn this?”

      “I’ve been off the gear for years. They found out.”

      “You demonstrated…your power for them?”

      He drew back, perched on his stool, pen torch clicked off and left on the bench in front of him. He almost seemed to fold in on himself, contract into the tightest possible arrangement of his limbs.

      “Just a little light show, nothing special,” Marley said evenly.

      Dax’s gaze snapped over to focus briefly on Marley before he abruptly burst out laughing. “The reasonable tone is very effective, much less messy than an obvious attempt at persuasion.”

      “Hey!” Marley feigned innocence but we'd all felt the subtle sneak of his power

      “I’m sorry,” he said, “It’s just been so long since I’ve had someone try that on me. It was almost refreshing. I developed the first repellent, I virtually bathed in it initially to prove its efficacy. I created them all, until recently, so no, that won’t work on me. Now you…” he turned to me and held out his hand, “Demonstrate your ‘light show’.” I shoved my sleeves up, not sure how to make the mosaicism that swirled up my arm light up just by willing it. I spent so much time trying not to.

      “Ah, one of the hybrids,” he said, the penlight back in hand as he shone it on my forearm, twisting my arm to and fro to see where the lines disappeared. It turned out I needn’t have worried; he didn’t need to see what I could do. After a perfunctory look, he moved away to scan the many spines of his notebooks, neatly filling a full-length bookshelf. He pulled one out, flipping through the pages quickly before settling on one page. “Of course, you were one of the later ones.” He dug through a drawer in his workbench before pulling out an antique-looking scanner. He stretched my hand out flat on the bench before scanning the skin, the purple light revealing my serial number. “That’s what I thought, one of the 256 series.” 

      “Hybrid? Series?” I said.     

      “So, you’ve been non-medicated for several years, with no side effects?” he said, peering at me as if I hadn’t spoken.

      “None apart from the usual,” I said.

      “Fascinating. And you’ve got a 7-day tracer. Can’t have you blowing up, such a waste, a terrible waste. Let me do a little research, see what I can come up with.”

      

      He turned from us, went to his computer and brought up his database, flicking from page to page. We could see the many different papers he looked at on the array of monitors he had surrounding him. He jumped from one to the next at a ridiculous speed, I couldn’t see how he could be doing anything other than giving each more than a moment’s glance. I looked across to the guys who were beginning to draw closer to the scientist, looming over the screens.

      

      “Dax, are you coming back…?”

      The girl stood in the doorway in an oversized t-shirt and nothing else. She was white, her long blonde hair straggled over her shoulders and down her back. He didn’t pay her any mind at all, instead, he pulled out a tall leather seat with restraints running up and down it. “Let’s take a look,” he said, patting the seat.

      "You don't need to put me in that."

      "Need?" he cocked an eyebrow and then smiled. "Perhaps not, but I do like the look of your kind in it. The black leather looks quite beautiful against your pale skin...” he trailed off before he realised I hadn't moved towards the chair. 

      “You’re not putting her in that, you fucking freak,” Gavin said.

      Dax shrugged, “She’ll need to be incredibly still whilst I hurt her quite a bit. I can't see how she’d be able to do that un-medicated and unbound. One little slip and everyone in the pub is dead.”

      "C'mon Lethe, it's not like we haven't done it before," Marley said, eyes flicking from the chair to me and back again.

       I shook my head. This is not fucking happening. I walked to the seat and sat down. Dax moved around me, tightening the straps across my feet, legs, abdomen, chest and neck.  With each strap, my breathing grew more and more shallow, little lightheaded pants.

      “There’s those lights,” Dax said, shoving my sleeves back. “Now I remember.”

      Bennett dropped down beside me, taking my hand in his. Dax paused and smiled when he saw me gasping for breath before pulling the gag across my mouth, forcing it between my lips and tightening it. My chest burned, I fought to suck air in through my nose in the tiny gaps between the gag and my mouth. Oh, gods no. Nononononononono. Dax just smiled. "Quite fetching," he said and sat down to start.

      My head snapped back and my mouth opened to scream but the strap there stopped it from being anything other than a gurgle. The pain! Everything else this night had been a mere shadow. Is he actually operating on my shoulder or is this a memory? I smelt burning hair and some kind of sweet chemical stench. Fuck! I couldn't afford to get lost in some kind of flashback, not now.

      I was too vulnerable. I fought the rising tide of panic, forced my breathing to slow despite the light headedness and heavy feeling of oxygen deprivation in my chest. I forced my heart rate to slow whilst everything in me screamed to suck in breath around the gag. I could feel it now, my shoulder. It was cold and heavy and numb. He'd used anaesthetic, I couldn't believe it. All I could feel was the light tugs as he looked at the tracer, hear the clink of tools as he placed them on the tray.

      “Hmm… the light show is very pretty, but quite useless, unfortunately,” he said as he undid the straps. I gasped now, taking great shuddering breaths before getting shakily to my feet. Bennett held my good arm, helping me to stay upright.

      "I can't defuse it," Dax said, settling back into his chair. "If I try anything else, I'm as likely to blow your head off. I've been out of the game too long. I’d hoped it was one of the older models I'd worked on but Hesse deliberately didn't share information about the newer tracers with me before I left. I'm sorry."

      “Fine,” I said. "Thanks for trying." I jerked my jacket back on and buttoned it close around me despite the wash of sweat on my face. “C’mon,” I said to the boys, making for the door but they just stood there, staring, as if they couldn't possibly believe what Dax had said. "Guys!" I snapped. 

      "I could twist them, the compliance officers," Marley said, but even he didn't sound confident. Dax just shook his head. "I could!" Marley snarled. "Push them hard, make them think they have someone else. Or that she's been on her meds."

      "You can twist perception, but not reality," Dax said quietly. "The tests will come back. They will trigger an automatic eradication order. She'll be dead within a week."

      “That’s not possible,” Gavin said, hand straying to the gun at his hip. “You need to do something.”

      “What?” Dax said with a brittle smile. “Any ideas? What’s in her is resistant to magic, blood, drugs and is effectively a bomb compressed into a very small space. You’re going to kill me if I don’t help her? If I try anything else, I’ll be dead next anyway. If you can bring me the updated schematics for the new tracers, I’d happily work on her shoulder for you, but the combined fortunes of the vampire Horde wouldn’t be enough to get it for you. You get your contraband on the black market here, sure, but none of it is serious tech. Smuggling in drugs, guns, phones, whatever, is all gravy. It puts money in the pockets of honest humans and keeps you killing and medicating each other into submission. Hesse hasn’t had an episode of industrial espionage in two hundred years. I’m the only one who’s ever walked away with information,” he said, gesturing to the books, “and that was largely because he hadn’t found a way to remove it from my mind without killing me. He didn’t need to, he updates and stays ahead of the pack, ruthlessly. There’s nothing you can do but live out the week and say your goodbyes. She’s a dead girl walking.”

      "Come on," I said, softer now. Finally, they came away and we walked out, back into the bar. I should’ve gone home, I should’ve gone to the great gardens where the witchbreed live and smelt the wild roses that grew there. I should’ve climbed up the royal spire and looked out over the whole of Meridian City and beyond. I should’ve gone to the barrier to Talos island and looked at the last place the gods’ feet touched the earth. Instead, we went to the bar and Gavin ordered shots and we knocked them down without a word. We found a table and the barmaid was told to keep ‘em coming along with several orders of fries for Marley.

      “Do you remember…” I said, feeling the slight haze of the alcohol in my system, “Ah, nah.”

      “What?” Bennett asked. “What do we remember?”

      “Do you remember that time we swapped out Mrs Alison’s coffee?”

      “With vinegar?” His face split into a grin. “Gods, her face! She always used to take those long, noisy slurps,” he picked up his glass and demonstrated, “and then she was all…” and he mimicked her expression, coughing and clawing at her throat, struggling to breathe. “She never came back after that, did she?”

      “Then there was Mr Marshall. Fucking creepy pedo,” Marley said. “Come sit here, Mr Quinn.” He shuddered in response. 

      “Was Marshmallow after Alison?” Gavin said. “I thought it was Ms Kathryn.”

      “Not surprised you remember her,” Marley and I said at the same time and then cracked up. “She had it bad for you guys.”

      “Ms Kathryn was a bloody good teacher. At least she gave a shit,” Gavin spluttered.

      “Yeah, she did, about you two.” I launched myself at Gavin, taking a seat on his lap and tangling my fingers in his hair. “Mr McIntyre, your pro-nun-ciation is impeccable,” I said, imitating the teacher’s pouty inflexion. 

      Gavin shifted under me, sinuous as a snake, “Well if she’d looked a bit more like you, I would’ve probably taken a bit more notice in class.”

      “She tried to get us to stay back and ‘clean her whiteboards’ for her. We were only thirteen at the time,” Bennett said with disgust. “Were all our teachers' fucking pervs?”

      “There were a few. It’s what they all think about the Quarter: the witches would be casting love spells, the vamps were sexy fucking machines, the albinos were getting fucked. The teachers always avoided the werewolf kids, thinking they were going to get bitten.”

      “Except for Mr Adam. Jackers said he found him in the showers, begging for the whole pack of hybrids ’to use him’. I think they flogged the shit out of him and tossed him to the soldiers.”

      “There were some good teachers. I loved Carson for history,” I said, pulling away from Gavin, ready to take back my seat. His hands went around my waist, looked into my eyes and shook his head slightly. His brown eyes burned into mine, dropping to my mouth, and then back again. Subtly, his hand dropped to my hip and he pulled me back so I could feel the hard ridge there. “Gavin…” I said.

      “Just stay, just this,” he murmured.

      “What about Archer,” Marley said, lighting the cigarette Bennett passed him. “I thought I was going to find out I was some kind of lost prince, or the son of a pirate when I got older. Those stories she told us.”

      “Remember when we went hunting for the hidden treasure of the House of Garnet? We must’ve scoured through half of the vamp quarter before Rohan’s foot soldiers found us. Scared the fucking shit out us,” Bennett said.

      “Also made us want to get turned when we were older,” Gavin said, tangling his fingers in my hair. “Those guys looked like the biggest badasses back then.”

      “Little did we know what a bunch of pussies half of them were. Can’t have been much, chasing kids out of derelict buildings,” Bennett said. He left his cigarette in the corner of his mouth and then reached down to pick up my feet, placing them in his lap. He started plucking at the laces of my ratty old sneakers.

      “I wouldn’t unleash those in polite company,” I said.

      “Yeah, no, not while I’m trying to eat,” Marley said. “Whenever we’re hungry and are all out, just grate off a little of Lethe’s heels and instant Parmesan cheese.”

      “Yes, because you smell like sweetness and light,” I said with a grin. “We share a bathroom.”

      “Much to my disgust, and seeing as I have the opportunity of using one without a plethora of girl stuff everywhere, I’m going to use the facilities,” Marley said, getting to his feet.

      “You OK?” I said, watching to see if he could do so safely.

      “Good food, good medication, good booze and good friends,” he said with a smile. “How could I be any better?”

      The boys watched him disappear and then Bennett turned to me. “Did he compel himself?”

      “Yeah, to be what I needed,” I said with a frown. “Seems that changes from moment to moment. This morning he was talking about a palliative dose, now it’s all ‘the gang is back together’.”

      Gavin tightened his grip on my hair, pulling it free of my neck and mumbled against my skin, “Come to the house with us.”

      “Tonight?” I said.

      “For the rest… Until the end,” Bennett said, sliding his hand under the cuff of my jeans, up my calf. “Bring Marley if that’s what it takes but just… don’t make us creep in the window like thieves. Not if…”

      “If the compulsion holds, it’ll be like it was, back in the Crèche,” Gavin said, sliding his hand up the back of my shirt. “Just the four of us.”

      “You want it to be exactly like it was,” I said, looking into his eyes, the dark pools sucking me under. His hand slid between my legs, the heel shoving down against the seam of my jeans forcing a flare of heat from my core and pushing me down on his dick. I took his hand in mine, twining my fingers with his, bending down close enough to see the fangs peeking behind his lips. “Just the three of us.”

      “It’ll be so good,” Bennett said, plucking my other hand from Gavin’s waist and running kisses up the sensitive inner flesh. “It’s so much more intense. Every movement, every touch… Sometimes it’s like being caught in this endless loop of pleasure that will never stop. Even after you feel like every bit of cum has been wrung out of you, someone moves and it all starts again. It’ll blow your mind, Lethe. We won’t get out of bed for a week.”

      I stilled in their grip, pulling back, forcing Gavin’s hand to loosen in my hair or pull it out by the roots. “Was that what made you do it?” I said, looking from one to the other. “We promised, you promised, it would only be us and then you went to Rohan.”

      “Lethe, we had to. We wanted to keep you safe.”

      “Because that’s what whites do? Tie themselves to the much stronger vampires. Fuck and feed them to stop from being killed. I never wanted that life, I told you that. I was going to fight the whole world to stop from going down that path.”

      “Yeah,” Bennett said, “so why’d you let Macka have a taste?” He pushed my sleeve up and twisted my arm until the almost healed over incision on the inside of my armpit became visible. “You let some low life have a taste.”

      “I was broke, cold and starving and did what I needed to,” I said. “I suffered through the withdrawals afterwards, on my own. I would’ve walked over broken glass to get him to bite me again. It was almost worse than getting off yellow. And what were you two doing? Experiencing endless loops of pleasure, making your way through the king’s harem. Just how many albinos have you fucked, Gavin? Bennett? Did you pretend each one was me?”

      “It wasn’t safe for us to come back,” Gavin said, wrapping an arm around me to stop me from moving. “The bloodlust drove us mad initially. We killed at least three of the feeders in the first year.”

      “So, what was I supposed to do for those two years when you disappeared?” I said. “Wait for your call? I had to hear from someone on the street what you’d done, what you promised me, you would never do.”

      “We would’ve never made it this far if we didn’t. We have no magic ability and even if a wolf had been willing to turn us, we had a 10% chance of surviving it. The Quarter left us alone in the Crèche because we were kids, but as soon as we started fucking, we started making ourselves a commodity. Someone was going to pick us up and put us to use. This place allows no resource to remain idle. We had to transform, it was either be used or be the user.”

      “And I’m suddenly a rare resource about to disappear from this earth and you want to use me,” I jerked backwards but Gavin held me fast. “Let me go,” I snarled but he just glared back at me. “If you’ve ever given a shit about me in your life, you’ll let me go.”

      I was free. My skin burned with the memory of Gavin’s hard body against mine and I felt lightheaded from the drinks, but I was standing on my own two feet, away from the two of them. Shots had lined up on the table, the barmaid had indeed kept them coming. I grabbed a couple and slammed them down. “You left me,” I said, hating the cracks I heard in my voice. “You left us, our home, our family, to join the one thing I never wanted to touch my life. You promised…” I said, feeling the tears collect in my eyes, dashing them away with the back of my hand. “This was never what I wanted.” I looked at the ceiling, the black paint making it all seem like an endless dark abyss above me. “I just wanted to be free.”

      “We live in a cage, Lethe,” Bennet said, now on his feet. “There is no free for us.”

      “Then I’m glad I’m getting out of it, one way or the other,” I said.

      “Well, this didn’t take long,” Marley said, having arrived back at my side. “A man takes five minutes to have a piss and shoot up in the shitter and…”

      “Fuck off, Marley,” Gavin said.

      “Yes, it’s been fuck off Marley for some time, hasn’t it,” he said. “I was the ‘brother’, so I had to exit stage left and let you get on with your furtive little fumblings in peace, didn’t I? Then come and pick up the pieces when you went for your transformation.”

      “You agreed,” Gavin snarled.

      “Yes, I did. What else could I do? I went from leader to footnote in our crew, what else was I good for but cleaning up, or was it making a mess? I always forget. Well, the few hours of peace were nice, but I think it’s back to my regularly scheduled program. I’ve got most of a kilo of yellow in my pocket and Anastasia and her friends are prepared to do some stuff I’m not even sure is anatomically possible for a taste of it.” He turned to me, his eyes burning bright blue, “I’m going, Lethe, until the end. You won’t like it, I know, but it’ll be better, I think. I can’t sustain this compulsion, I never could, but I can for one last thing. I’ll be there, in the end. I’ll be the brother you always wanted me to be, and we’ll go out together. At sunset, I think. If I have the energy, we’ll go up to the cliffs that look out over Talos Island and then…go.” He patted the bulge in his jacket pocket. “I have enough to have quite the time and go out peacefully, enough for you to do so too.” 

      “Marley,” I said as my vision began to blur.

      “You always wanted to be free, Lethe. Now you can be as free as you can. When you no longer have to worry about survival, you can throw yourself into the most insane situations, because the consequences don’t matter. We were made to seek oblivion, now you can seek the thrills that come before it. Go into the darkest reaches of the Quarter, to Ground Zero and see what lost treasures you can find. If you fall, if you get caught,” he reached inside his jacket and passed me a hypodermic needle primed with drugs and closed my fingers around it. “You have a suicide pill that will get you out of any scrape, just like a secret agent. Go, Lethe, and I will meet you at the cliffs in a week.” I heard the weird echo in his voice but it didn’t matter. I just wiped the tears away and reached inside my jacket for one of the packets of yellow.

      “Don’t you want it?” I said.

      He shook his head, “Sell it, use it to buy the best time you can. It’s what I’m going to do. Now,” he bent down and drank off several shots in quick succession, then sketched a bow. “I bid you all goodbye.” 

      “Lethe,” the boys said as I moved to follow him. I just shook my head and blundered out of the bar, pushing past the many patrons that had begun to fill the place, slamming the metal door open and stumbling over chairs as I floundered towards the exit. I emerged into the late afternoon air, gasping and blinking against the sudden bright light.

      “Hey,” a voice said, taking my arm as I struggled with the swirl of dizziness that had me weaving on my feet. “You OK, little white girl?”

      “Of course,” I said. My vision cleared and there he was, Nathaniel with his wary hazel gaze, his shuttered expression that seemed to hide a million secrets. “Do you know where I could sell a kilo of medicinal grade yellow for a good price.”

      “Yellow? You branching out into drug running, short stuff?”

      “Short? I’m bloody tall compared to most albino women,” I said, all of a sudden feeling really pissed at the pet names. My eyes narrowed, they just wanted to make me feel small, weak, helpless, biddable. “Well, do you?”

      He raked a hand through his blond hair, “I’m sorry, I’m sure you are, you just seem kinda little to me.”

      “Yeah, but you’re like, some kind of behemoth,” I said, poking a finger into his chest and instantly regretting it. I touched a few hard chests before but his seemed to be made of granite. “What is this?” I said, touching his sternum experimentally. “There’s like no give at all.”

      His hand landed on top of mine, stopping the exploration. “You’re drunk.”

      “Yes, and I’m pretty sure my brother compelled me to go into the most dangerous parts of the Quarter to sell my drugs, so if you could help direct me somewhere where I won’t get killed, that’d be awesome.”

      “Your brother…what?”

      “We’ve got a suicide pact set up for a week from now, for when my tracer goes boom!” I said, jerking my shirt down to show the awful bruise on my shoulder. “Typical bloody guy, didn’t ask me how I wanted to spend the last week of my life.” Nathaniel didn’t respond, his eyes remained trained on my tracer, a frown forming between his eyes. He reached out to touch it but I flinched away. “No, no way, people have already been fucking with it. No more fucking with the bomb in my shoulder today. Try again tomorrow.”

      “Do you trust me?” he said, looking into my eyes.

      “Of course not, I have no fucking idea who you are.”

      He let out a hiss of frustration. “If I said I could find a buyer for your drugs, get you a good price and maybe help you with the tracer, would you be willing to come with me?”

      “Will I be raped, killed, harmed, caged, coerced or have to dance in a tutu for Rohan in any of your plans?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “OK, then let’s go. The McIntyres will probably come out any minute and I am so done with drama for today.”

      “No drama, got it. Get on the back of the bike, Lethe.”

      “Wow, you are made of iron,” I said, running my hand experimentally across his abdomen as I settled on the back of the bike. “What is your training regimen like?”

      “I’ll tell you if you stop doing that,” he said, putting a hand over mine. “You do that when we’re riding, I’m likely not going to be able to deliver on my promise of not getting killed.”

      “OK, so touchy. We’re not going to the Palace, are we?”

      “No, I’m never around Rohan more than I have to. He’s a stupid little git.”

      “Not so little, if you know what I mean. Like a baby’s arm holding an apple.”

      “Lethe.”

      “Sorry! Gods, so touchy.”
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      The ride was kind of a blur. I had to focus hard to stay on the back of the bike, probably gripping Nathaniel harder than he wanted me to, but my head was already swimming before I got on and that coupled with the speed he was taking the turns, I had no idea what was going on. Buildings whipped by; my eyes streamed with tears as the wind blasted them. When we finally pulled up it took me some time to blink my vision clear. “Where the fuck is this?” I said. 

      “One of the old temple ruins,” Nathaniel said with a smile. “C’mon.”

      “You live in an old temple? Shit, most people are too scared of the bad juju to set up camp here.”

      He grabbed my hand and led me down the steps, the walls covered with the remains of murals, carved columns heralding the doorways as we went. “You said you wanted money and the far reaches of the Quarter. I figure this did double duty. I’ll get you the money first, then you can have a look around.”

      “Ok, hey, look, there’s us,” I said, pointing to a crude image of a white figure caught in the embrace of a dark one. 

      He stopped to have a look, “That’s Kai and Lyra.”

      “Really? The gods?”

      “Yeah, they were brother and sister and lovers. That’s Kai,” he pointed to the dark figure, “feeding from Lyra. He took her strength and then they fucked a lot, from what the legends say.” 

      “Didn’t he like, lock her up for the safety of the world?” I said, my alcohol-soaked brain trying to remember the stories we’d been told by the visiting priests.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Mustn’t have been that good in bed, I guess,” I said. He snorted in reply, then walked through a large circular foyer into a room with a much newer door in it. I was too busy looking at the carvings in the ceiling. Maybe she wasn’t too bad, I thought, moving through the procession of images. Each one showed the two of them, twined together in different poses, the carver taking considerable care to show just how well-endowed the god Kai was and just how pleased Lyra seemed to be on the receiving end of his…godhood. I cocked my head, going from one image to the other, then moved my body in a series of familiar poses.

      “What are you doing?” he said, settling against the doorframe.

      “This frieze, Lyra’s positions, this is the Reunion ritual. We’ve been performing the movements to Lyra’s fuck fest on Talos Island to bring back the gods?”

      He laughed at that, “Yeah, I always found it funny. All those white gowns and such pomp and circumstance…”

      “Oh my gods, it really is twist, twist, hop, arabesque,” I said, watching the ceiling as I replicated the crown princess’s movements. “Maybe it will be successful this year.”

      “The motions were never meant to be made by a single figure,” he said. I looked back to see he was standing behind me. “Are you OK if I show you?” I nodded; I wasn’t sure why. His hands slipped around my body, making slight corrections and then I was pulled against his. “Just let me know if this makes you uncomfortable.” 

      And then we were off. The stupid rote movements I’d been forced to repeat over and over and over suddenly became this sinuous slip of body against body, the slow grind of groin against groin versus the tantalising slipping away and then jerking back against each other’s bodies. We reached for and pulled away from each other, a dance of desire that sought release, then escape, then release again. Finally, we were finished, standing face to face, panting slightly, our breath on the other’s faces. “I really need to get laid,” I said.

      His grin was immediate, his grip loosening around my wrists, making it a caress, something I could easily pull away from. “I could help you with that too, if you want.”

      “You’re going to give me everything I want,” I said with a mocking smile, “swoop in and rescue the dying girl, make all her final wishes come true?”

      “I have no idea of what your final wishes are, but if you want sex, I can make it last until the very last moment,” he said, twirling me lightly then dipping me down so my groin was forced against his, and I stared up at the libidinous carvings on the ceiling. He swivelled his hips, my eyes closing at the sweet pressure, my core starting to throb in response. “It could be one, long, interplay of skin and flesh. Crests and waves of pleasure that rise and sweep over us, that recede out until only the most delicate of sensations remain, only for them to build and grow, slowly and surely into something overwhelming again.”

      “Are we talking about fucking?” I said. “I don’t remember it being such a poetic thing. There was a lot more mess.”

      He pulled me upright, arms curling around my back. “There can be if you want there to be.” I reached up and touched the side of his mouth. As I’d imagined, the skin there was soft and satiny. I let my thumb drag across it, across the small indentations left by his fangs, against the small patch of dry skin. I reached inside and touched the tip of his razor-sharp fangs. “And you want to bite me, feed from me?”

      “If that’s what you want,” he said, then closed his mouth over my thumb, his tongue swirling around the pad.

      “I think I’m still drunk.”

      He released my finger with a pop, “You can sleep it off here, see how you feel when your head’s cleared. You’ll be safe, no one will find you unless you want them to.”

      My hand went and curled around his jaw. “I don’t think I want to wait.”

      

      I brushed my lips against his, felt him surge forward then hold himself in check when I didn’t deepen the kiss, waiting for me to caress his lips with mine. I nipped at the plush softness of his bottom lip, sucking it into my mouth, listening to his slight groan as my teeth grazed the surface. I wanted it then, fangs like his, to be able to sink them into the soft, sweet flesh, to feel that pleasure. His tongue flicked out, grazing against mine, waiting until mine followed his, before his hand dug into my nape to force us closer. I moaned as his lips dropped to my throat, tracing my collarbone and then moved lower. He pulled away for a moment, pushing my jacket off my shoulders and running his hands across my neckline before taking my hand, pulling me through one of the other doorways. We emerged into a large room with a circular skylight, much like Rohan’s throne room, and a circular platform in the middle. He picked me up and perched me on the edge, stepping back to whip his singlet off. My eyes widened.

      He was beautiful. His body was a picture of masculine strength, the muscles clearly delineated against his bronze skin, a vein running down the harsh V of his hips, making me want to trace it with my hand and more. He smiled as my eyes raked over his body, stalking towards me slowly so that I could take a good look, placing his hand at the hem of my shirt with a question in his eyes. I pulled it off and he moved between my legs, his mouth buried in my neck as his hands began to trace the outline of my bra. The sensitised flesh wanted him to push the bloody thing up and pluck at the hard nipples that were rubbing mercilessly against the stiff cotton. His lips moved lower, making me tense as they trailed across the tops of my breasts, my heart sinking when they came to rest on my sternum. I removed one hand tangled in the silk of his hair and reached behind, flicking the clasp, the garment slipping off my tender flesh in the next moment. He chuckled at my hastiness, placing teasing kisses around my nipple but never actually closing the deal, finally reaching up to circle the throbbing tip of my nipple when I hissed in frustration.

      Gods, was it just that it had been so long since I got laid? His fingers were merciless now, tugging and twisting at my nipples, something that sent sharp throbs of pleasure between my legs. His other hand followed suit, leaving me leaning back on the stone surface, completely at the mercy of his hands. I nearly jumped out of my skin when his mouth closed around one nipple, sucking it hard into his mouth so I could feel the sharp rasp of his teeth along with the push and pull of his hot tongue. My fingers raked his scalp, probably painfully but I couldn’t help it. It was as if his head was buried in my cunt, sucking my clit. My thighs spread wide, the tension building inside me, a rapidly swirling sensation.

      “Gods!” I gasped when he pulled free. I jumped down from the platform, my hand dropping instantly to the fly of his jeans, my fingers struggling all of a sudden to complete simple tasks like pop a button. He took over with a smile, pulling his hand away once he had it open to allow me to continue my exploration. I shoved the denim down over his hips and then paused. Whoa, I looked up at the carving on the ceiling. Yep, more of Lyra and Kai fucking and while I didn’t think I was a particularly good facsimile for Lyra, he was damn close in dimensions to Kai. I closed my hand tentatively around his cock, my fingers unable to close completely.

      “Mmm…” he purred as my hand moved down. His hips jerked, forcing the tip through the curl of my hand, his groan becoming guttural as my grip tightened. I twisted my wrist as I caressed him, sending the flat of my hand swirling around the head and shaft of his cock. His head dropped to my shoulder, his breath was hot, his lips seeking out the juncture of my neck and shoulder, his teeth scraping lightly over the flesh, but not biting down. I sped up my movement, dragging his hips forward with each pull, listened to the rasp of his breath race along with it. “Stop…stop…” he gasped finally. He pulled back, his fangs glittering in the late afternoon light. “I’ll come if you keep doing that.”

      “OK.”

      “I want to taste you.”

      “You mean bite me?”

      “Not the first time.” He reached between us and undid my jeans with a quick movement. “I want to put you up on the altar, spread your legs and suck your sweet little clit in my mouth until you scream.”

      “Oh, OK.”

      With preternatural speed, my clothes were off and I was hoisted up, lying flat on my back on the stone platform. His fingers trailed along the inside of my thigh; he was moving much slower than he had described. I was so fucking wet, I didn’t want gentle caresses, I wanted him to shove those thick fingers inside me and curl… I felt the soft satin of his hair against my thighs as he moved in closer. My cunt pulsed in anticipation. Then his lips descended.

      Oh, my fucking gods. I’d thought he was using a fair bit of hyperbole when he was describing how it would be between us but maybe because it’d been so long, my clit exploded in sensation. His mouth was merciless, yanking pleasure from me in long, hard pulls, my fingers digging into the soft sandstone beneath me as he sucked. “Oh! Oh!” I gasped incoherently. I was going to come so damned hard, the knowledge became crystal clear but my cunt pulsed, achingly empty. As if he knew that as well, his hand slid between my legs, swirling in the pooling liquid there. 

      “You’re so wet,” he mumbled against my flesh, then he pushed two fingers inside me.

      “Unh!” I cried, my cunt snapping tight around him as he pushed forward, forcing them deep inside me. His lips settled back around my clit, sucking it inside, flicking his tongue around it. “Fuck, I’m gonna come,” I moaned. And then it happened. My eyes were wide, and through the skylight I watched the sun die in the sky, falling down below the horizon line. The moment the great red ball touched the water the most tremendous explosion of pleasure burst from my core, spreading in great galloping waves from my centre right up my spine until my scalp prickled in response. 

      He climbed up on the platform, his body caging in mine and he put his mouth to my ear. “I want inside you.”

      “Yes,” I said, grasping his hips and angling him towards my still throbbing core. “Oh fuck!” I yelped as he worked his way in. There was less another build-up to another orgasm and more an immediate reigniting. I felt completely helpless as he speared himself inside me, my twitching core nothing in the face of his pounding movements. 

      “Not going to last,” he said almost ruefully.

      “Just come,” I said and followed my own advice.

      

      Later, we lay entangled on the stony surface, our breathing finally beginning to slow. “Fuck,” I groaned, the rough scrape of the stone now apparent on my back, “most guys like to talk big, but you weren’t joking.” 

      He laughed at that, tangling his fingers in mine and brushing kisses against my neck, “I’m glad you’re pleased.”

      “Next time we need to find somewhere more comfortable though,” I said. “As fun as desecrating ancient monuments is, it’s kinda rough on the back.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t think,” he said, moving off the platform and pulling me after him. “There’s a perfectly good bed through the doorway. This was just a little unexpected.”

      “You didn’t think I’d say yes?”

      “Right now? No, we seemed to be connecting and everything and I figured after a bit of time…”

      “I don’t have a bit of time,” I said, reaching down to collect my clothes. “Sorry if that offends your delicate sensibilities.”

      “Gods, no,” he said with a smile. He moved in close, wrapped an arm around my shoulders and looked down at me. “I was hard as a stone that whole ride out to the werewolves, hoping that some sort of miracle would have you dropping your hand down lower.”

      “I thought I stank of frustration?”

      “How do you think I got so familiar with the scent?”

      “What is this thing anyway?” I said, looking at the platform. Now that I was a little more clear headed, I could see an outline of a body had been carved into the stone and that there was a small reservoir, right where the wet spot was. “Does that…?”

      “Collect the leftovers? Sure looks like it,” he frowned and walked around, taking another look. “Never really been in here much.”

      “We aren’t going to conjure up something from the nether realm, are we? This isn’t some kind of cursed tomb.”

      That had him chuckling. “Nah, magic’s dead, haven’t you heard? It’s just kinda peaceful. People don’t come here to bug me due to superstition; the underground rooms are well-insulated against the cool and heat. It’s like a cocoon sometimes, living here.”

      “Well, I for one would like somewhere a little softer to burrow down.”

      

      We retired to the bedroll he’d set up in the room with a door. The door was obviously a new addition, as was the fire pit and the kitchen. I almost felt weird, crawling under the covers with him. There had been no one since the McIntyres, they’d been my only lovers. Sex was too closely associated with blood or ownership in the Quarter, so I steered clear of it. I’d also been heartbroken when they’d chosen to be turned. I knew their reasoning was sound, but it didn’t stop me from feeling like they’d stolen something precious from me. Their change, it was the turning point, the end of childhood. 

      I’d left the Crèche and gone out into the world after that, Marley in tow. I’d tried so many things to stay outside of the webs of the factions and failed at every turn. We’d tried to go back one winter, but they shut their doors on the two skinny kids. We’d left, there was no going back now.

      I ran my hand through the brown strands of Nathaniel’s hair, just liking the animal satisfaction of being able to touch someone without it meaning something else. I knew the boys would feel betrayed by what I’d done, especially as he was a vamp too, but somehow it was different. He’d always been a vampire; it was how I’d met him. In my mind, the boys were human, my humans. Just as fragile as me, just as beautiful. When they changed, they became the property of Rohan. By extension, if I was theirs, I was his as well. “It doesn’t worry you,” I asked, “that you didn’t feed from me?”

      He opened his eyes lazily and picked up my wrist licking the skin there, leaving the intense tingle of the symbiote on my flesh, sucking it so that the veins popped out proud, dragging his teeth across the skin until my breath came hard and I almost wanted him to bite me to bring that symphony of sensation to a crashing end. “Biting is just another sexual act,” he said in a low rumble. “I admit, sucking blood from a woman you are balls deep in- is one of life’s little pleasures, but it ain’t the only one. Maybe you don’t like sucking dick, maybe you don’t like anal, doesn’t mean you can’t have good sex, does it?” He rolled me over onto my front and covered my body with his. I felt the hard drag of his cock up my leg as he settled his lips against my neck. “We’re oral creatures, so many of our pleasures come from our mouths, I admit I will tend to suck…” his mouth closed over the skin of my neck and he drew my flesh in before releasing it, “and drag my teeth against your flesh, but I’ll never bite into you unless you want it. I can’t say I won’t ask though. Like right now.” He pushed my legs wide with his feet and then angled his cock to rub against my slick flesh. “Right now, I want to push my cock into that wet little volcano between your legs. You want that?”

      “Uh!”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Yes! Yesss….” The last reply came out as a hiss as he pushed himself into me. He grabbed my hips and pulled me back towards him, spearing himself deep inside me, his finger slipping around to rub at my clit.

      “Good answer.”

      

      I’d been off the yellow since we left the Crèche. Being stoned most of the time worked in the relative safety there, the world was too unpredictable for me to try that outside of it. This was the first time since that I felt like I’d replaced one drug with another. His skin, his kisses, were like a narcotic, I couldn’t just have one quick perfunctory caress to reconnect briefly, it always turned to two, three. It sometimes felt like floundering in mud, trying to get out of the bed to fulfil even the most basic needs such as going for a piss. He never pushed me, never tried to cage me in, but I couldn’t seem to stop responding to or initiating caresses.
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      “Apologies for interrupting you, sir.” A man in a very sober-looking black suit and dark glasses approached Hesse as he was getting into his town car, about to head to yet another meeting with the Prime Minister.

      “Yes, what is it?”

      “It’s the Crown Princess, sir, she’s insistent that she be allowed to visit the Quarter. Says there’s a temple there she needs to investigate for the upcoming Reunion ritual. The protocol is not to allow her access to the anomalous, with the exception of Reunion day, when she’s accompanied by a platoon of your soldiers. It’s just, it’s difficult to say no to a princess without causing offence.”

      Hesse’s eyes met the bodyguard’s, the sunglasses the man was wearing not enough to protect him from his boss’s cold, hard stare. “Stevens, is it?” The guard nodded. “I admit, I’m disappointed, Stevens. You came highly recommended, but I guess we do work in a more complex environment than the Parliament, don’t we? Let me spell this out for you, while the Prime Minister waits in his little office for me to arrive, and tell him how to run the country. Sasha, don’t bother with the honourifics with me unless she happens to be in the room, Sasha is a relic. She’s never really put two and two together, but she’s as much an antique of the time before the Revolution, as any of the fine porcelain or gilt paintings we keep in the state museum. Treasures the citizens of Meridian City have decided to keep in a carefully controlled environment to ensure their longevity so they may be admired, studied, and at least in part, sneered at as an unfortunate artefact of the past. Sasha, in her little palace, built especially for her, is no different. People can’t pay an admission fee to gape at her, like they can the Horde King’s underclothes, yet. If I feel it will in anyway consolidate my position, I will make that happen. She’s not in any danger, nor actually need a security detail. By pretending she’s still relevant, we keep her where we want her, in a glass case, ready to be broken out if required. So, what I require from you is not to protect her from threats, as there are none where she’s concerned. Most of the good citizens of this city would struggle to remember her name. What I need from you, is to manage the princess, keep her where I want her, doing what I want her to do, without alerting her to her state or bothering me, are we clear?”

      “Of course, sir. My apologies, if I had any idea…”

      Hesse held up a hand to stop the man’s babbling. “I will say this once, in Hesse Corp, people who show initiative and the ability to read between the lines and come up with solutions, last longer than those that don’t. In any case, I have a solution to your problem. There’s a minor temple of Lyra and Kai in one of the less populous areas of the Quarter. A map showing the exact position, will be shared with your team. You may take Her Highness there when you have the manpower to facilitate this because it is the one place she actually could be in danger. She doesn’t realise it but sitting pretty on the other side of the Wall does not endear her to her ‘people’. I have found a man who was related, somehow, to one of the former staff in her family’s household to act as a caretaker of the site. He’s a vampire, but as trustworthy as any anomalous can be. Take her there when you have the resources to do so, let her press the flesh with one of her people and poke around in the old ruin. Should be enough to keep her busy. Now, Stevens, I am well and truly late and I only like to keep the Prime Minister waiting, when it’s a deliberate ploy to punish him for his recalcitrance. I trust you will manage this situation or have your resignation letter on my desk by the end of the day.”

      “Of course, sir, and again, my apologies.” The man’s words fell on deaf ears, Hesse turned on his heel and ducked into the rear door of the car held open by his chauffeur. Stevens watched the car go, the rest of his team coming to stand by him.

      “What a fucking dickhead. Fellas, looks like we’re planning a foray into the Quarter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Lethe

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Temple of Kai and Lyra

        Ground Zero

        The Quarter

      

      

      

        We were lying in bed on the third day, the light coming in through the small skylight was watery and grey. From the sound of it, it was raining outside, but inside there was a kind of peaceful immovable stillness. He lay naked on the bedroll beside me, a veritable visual feast. I could still feel the slickness of his cum between my legs, but I trailed my fingertips up his thigh along his hip bone anyway. It was the lightest of caresses, yet his cock twitched, hard against his belly, the veins standing out in stark relief against the angry red skin. My fingers slid over the rigid plane of his stomach, smoothing up and down over the ridges, leaving behind the ghost of sensation. I watched the muscles slowly contract as I went, sweeping down his other hipbone. His pelvis clenched, forcing his cock up proud from his stomach, twitching in the air as if begging for my caress. I smiled as my fingers dipped down, lightly shifting the hairs on his testicles, causing the skin there to tighten and roil.

      His hand grabbed mine, trying to bring it to his most tender of flesh. “OK,” I said with a smile, looking down into his slitted eyes. I granted his wish, sorta, letting my fingertips trail along his length, barely making contact with his skin. I watched his cock thicken, the skin losing any resilience, becoming more and more like tightly stretched satin over stone. “For the love of the gods,” he growled, “fuck me or suck me.”

      “Fine,” I said and threw my leg over his head, stretching over his body to lick at the angry head of his cock.

      “I should tease you for hours,” he mumbled against my thigh.

      “But you won’t.”

      “No, I ahhh....” I sucked his cock deep into the heat of my mouth, him returning the favour after I reached my limit. He was true to his words, no soft, brushing licks against my pussy. Instead, he seemed to bury his face in my cunt, straining to push his tongue deep inside me, wriggling then sucking my clit hard so I ground myself into his stubble. We each did our best to devour the other, curling our bodies into each other, gripping each other’s hips to deepen the contact. Breath came from the small gaps between us, a precious but forgotten commodity as we each strove to wring the most pleasure from the other. I achieved my goal first, his cock swelling only to shoot jets of cum down my throat, smothering my screams as my cunt spasmed wildly around his fingers, my clit stretched to an exquisite mix of pleasure and pain by his lips.

      

      “Is it always like this?” I said as we lay there afterwards panting. “I feel like...”

      “Like you’re lost at sea,” he said, tangling his fingers loosely in the hand I held up in front of me. “Like you’re caught in the waves, slipping up and down, rocked with the water, tugged down by an undertow so seductive you refuse to fight it?”

      “Yeah, like I have a life outside of this room. Do I not want to see the boys before I die? Do I not want to climb the spire one more time? Do I not want to feel the sun on my face? It’ll all be gone in what? Five short days but every time I go for that door…”

      “I’m dying to sink my teeth into you, but I’m almost afraid to ask.” He spoke the words into the skin of my neck, his body shifting to mould itself against mine. “I’ve experienced bloodlust before, the rush you feel for someone after feeding and fucking them for the first time before it just fades away, but this is already way more intense than that.” His mouth closed over my flesh, sucking it, my hips tipping back to align with his in response. “I’m afraid to add blood into the mix, fearing it’ll take me somewhere so deep, we’ll never get out of it. Fuck, now I’m hard again.”

      I slung my top leg back over his, spreading my hips wide, shivering when the cool air brushed over the overheated slickness between my legs. “Oh fuck,” he groaned as I lowered myself down on him, his hands closing over my nipples, capturing them in their grip as I slid his cock in and out of me at a languorous pace, dragging it slowly, excruciatingly, over the bundles of nerves inside. I whimpered as one hand went to my clit.

      “Shh,” he said, his touch little more than a butterfly’s wing of a brush against me. “Have to make it last. Have to stay like this forever.”
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      Kat looked up as the door to her little house opened. She smiled when she saw her brother. “I didn’t think you were going to make it,” she said.

      “Been a bit preoccupied,” Nathaniel said with a shrug. Her green eyes took in the relaxed set of his shoulders and the slight smile. It had been many years since she’d seen him like this.

      “What have you been doing, or should I ask who?”

      “Just got a little distraction happening at the moment. No big deal.”

      “Really? Because this,” she gestured to his body, “suggests otherwise.”

      “It’s just been a while. Y’know when you connect with someone like they’re an extension of you or something?” She watched the wrapt expression almost fight to take hold on her brother’s face, but he had it pushed down soon enough. “It’s just sex, really good sex.”

      “Bite her yet?”

      “No, I’m not sure I need to.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at this. Like most vamp’s, feeding seemed to almost top sex in terms of pleasure. “This must be quite the piece of arse. When do I get to meet her?”

      His face went blank again, all emotion wiped clean, “You probably won’t. She’s got one of those bloody tracers in her shoulder.” Kat shook her head, indicating she didn’t know what that was. “It’s a nasty bit of tech, fuses with the nervous system of the host and ensures compliance with whatever directive Hesse’s bully boys are going with at the moment.”

      “And if they don’t?” Kat said.

      “Their heads are blown off. Effective, really. She’s…she’s not the type to bow down and submit, so I’m trying to keep her as happy as I can until the end comes.”

      “You’ll end it for her?”

      “If she wants. We haven’t talked about it. I don’t even know her.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “Look, I won’t let her suffer. Now, how’s the Cardinian connections going?”

      “Keen, feeling revolutionary,” she said, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. “It gets a little tiring, every time we try this, the people want to just rush right in.”

      “We’re hardly likely to make allies if we tell them the long-term plan,” Nathaniel replied. “Look, we’re thinking of equalising the human influence on the anomalous over the next two hundred years. Doesn’t exactly stir up fervour.”

      “Time breeds ignorance,” Kat said. “They haven’t seen the bloody hell of revolution; they just assume it’ll be a neat pathway to freedom and righteousness.”

      That made Nathaniel smile again, though this time it was a twisted, harsh thing. “So, anyway, what are we up to this week? I’ve got Sasha coming at some point to look at the ruins again.”

      “And to look at her fated consort,” Kat said with a laugh. “We should’ve never allowed a member of the aristocracy to survive. It’s just cruel.”

      “I made a promise to Ariana that at least someone would. Of course, she had no idea what that would’ve meant back then. I’d hoped Sasha would find something useful to do with herself, but she remains fixated.”

      “You and the avatars,” Kat said with a shake of her head. “Sometimes I think you want to recapture some of what you had.”

      “No, Sasha’s not the avatar,” Nathaniel said with a definite shake of his head.

      Kat shrugged. Her brother was always prickly about this. Didn’t change the fact that he got involved with every damned one of the avatars, the relationships following the same stupid trajectory. She assumed this was the way it played out, this was Nathaniel’s role, no matter where they went, and the little lost princess wanted to be the latest manifestation of that.

      “Enough of your love life,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I’m glad you’ve found a soft place to land, even if it’ll prove to be short-lived. Now, tell me what’s going on with the Horde and that little pissant, Rohan.”

      “There’s some blokes who’ve approached me looking for a safe space for their partners to have their kids without being sent to the Crèche.”

      Kat shook her head. “We’ve done this a few times. I’m not sure how many more I can get the Council to take, especially if they turn out albino.”

      “We need to come up with a better long-term solution, but…”

      “I’ll ask,” Kat said with a sigh.
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      “We have to go out,” I said, looking at the supplies in the box by the wall. “We’ve got no food, no milk, no coffee.”

      “Let me have a look,” he said, walking towards me.

      “No, no, stay away. You’ve got pants on, which is awesome, but that doesn’t seem to be enough to stop us fucking. Seriously, if you take one step, I’m out of here.”

      “You act like I have no control,” he said with a smirk.

      “We have no control, none whatsoever. We baked some old flour mixed with water last night rather than go out and get something palatable to eat.”

      “Yeah, OK, I guess I can slide on my bike, your legs wrapped around me, the throbbing engine sending vibrations right through your...”

      “Shut up! Just shut up. Oh gods, I’m going to have an orgasm on the back of your bike, aren’t I?”

      

      Which is how we found ourselves out the front of the nearest store, me jumping from one foot to the other. “Just run in and get lots, like heaps of food, with enough calories to get us through the next few days.”

      “Heaps of food, lots of calories, gotcha. You OK?” Nathaniel said.

      “No, I didn’t come, thankfully. That would just have been embarrassing but I’m kinda wishing I did.” I burrowed into the shelter of his arms, breathing the sandalwood and smoke scent of him deep into my lungs. “But my clit aches and there’s this horrible emptiness inside me…” My description was abruptly cut off by a hand across my mouth. His hazel eyes bore into mine, softened by a small smile.

      “You keep talking like that and I’ll yank your jeans down and bury myself in you, right here in the car park like I should’ve this morning. I don't care if you frighten the shoppers away, I’ll have you screaming my name before the end.”

      “Right, food, calories, go.”

      He smiled and dropped one of those fleetingly sweet kisses lovers do and I congratulated myself when I didn't drag him back to do just as he’d described. Instead, I settled against the bike, trying to finger comb some order into my wild locks. I should’ve asked Nathaniel to grab a brush as well, I realised. You’ll be dead before it matters, my mind pointed out helpfully. I looked around at the ruins of what would’ve been middle-class housing before the Revolution. So I would. 

      It occurred to me that it should upset me, that I should be midway through the stages of grieving by now, but I couldn't muster the energy. Instead, I felt a quiet, insistent simmer of happiness sitting low in my gut. I hated for life to end but for once, I felt like I had enough. Enough pleasure, enough fun, enough companionship, enough touch. I don't kid myself that Nathaniel loved me or vice versa. I don't think I’d ever dared to dream of such a thing. But the time we’d spent together was so much more than I’d anticipated for my life; I was somehow satisfied that it would end in a couple of days. 

      If I wasn’t doomed I’d begin to think, then worry about the future. If I wasn’t doomed, I’d begin to have hope. If I wasn't doomed, I’d have to worry about how to integrate Nathaniel in with my life and the boys or if I even wanted to. If I was safe, I’d have to look him over for signs of where this was going and decide how I felt about it. Instead, I was in a perfect place, able to surrender wholly to the moment and experience fully the pleasures there. I was going to let Nathaniel feed from me, I realised. Why would I deny either of us that pleasure? I realised then I was as free as I was ever likely to be in the Quarter. 

      Which was perhaps why the next thing happened.

      “Lethe?” I looked up to see the familiar black car pull up, Bennett out of it before it even rolled to a stop, Gavin hastily parking alongside the road. “Thank the gods, it’s you. We’ve been going out of our minds!” Bennett said. Gavin scrambled out of the car, running over to where we stood.

      “Whose bike is this?” Gavin said, his eyes raking over it.

      “Morning, boys,” a familiar deep voice said from behind me. “Everything OK here?”

      Their eyes jerked upwards, hands straying to weapons. “Boys, wait,” I said.

      “Him?” Gavin said, his eyes going wide. “You’ve been with him? We’ve been scouring the Quarter. You only have two days...”

      “You reek of him,” Bennett said, his nostrils flaring. “You’re saturated with his scent.” They moved as one as I’d always suspected, Gavin pulling a gun from its holster, Bennett yanking a bloody great big knife from his boot. 

      “Guys,” I said, moving into their path. “Guys!”

      “Get out of the way, Lethe,” Bennett growled, ducking around me.

      “Stop right fucking now!” I snarled. Amazingly, they did.

      “That should’ve been us if it was anyone,” Gavin said, pacing. “It’s always been us, always!”

      “Like the first white you fed from? The first one you fucked? Was that supposed to be me?”

      “If it could’ve been safely, it would have. We put off feeding for ages, trying to show we had the control, but we were so damned hungry. I still see the face of the girl who’s throat I ripped out,” Bennett said. “You can’t blame me for not wanting that to be you.”

      “I’m not blaming you for anything. If that's what this is, you have my blessing and can go. This wasn't about us. For once, it was just about me. I wasn’t drowning in memories and bonds, history and obligation. I just was. I was free.”

      I saw their eyes flick, searching, looking for some way through this, some way to make it work like they always had. They were nothing if not loyal, something that I’d always loved them for.

      Love, I considered the word. A great insidious spider of a thing, a cage we willingly sought to lock ourselves into. My heart ached for the pain etched on their faces. I did love them, had always loved them, had wanted to find a way where we could be together without sacrificing so much of each other there was nothing left to share. We’d had it in those moments in the warehouse before they’d slipped away. What we had now was the constant reaching for and denial of that love.

      I looked back at Nathaniel, waiting there, his mysterious blank expression had returned. I was never free, it’d just been an illusion I’d been keen to perpetuate, the skin hunger we experienced enough to make the lie convincing. “I have to go with them,” I said and he just nodded, hefted the box of supplies up into his arms and then tying it onto the bike.

      “You know where I am if you need me,” he said. I dropped my head and waited until I heard the roar of the motor kick over and felt the movement of air that indicated the bike had been driven away. Once it was gone I moved to the car, pulling away when Bennett tried to steer me to the front seat. He let me take my place in the car, alone. When we arrived at the house I walked inside, my head feeling like it was stuffed full of cotton wool. No sound, no sensation, no feeling could get through. I walked up the stairs, the boys following hot on my heels and stopped outside of the bathroom door. 

      “I need some clean clothes, something warm I can sleep in,” I said.

      “Got it,” Bennett said and walked down the hall to my room. 

      I left the door to the bathroom open, Gavin stood in the doorway as I peeled off my stale clothes. We both stared at my naked body in the mirror. My hands were broad palmed and long-fingered. My hair was an uneven fall of white that stopped just above my breasts. My body was so, so pale, shadows seemed to be reflected back rather than absorbed by it. I felt Gavin’s eyes on me as I stepped under the hot water of the shower, even the heat unable to bring a blush to my skin. I looked into the dark of his eyes when I finished, rubbing the towel filled with his scent all over my damp body. Bennett had returned with the clothes. My body brushed past Gavin’s as I moved to stand between them and dress in his offerings. We walked down the hall in tandem, I opened the door to their room and we all slipped in, silent as ghosts. I pulled back the covers as they shed their leather and weapons, coming to the bed barefoot and in soft thermals and jeans. They slipped under the blankets on either side, the bed giving way with a low sigh.

      What we wanted, to get back what we’d lost, was no longer possible. The tracer in my shoulder put paid to any ideas of a future where we worked through the hurts of the past and found a compromise we could live with. So, what did we have?

      I turned to face Bennett, my original golden boy. I touched the side of his face, dragged my hand down the rasp of his stubble to graze my knuckles against the softness of his lips. He drew my hand closer, placing a single gentle kiss upon it. A thousand memories came to me of him. Of fighting like devils against the other kid gangs who would hurt us, of patching scraped knees, of sobbing in my arms when a puppy had died, of laughing in the summer sun as we rode some clapped out bikes down a hill. His eyes flicked, meeting one eye, then the other, searching my face for some kind of explanation of my weird mood. I didn't know what was going on. I felt like a penitent, seeking to absolve herself of her sins before she headed off to ceremonial slaughter. 

      I left my hand in his when I turned over to face Gavin. His was smooth to the touch, the smile lines etched permanently now even though his expression was solemn. I pushed my thumb inside the side of his mouth, he frowned as I dragged it quite deliberately across the sharp tine of his fang, it hurt a bit at first but the symbiote soon turned it into a lovely warm burn. He was always the harder, more brittle one. Ready to pull away before risking getting hurt. Quicker to anger, more likely to act. I shifted into a seated position, cocking my head as Gavin’s mouth closed around my thumb and he began to suckle. This wasn't so bad, I thought, as I offered my wrist to Bennett. They, we, needed so much from each other but found it so hard to give it. It made my sternum ache, that difficulty. They were right in a way, I was a limited commodity, a finite resource and they’d worked hard to deserve their share. 

      “Feed,” I said, pushing my wrist towards Bennett. He went to say something, to argue but I was done talking. “Feed.”

      

      My bones lost their ability to keep me upright as Bennett’s mouth closed over the wound he’d made. Gods, I thought as I fell back on the bed, now it all makes sense. Nathaniel had talked about the sensuous dark undertow sucking us both under, but it paled in comparison to this. I could no longer feel the clothes on my skin, the bed supporting my body. Instead, I was pleasure. Boom, boom boom! The sound of my heart thundering in my ears kept me anchored in a sea of red. Cell-like shapes jerked and twisted before my eyes as the fire spread. I was slipping, tightening, slickening, budding, parting, surrendering. I was at the Ladder of the Gods.  A woman appeared before me, pale as a ghost except for the elaborate black rim of kohl around her eyes. She twined her arm through the rungs of the Ladder, then reached out for me with her other hand. She smiled as she cupped my chin, her teeth ragged and sharp as a shark’s. “See you soon.”
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      My remaining days were spent feeding and being fed. They wanted more, I could feel the hard thrust of their cocks against my thigh, the frantic push of their bodies against mine. “On the last day,” I promised, unable to go that step further yet, then offered them my wrists. They hungered for me and it left me feeling cold. Choice wasn’t a common currency in the Quarter, so its rarity made me long for it. I’d felt obligated to come to them, obligated to demonstrate my love for them by feeding them and obligation didn’t make me slick between my thighs. Because they were taking so much blood from me, in small, manageable donations, they were then forcing me to eat all the time to replenish. What was left unspoken was they needn’t have bothered. I’d be dead, one way or the other, so what if the act was completed by those that loved me, rather than an impersonal little chip in my shoulder?

      The day we were supposed to re-consummate our relationship I woke up in the very early hours of the morning. I slipped out from under the heavy weight of the boys, one grasping for me as I moved. “Just going for a piss,” I said and they fell still again. I went to the toilet and then dressed in my warmest clothes. I knew where I needed to be. Marley’s compulsion rode me hard despite the fact we weren’t going to seal the deal until sunset. Perhaps he knew that if he didn’t get me organised beforehand, I wouldn’t be there in time. I grabbed Gavin’s keys off the kitchen table and went outside to start the car. I wasn’t the most confident driver, having few opportunities, but somehow right now, I could do it. I didn’t turn on the headlights until I was clear of the house.

      I wound my way through generic streets, each one dark and surrounded by clutter. Occasionally something would run out on the road, sometimes it would stay there and try and make me stop. I ploughed on. Go, go, go, my heartbeat urged. By the time I reached the cliffs beside the Isle of Talos the sun had just started to rise. I looked around for Marley, he wasn’t here yet. Maybe he wouldn’t turn up at all. For some reason, that didn’t matter. I looked at the chain-link fence, the massive heavy gate through which I could see the Isle, and began to climb.

      It’s probably electrified at the top, my mind shrieked, booby-trapped or worse. It didn’t matter. The metal bars were smooth and difficult to get purchase on, my shoes slipping frequently. It didn’t matter. I got to the top and stopped for a moment, breathing in the air, feeling the sun on my face and then dropped over the other side. Once on the cliff edge and the wrong side of the fence, I toed off my shoes, pulling off my jacket automatically. I wouldn’t need them. When I was down to a thin t-shirt and a pair of undies I dived off. Below were many rocks thrusting up like spikes through the water, more under the water’s surface I was sure. Somehow, I landed in the sea, plunging into the dark ocean in a swirl of bubbles. 

      For a moment, I paused, the cold, blue depths peaceful despite the fact my oxygen would run out soon if I didn’t rise. I could feel the pull of the tides as I floated, shifting me against my will. I was at its mercy. Up, up, up, my heartbeat demanded as my chest grew tight and so up I went. Keeping my head above the gently lapping waves, I swam towards the island I’d only ever been to, heavily escorted, for Reunion. I pulled myself up on the pebbly shore, shivering, walking past the glass boxes of religious relics that created a circle around the Ladder. Each was supposed to have belonged to the gods themselves, used last time they walked the earth. A wide ring of paving stones surrounded the Ladder, that was where we used to perform, kept from the Ladder itself by a ring of soldiers around it. I smiled and quickly sketched a couple of the steps, something I’d had to do every year since I was a small child. There was no answering call inside me that said that was why I was here. No, my heart still urged, up, up, up. I walked over the stones, one reluctant step after the other, looking up at the sky, but it was still a reassuring pale blue. My hand reached out for the cold black metal.

      Touching the Ladder was like when the boys fed from me: oblivion. My sense of body dropped away; all I was disappeared into a muzzy consciousness, vaguely aware I was moving up. Winds picked up as I climbed, I felt the shift of my body, the precariousness of my grip on the metal rungs as the forces of air fought me for purchase but up I went nonetheless. I climbed until my skin grew cold and I began to shiver. I climbed until my limbs began to shake with the effort. I climbed past the tangled skeletons of other climbers. I climbed until the blue of the sky faded away and was replaced by darkness. I climbed until the breath stopped coming in and out of my chest because there was no more oxygen to be had. I climbed until I found her. She hung from the Ladder, only tethered to it by one hand and one foot, the shark-toothed albino. “This is the point where I have to take over,” she said, her teeth glinting in the gloom. “If I can’t take over, if I can’t help you, you’ll die.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I croaked, my throat feeling like it was made from sand and gravel. “Dead anyway.”

      “Perhaps,” she said with a wink and then climbed down towards me. She slipped into the space between me and the Ladder, hanging on to me instead. One hand rested gently on my waist, the other cupped my chin. “And what do we have here?” she said, then smiled impishly. “Let’s see!” She leaned closer and then she kissed me.

      Her lips were the cold of the deepest winter yet I burned. Agony ripped through my body, twisting my limbs in a rictus of pain. Knives stabbed into my brain, muscles leapt and jerked from my bones. Blood poured from me in buckets, leaching away my strength. The tracer in my shoulder began to throb, then spark, expanding further and further and further until… I was dead, I had to be. I felt nothing, was nothing, nothing other than a small chip of consciousness floating in a silky black sea. I was falling or floating, I couldn’t determine which. It was impossible, being surrounded by the endless darkness that swirled around me with no quarter given to the rules of perspective or gravity. There was no landscape or features with which to anchor myself within the space.

      

      “There you are.”

      And then just as suddenly, I was standing in a room that looked like a grand palace, fully dressed.  A very dusty grand palace. “Hello?” I said, looking around me. My voice didn't echo through the wide-open spaces. I walked along the marble floor, noticing my feet left prints in the dust. At least I’d know how to make my way back. To where though, that’s what I wasn’t sure of. Figuring I may as well go somewhere, I veered off to my left and through a closed doorway.

      “Whoa.” The ceilings soared above me, capped by a series of cobalt glass domes. The room opened into a small circular foyer, that two sweeping sets of stairs joined. Just before them was a massive stone statue of two combatants. I drew closer and saw one of the participants was the albino girl I’d seen on the Ladder. She thrashed underneath her male attacker; teeth forever bared in a snarl. I walked up and noted his hands wrapped around her throat.

      Beyond the sculpture room was a huge indoor pool. It was covered in blue, gold and white mosaic tiles, the pool off to the left-hand side. I reached down and skimmed my fingers across the water. Yep, it was wet and cool. I paused, waiting for it to settle again until my reflection became clear. There I was, same body, same ragged hair, shining on the water’s surface. Then reflection me bared her mouthful of shark teeth. I jerked back, stumbling on the uneven tiles and around me I heard a woman laughing. “What the fuck!” I snapped, looking for the source of the sound, but all there was were tiles and water, tiles and water. 

      At the end of the room, there were three doors. I opened one, which led to a room with a massive blue glass dome. When I ducked my head in, I could see constellations mapped against the glass. At the end was a huge archway, but instead of being filled with a door, it seemed to hold a pulsing darkness. I pulled back and opened the door to my left, then the right. The same view greeted me through each one. I frowned and stepped back. All three didn’t open onto the room, each showing me a different vantage point. Instead, I saw the exact same view, in triplicate. I walked through the middle one, looking up at the dome, then back but the doors had vanished.

      “So,” my head whipped around to see the naked albino girl standing on the other side of the room where she hadn’t been beforehand, “its decision time.”

      “Decision time?” I said.

      “Time to choose, time to become something else.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about,” I said, taking a step towards her, “and what did you do to me on the Ladder?”

      “I tested you of course, to see if you were capable of making the choice. Are you?”

      “Am I what?”

      She smiled, her face a carnivorous nightmare, “Are you ready to become?”

      “I’m ready for you to ask me a straight question,” I said. “I get we’re in some weird palace full of magical art and swimming pools and shit, but do you think you could just cut to the chase? There isn’t an actual need for you to be obscure.”

      She laughed at this and I fought the urge to flinch back. “Do you want power?”

      “Now, you see there’s where you could’ve added some more detail. Like, what kind of power? At what cost? For how long? Will anyone else have to suffer for it? Something like that.”

      She held up her hand and counted off her fingers, “To do whatever you want, none, forever and no.”

      “Really? Absolute power, no strings attached? Hmm…what do the stories tell me will happen if I agree to your kind offer? Death, cursed, all loved one’s dead.”

      She waved a hand to brush off my objections, “Fairy tales are created to keep the populace down. Don’t be too proud, too vain, too confident in yourself, don’t fly too close to the sun. Don’t you want to try for yourself, what it would be like to step beyond the petty rules of society? People do it all the time. Your Hesse was instrumental in bringing down several much more powerful magical races and found the secret to eternal youth. Do you think he sits up at night worrying if he’s a nice person?”

      “No, he’s a sick fuck who likes experimenting on children.”

      “Of course he is, and there’s no magical or social force that rises up to put him in his place, is there? He just goes on, getting richer and more successful. Don’t you want to try that on for size, see what you’d do with that power?”

      “If this is a choice, what’s my other option?”

      “Death.”

      “Death? I thought I passed the test, made it up the Ladder, climbed here.”

      “Did you? Or are you hanging on the Ladder still, slowly dying of hypoxia with a time bomb in your arm?”

      I blinked at that, looked around me and then back at the doors which had reappeared, each one showing me the exact same view of the sculpture in the foyer. I looked back and now she was standing at arm’s length, head cocked to one side a smile on her face. “Time to choose.”

      “Fine,” I said, biting out the words, “power me up.”

      “Pucker up, lover,” she said with a wink, closing the gap between us. I flinched, expecting the same painful ordeal as last time, but instead just heard her laugh echoing through the stupid room again. When I opened my eyes, she was gone. I’m under your skin now, she said, her voice a purr inside my head. Let’s go have some fun.

      

      In the next moment, I was back on the Ladder, looking down at the very distant earth below. “Fuck!” I yelped, clutching at the freezing cold metal. The girl just laughed.

      Let go! she said as if it was the most delightful thing in the world.

      “Are you fucking crazy! I’m seeing the tops of clouds and they are tiny, tiny spots in the distance. I don’t know how I could possibly have climbed this high!”

      Let go. My heart pounded in my chest, sweat pooling in my palms despite the gods awful cold. Let. Go!

      I don’t know if I did it or the girl, but my fingers released and down I fell, plummeting like a stone. I could no longer see a thing as the wind tore at my face and hair. My clothes worked their way up my body, trying to jump this sinking ship, my muscles tensing for a godawful impact, that just wasn’t coming. Stop being silly, the voice in my head said. You have power, use it. What do you want to do?

      “Not fucking fall! Fly! I want to fly!”

      Good choice, she said and I erupted into a ball of flame.

      I hung above the earth; the wind whistle drowned out by the flutter of the flames that covered my body. “Ah!” I screamed and tried to swat them out. The girl inside my head just chuckled.

      It’s flashy I know, but it’s always been the form I use when I take flight. I have the power, Lethe, but you’re running the show. If you don’t give me direction, I can’t assume what you want and act anyway. You need to tell me what you want, an experience I think, that will be good for you.

      “Who the fuck are you? You’ve never introduced yourself.”

      Didn’t you work it out? I’m Lyra.

      “Lyra? Like goddess Lyra? ‘Kai and Lyra’ Lyra?”

      Obviously.

      “So, just a question, goddess, do the flames like propel us or something?”

      No, I just like the look of them, now, let’s go home.

      

      It took a bit of flailing around, but I worked out how to fly fairly quickly. It was a matter of pulling all your limbs in a nice and streamlined way, aiming for where you wanted to go, and then off you went. In no time I was spiralling in death-defying drops, swooping around in the atmosphere, watching the world swing beneath me. I finally stopped, hanging in the air, panting. This had to be the most exhilarating experience I’d ever had. I looked down, the details of the terrain below me much clearer now I was nearer the surface of the earth. There were tiny rises of hills and more pronounced mountains, thin streaks of water that were no doubt mighty rivers and little spots that were lakes. There in the centre, like a sullen bruise, was the grey of Meridian City. “Fuck, I could go anywhere, absolutely anywhere.”

      Now she’s getting the idea, Lyra said.

      “Wow…” my brain went blank, struggling to think of a place to go. I felt tears inexplicably prick at the corners of my eyes. It was so big, the concept of outside. So big, we never really got to think about it. Better just to condense your awareness down to what was contained in the Quarter, than torment yourself with the thoughts of beyond the Wall. I struggled to think of a place to go, place names, both real and mythical tumbled around in my mind like confetti. I couldn't muster a desire to go anywhere as I'd never thought specifically about where I might want to go. I just stared down at the world, river, mountain, plain, lake. These were abstract concepts to me before now.

      I should remind you that all of this flying is eating into your physical reserves. You’ll need to land somewhere to eat soon, or like your friend, Marley, you’ll consume yourself from within.

      “Marley!” I said, smacking myself on the forehead. “We had a suicide pact!”

      The gates at Talos then.

      

      I landed lightly on the grass, my head swivelling around, looking for my brother as I did so. There he was! He walked out from between the ruined buildings of Ground Zero, weaving a little as he crossed the torn-up road, taking step after dragging step towards the cliffs. “I need to run there, super-fast,” I said and off I went, the surroundings becoming a blur.

      “Whoa!” Marley said, rearing back and blinking owlishly. His head craned towards me, eyeing me with one blue iris, then the other. “Zat you, Lethe?”

      “Yeah, and what the fuck happened to you?” Bruises spread in a messy sprawl from his temple down his neck and disappeared under his t-shirt.

      “Vamps, fuckers. Wanted to take Anastasia away, just when we were having fun.”

      “Didn’t you start having fun a week ago?”

      “Yeah, my last week.” He let out a sigh, hanging his head. “Last one until Lethe and I… Lethe! It’s you!”

      “You said that.”

      “No,” he stood up straighter, blinking furiously and then his face lost its dazed blindness. He turned his gaze on me and paused, really seeing me now. Slowly, his beautiful wide smile spread. “Hey,” he said softly, reaching out and drawing me into the curve of his shoulder. “It’s nearly time. You scared?”

      “Um…about that. Look, can we sit?”

      “Sure, let’s go sit on the grass by the fence,” he said, steering me with a protective hand. We sat down cross-legged facing each other.

      “Gods, I really need something to eat and drink. You look like you could use it too. Oh!” In my hand was a tall glass of something fruity, condensation forming on the sides, Marley held the same. Around us was an array of food and drink, some I had no idea what they were, and we were sitting on a picnic blanket.

      “Somethings happened to you,” Marley said, taking it all in, then a hefty sip from his drink.

      “Yeah, I kinda climbed the Ladder.”

      “The ladder, or The Ladder.”

      “The latter.”

      “Whoa, and what, you found the magic wishing tree?”

      “Nooo, not quite.”

      He looked up at me, half smiling, shaking his head, “You found the gods, didn’t you?” He looked away, over at the sun that was beginning to drop lower in the sky. “Un-fucking-believable.”

      “A goddess.” He picked up a sandwich from the nearest plate, sniffed at it and then tossed it back, rubbing his hands on his jeans. Then he laughed, throwing back his head. “I used the last bit of persuasion… This big grand… You’re not going to die, are you?” I pulled my shirt from my shoulder to show him the unmarred surface. He reached out a thin finger, letting it trail over my skin before dropping it to the ground.

      “Can’t you see,” I said, hunching forward, “we’re free now. I can do anything. I can get us out of the Quarter, we can go anywhere. You can be strong and happy, just like you were.” My heart beat wildly at the thought of it, of all the possibilities. My voice sounded odd like I was speaking through a pipe or my ears were clogged up. Marley just sat there, looking blankly at the grass, his hand limp as a dropped handkerchief. “Marley, everything we’ve ever wanted can now come true.”

      His eyes flicked back to me, burning hot and blue, “I wanted this, Lethe. This was going to be it, my grand gesture, the thing that would make sense of all the shit that went before it. Me and you, it’s been the closest thing to love I’ve had in my entire life. My endlessly scrabbling, pointless, stupid life. I can make people want things, but I can only make them want me for as long as I can sustain it until it eats me from the inside. I went to school and learned, and for what? We were all doomed to become playthings from the start, they let our self-awareness develop enough for us to hate ourselves. Why not have Rohan school us in the arts they so value in us from childhood? There’d be sick fucks lining up for the title of teacher.”

      “You’re afraid,” I said, pulling back. The idea was too bizarre for me to get my head around. My fearless brother who threw rocks at Rohan’s skylight at twelve. “The prospect of a future, that scares you.”

      “You should be scared too,” he said, the rattle in his voice indicating he was trying to push at me, but his suggestion just rolled off my skin. 

      I got to my feet, shaking my head, “Then stay here, eat the food, live your life, knowing you had the possibility of something more and couldn’t face it. I never wanted your death, I wanted my brother by my side, but if you don’t want it, then live, live your life exactly how you wanted it because I want no more part of it.” I brushed the tears from my eyes and saw that the car had been picked up at some point so I took off at a run. I want to fly out of here, to somewhere safe, I thought. In the next moment, I was airborne in a ball of flames.

      

      Safe was apparently the gardens of the Witchbreed. I dropped to the ground, the cool, dark gloom of the trees closing around me as soon as the flames extinguished. I sat on the grass, the roots of a large tree within reach, breathing heavily. You need to eat, Lyra’s voice said. Ask me for a meal.

      “Meatball sandwich and a soda,” I said and when I looked down, I held them in my hand. I sucked down the sickly-sweet cola in great gulps, I could almost feel the instant energy rushing through my veins.

      You’ll need more than that. Flying isn’t a natural state for your body, it’ll take more of your energy.

      “OK, get me a pizza with the lot,” I said and a box flopped next to me on the grass. I looked around me at the tall trees covering me in shade, and the nodding flowers growing beneath them. "So, this power thing. Could I... change the way I look?"

      Yes.

      "So I could have long black hair and brown eyes if I wanted?"

      Yes.

      "So horns, a tail, wings, that's all possible?"

      Yes, though flying would be difficult. The wings would have to be especially large for you to fly with due to your human bone structure.

      "So if I wanted to have rainbow skin, a unicorn horn and to fart glitter, I could do that?"

      Yes, but glitter is tiny little pieces of sharp plastic, so you may want to rethink that one.

      "What else could I do? Could I become invisible for a while? Could I walk through walls? Could I jump off the top of the Spire and land on the ground without hurting myself?"

      Yes, yes and yes.

      "What about... Could I turn Rohan's head into a pumpkin?"

      Yes, he’d be dead as he’d have no brain to regulate his body, but yes.

      "Could I turn all the rubble in the Quarter into cotton candy?"

      Yes, though that would take a massive amount of energy and probably kill you. I’d suggest picking a small area and then refuelling, and the subsequent rise in the rat population could become an issue.

      "So basically, I can do whatever I want, as long as my body can supply the fuel to make it happen."

      I thought I'd made that clear, but if you need to hear me say it, yes.

      "So where does the energy come from. Just food?"

      “So, what do we have here? Something about our gardens screamed out to you, ‘most perfect picnic spot ever’?” I looked up to see a tall woman with long auburn hair standing on the slight dirt path that led to me. She wore the tight cargo pants with a million pockets that some witchbreed wear (all the better for storing ingredients and implements) and a khaki singlet. Her hair was pulled back on one side in a thin plait and she sported a moon earring. Not a dark witch, from what I could tell.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude. I just needed….”

      “To land in a flaming ball in my garden. Yep, I caught that part. What I’m missing is why were you a flaming ball, why are you polluting your body with junk food and why are you a huge glowing mass of power?” I just sat there, mouth hanging open. “I'm Kat. C’mon, my place is down the path. Now get rid of that…” My cup, sub and pizza blinked out of existence.

      “But I need…”

      “Here,” she said, flicking a finger so that instead I held an earthenware cup of juice and a wholemeal wrap filled with vegetables, meat and some kind of green mush. “That’s nutrient-dense and calorie-dense. Even flaming balls need their vitamins.” We walked until we came to a mud-brick house with a wonky conical roof. Garden beds surrounded the place in rings, bursting with flowers and vegetables. Chickens scratched around in the dirt, pecking at bugs. A rooster hopped on top of a sweet little coop and crowed up at the darkening sky. “C’mon ladies, no one wants to be spending the rest of their lives in a fox’s belly,” the stranger said, shooing them in and then locking the door behind her. “Eat up and come inside,” she said.

      

      She indicated I take a seat by the fire crackling in the merry little fireplace. I took a gulp of juice and then settled into what looked like a hand-carved chair. “So,” she said, just as I took a big mouthful of sandwich. “Why’s an albino doing great magics in Meridian City?”

      Be careful with this one, Lyra said. Witches are tricky.

      "Umm... I just woke up this morning and..."

      “Found you now contained a massive ball of magical energy? Really? You don't have to tell me if you don't want to. It was just a bit of a shock. I was expecting my garden to be wiped out by the impact of a very small meteor and instead, there was you. You want to keep eating," the witch said, magicking me up another sandwich. "What's inside you has massive potential, but it’s using you as a power source. It could kill you."

      What?! I'd gone through the whole Ladder Climb of Doom only to have another death sentence put on my head? 

      "I climbed the Ladder and found this white chick with big fuck-off teeth and she melded with me and now I have the power to do what I want," I blurted out.

      We talked about this, Lyra said with a growl.

      The witch blinked at this, "You accepted god-like powers from a strange being on a ladder? Without question? Did you ask about any provisos or conditions of this gift of power?"

      "Um, no. It was either option A: die or option B: this. I chose B."

      She peered at me intently, her eyes closing down into slits," I haven't seen this in an age, but you're an avatar."

      "What's one of those when it’s at home?"

      "You're a human embodiment of a goddess."

      "So, I am Lyra?"

      You're not me, she replied inside my head.

      "No, not quite. It’s like you're her representative on the earth. You’ll have access to some of her powers, as long as you have the energy to fuel them."

      I considered this. The gods were supposed to have left the human realm hundreds of years ago. Once they’d lived among people, guiding and helping them. Well, mostly just the anomalous, though humans were inexplicably loyal to them. The early revolutionaries used to use Kai, Lyra’s brother/lover as a symbol to identify the underground, seeing his struggle for dominance against his vampire sister as similar to theirs.

      “How the hell is that possible? When was the last time there was an avatar?” I said.

      “Princess Sasha’s great grandmother was one apparently, though that’s always been under suspicion,” Kat said.

      “Sasha, she reckons she’s got new research that’ll make Reunion a success. Is she right?”

      “I doubt it. The age of the gods is over. If you’re hoping to meet other avatars, I wouldn’t hold your breath. I don't know how you were able to climb the Ladder. Usually, one touch is enough to render someone a mindless idiot.”

      That may still prove to be true, Lyra said.

      “The question is, what are you going to do with all that power?”

      I sat there for a second. My mind often raced a mile a minute, but the prospect of a future, of a life outside of the Quarter, had it slowing to a standstill. Silence grew between us, I felt the societal obligation to respond, but my brain could think of nothing. I had no mental model for the freedom I’d now been given. People who fantasised about the outside world didn't last long. Surviving required too much effort and the subsequent despair that came with thinking about life beyond often led to suicide. Lyra, Kat, they were inviting me to consider something that felt bloody dangerous. I listened to my heartbeat rattle in my ears as the minutes went by. 

      I knew what I wanted, I’d always known, deep in my heart, because it’s what we all wanted. I opened my mouth and said, “I want to bring down the Wall.”

      Kat’s eyebrows shot up, then she nodded slowly as she mulled it over. “You do that, you’re positioning yourself as a political entity. Other political organisations in Meridian city will see you as a threat and treat you accordingly. The Wall, as much as I despise it, keeps us safe from the humans. If we were running around free, that would frighten them. They don’t want to go back to the pre-Revolutionary days, and they’d kill us wholesale to eradicate that fear.”

      “So, I should just turn my back, leave the Quarter?”

      “Not necessarily, but bringing it down? That's going to take a lot of work and cooperation. The blood of the oldest and most powerful Cremorni witches is bound into that wall. You’ll never be able to take it down with only Lyra’s power, let alone deal with the soldiers and weapons they use afterwards. You’ll need to get the support of the factions; you’ll need to stage an uprising.”

      You do realise you’ve confessed to treason to someone you don’t even know, Lyra said. What’s to stop her from reporting your plan? I looked up at Kat, who reclined in her chair. 

      Can I coerce her to stay silent? I asked.

      Now you’re talking, Lyra said. Of course, I can silence one witchbreed bitch.

      “What’s to stop you from telling a passing soldier my plans?” I said.

      You’re not going to last long, trusting complete strangers like this, Lyra said with a hiss.

      Can’t you turn her into a pillar of ash if she crosses me? I said. Aren’t you confident in your own powers?

      Assuming power is enough to make you invincible is a more common downfall of the rich and famous than you obviously think, she snapped back.

      Kat smiled, her teeth bright against the deep bronze of her skin. “Because if I stay silent, I win either way. You free us or life goes on, I lose nothing.”

      I knew then what I had to do, and my revolutionary plans would need to go on the back burner. I couldn’t change the world right now but I could change things a little closer to home. You can change individuals then, I said to Lyra, without stripping me of too much energy?

      Yes, why, what did you have in mind? she said.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said to Kat. “Thanks for the food.”

      “OK, but before you go, I’ll say this. If I was going to bring down the Wall, I wouldn't start with the structure itself. I’d start by destabilising those agencies who were most likely to try to stop me. If they were off-balance or eliminated, it would make everything you want to achieve that much easier.”

      I nodded, storing that tidbit for later. Lyra, I said, I need to find the boys.

      Those delicious brothers? That sounds much more enticing. We’re going to do this a little less conspicuously. No need to alert Rohan to your presence.

      You know Rohan?

      I know everyone, now hold on.
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      It appeared a less conspicuous way of travelling was basically teleporting from one spot and appearing in another. I looked around with a start. I’d gone from the evening gloom of Kat’s garden to a large room, the electric lights not doing much to illuminate it. Tiles covered every surface, depicting vampires and whites frolicking with gay abandon, and then just downright fucking.

      I slipped past the dimly lit depictions of writhing ecstasy and walked further in, following the sound of running water. I’m in the Palace, I thought, my heart sinking. This is either some sort of orgy fountain room or… I peeked my head around the corner and sighed. It was a locker room. 

      Shower heads, a retroactive fitting in what was before a sauna or communal bath, dotted the walls. It was mostly empty but from my vantage point, I could see a few naked male bodies being soaped down, sometimes by their own hands, sometimes by white ‘helpers’. One was doing a very good job making sure the vamp's dick was really, really clean, with his mouth. Make me invisible, I said.

      Why? Lyra said with a purr. There’s no need to hide here. Look at that specimen. He’d split you open in the most delicious way.

      While draining me of the blood I need to live. Make me invisible. 

      They can’t hurt you, not unless you want them to. 

      I’m a white, they’re pretty convinced my place is on my knees.

      You’re not an albino anymore, you’re something else again, and you have no need to hide.

      Invisible, now, and help me find the guys.

      Her sigh came out as a long hiss in my ears. 

      

      I didn’t feel any different but as I padded past the showering bodies, my footsteps left no marks, made no sound. I felt the tension that had been building in my shoulders drop away. The guy getting serviced by the white boy came suddenly, his abdominals clenching and flexing as the albino spluttered around his cock, the vamp pulling away and going back to washing without a look. They can’t make me do that, ever, I thought. They can’t make me do anything I don’t want to anymore.

      I’m the goddess of vampires and these are my people. As my avatar, they will fall at your feet. If you don’t like how they treat the white ones, make them change. You have nothing to fear and everything… Her voice trailed away as I stopped in front of another muscular guy who was scrubbing at his hair in a business-like manner. I watched the interplay of his muscles as his arms worked, the flex of his buttocks, the reveal of the lean expanse of his abs as he rinsed. Mmm, Lyra said as he tipped his head back, revealing his corded neck, marred only by one neat bite mark. I moved closer as if pulled on strings, smelling the fresh lime scent of his soap as I drew in, my eyes drawn down, down as he grabbed the bar and began to work it against his groin. Oh, that is lovely, Lyra said, watching his cock harden a little as he scrubbed. We could take that soap and run our fingers all over him. Your hands would slide over that slippery skin. My teeth started to ache as I watched, unable to look away. Just reach out, Lyra crooned, reach out and take what you want.

      I shook my head, stepping away. Back off, Lyra, I said. I need to find the boys.

      We’re going to work on this prudishness, she said with a growl. It’s entirely fear-based. You’re free of that kind of threat now. You’re the apex predator.

      Yeah, yeah, the boys, where?

      Down the end.

      

      I heard them talking as I approached. They had this area of the shower to themselves, Bennett was sitting against the wall, his eyes closed, water running over him. Gavin stood and half-heartedly scrubbed at his skin. “Do you think Marley got there in time?” Bennett said. “Made sure that it didn’t hurt her?”

      “I want to believe it. It’s all that’s keeping me together right now. That she’s free of all of this shit now. Rohan’s having us push the troops into Miriam’s turf tomorrow. Brothers, sisters, they’re gonna die and for what? For another piece of a ruin. At least she doesn’t have to deal with that,” Gavin said.

      “Or with Rohan wanting to take her. I was talking to Grey and apparently, the plan is if anything happened to us, he’s supposed to retrieve her within the hour, for his ‘viewing pleasure.’ Fucking arsehole.”

      “I wondered why we were getting the front-line jobs all of a sudden. He was going to jeopardise everything we’ve done for him…”

      “I kinda empathise with him. He’s no worse than us, always sniffing around her. It’s just…” Bennett’s eyes went wide and I could see the pain clearly there. “Every memory I have that’s worth a damn has her in it, y’know? When she took on the Riley’s because they pushed you off the swing.”

      “Fuck, I’d never seen a girl fight like that before, and she was such a skinny little thing. I thought we were all going to have to jump in, but she took out the three of them with a quick one-two to the nuts.”

      “What are we going to do without her,” Bennett said, his palms covering his face, then digging into his eye sockets.

      This was grotesque. I was attending my own wake, an invisible presence, vicariously watching them grieve. Make me visible, I said.

      You sure? she said. This little display is quite touching. They really do love you.

      Now.

      

      It took them a bit to realise, Gavin was standing facing the wall, letting the water run down his back. He reached for the shampoo and only saw me when I took it from his hand. His eyes went wide, searching my face for a sign that this wasn’t some kind of dream, capturing my hand when I reached up to try and wash his hair. “Lethe?” His hissed question was enough to alert his brother, Bennett’s head snapping up to take me in, he was on his feet in the next moment.

      “Fuck the gods,” Bennett said, hovering as if he didn’t dare come closer. “Is this…? Are you…?”

      “I didn’t die,” I said with a small smile. “I climbed the Ladder.”

      “Yes!!” I was swept up into Gavin’s arms, my clothes instantly flattened against my body by the water. He swung me around and then stopped, burying his head in my neck, Bennett at my back, a warm damp presence. “I can’t…” one of them gasped. “This can’t…”

      “It’s OK,” I said. “I’m sorry I left early. I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t stay.”

      “No, no, we were being selfish dicks,” Bennett said. “We wanted everything you had because… I’m so sorry.”

      “And we better get you the fuck out of here if we want to keep you alive. Any albino that comes down here is fair game,” Gavin said, his eyes flicking to the other side of the showers.

      “You don’t have to worry,” I said. Make my hair black and my eyes a deeper blue, I said to Lyra, and give me fangs.

      Nice choice, she said, the smile apparent in her tone. I didn’t notice the change to my hair and eyes but the looks on the boys’ faces made it clear that I’d changed. My gums ached, not in a painful way, it was like they were swelling and hardening, the feeling becoming a piercing intense pleasure/pain. I smelt the limey, smoky scent of the boys, my nostrils flaring and my mouth began to water. “Uh!” I gasped as something sharp ripped through my gums.

      “Gods, Lethe!” Bennett said, grabbing my chin and peering at my face.

      “Is it her?” Gavin said, eyes hardening. He crossed his arms, the muscles clearly delineated. I cocked my head, taking a step towards him, my jeans dragging heavily in the pools of water. I leaned over him, he refused to budge, and turned off the tap, then ran my tongue along his skin, capturing the trickle that ran down one bicep. “Is it you?” His voice dropped to a hoarse rasp, his eyes searched mine for answers, but that wasn’t what drew my attention. It was the jerking jump of the vein in his neck, tugging my awareness like a fish on a hook. 

      I came closer, rested my mouth against his ear and said, “You were the first one inside me in the warehouse. Bennett stopped you and sucked on my clit, to make it good for me.”

      I was dimly aware of Lyra’s hum as I pushed him against the tiles, spreading his arms out, holding them down by his wrist. His body shifted against mine, twitching, twisting, trying to close the gap between us. I chuckled as I moved in closer, forcing his leg to be still with a knee. I brought my head down into the sweet-smelling mass of his wet hair, parting it like seaweed with my nose before thrusting my lips against that jumping vein. “You want to feed from him,” Bennett said, a sudden weight against my back, his mouth against my ear. “Lick the skin, it makes it that much more sensitive.”

      “I don’t have the symbiote,” I protested and for a moment fear broke through the drugging haze of hunger in my body.

      Of course you do, Lyra said. That’s what kept you alive on the Ladder. We are one now, you aren’t an albino, not prey anymore. I ran my tongue against his skin, to test her assertions.

      “Oh fuck!” Gavin groaned, his hips jerking towards me. I felt him, hard and thick. “Do it,” he said, “do it!”

      “He’ll come so hard when you take him in your mouth, feed from him,” Bennett said, “and then he’ll be ready again. Again and again and again.”

      “And you?”

      “You know me, tiger. I’ll always be there for you.” He shifted, grinding his cock into my butt. “Any way you want me.”

      “Please…” Gavin said.

      “OK,” I let go of his wrists and his arms came around me, pulling me against his body. I licked at the vein, feeling it flex under my tongue, suckling lightly, drawing the flesh into my mouth, feeling him writhe under me as my fangs scraped against his skin. His moans were incoherent as I grew bolder, gripping the skin between my teeth, his cock twitching against my thigh, then I struck.

      I’d tasted plenty of blood in my lifetime. Getting my teeth half knocked down my throat by other kids, getting smacked in the face while me and the boys were wrestling. I’d copped a few beat downs once I left the boys, trying to eke out a place in between the factions. Then it had tasted coppery and gross. Too much of it and I was throwing up from nausea.

      Now it was this thick, sweet thing that had me almost crawling over his body to get more of. I could dimly feel Bennett’s lips against my throat as my jaws worked, a sharp little nick before he pulled back, murmuring, “Don’t take too much. He won’t die or get hurt, but he won’t be able to perform for you.” I yanked myself away from Gavin, leaving him to fall back against the wall. When I turned around my face had to have been a mask of blood, I could feel it dripping from my chin. Bennett stepped back, shaking his head, “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

      “On your knees,” I snarled. I wasn’t prey, no one fed from me. An entirely alien anger filled my head, willing me to obliterate one of the few people I loved in the world. It was somewhat appeased as he did as he was told with that familiar crooked smile.

      “Whatever you want,” he said, arms held out in surrender.

      What did I want? My head was a screaming mash-up of memories and sensation, lust and familiarity. I panted, my breath almost caressing my aching teeth. He shuffled towards me, eyes trained on my fangs, reaching up with slow hands so I could pull away at any point. I watched him with a hard eye, somewhat appeased by his more respectful manner. Emboldened he undid the stiff button on my sodden jeans, looking up at me as he pulled them down my legs. Gavin came up behind me, supporting my body as I was stripped bare, ripping my underwear off as Bennett drew closer. “Leg over his shoulder,” Gavin said as his brother dropped kisses along my hip bone. “Spread yourself wide for him.”

      His commands rankled but the long, slippery caress of Bennett’s tongue against my slit had me complying. He wasted no time, lunging for my groin and burying his head in it. “Ah!” I cried and Gavin pulled me back to swallow it down. His tongue forced itself into my mouth, getting caught on my fangs, the burst of blood sending pulses through my cunt just as Bennett suckled on my clit. Lyra’s hum grew louder as I twisted in their grip, the violent wracking of pleasure something I was unable to sit still for. 

      “I want to fuck you, like the first time,” Gavin said as I moaned, hoisting me up in his arms when I didn’t complain. My arms were forced to wind back around his neck as his hands gripped my thighs, almost presenting me bare to Bennett. His cock nudged at my folds and I wriggled in his grip, but he whispered soothing encouragement. 

      “Oh fuck!” I said as he pushed himself inside me, a slow inexorable process, one I could no longer fight. I was dimly aware that I didn’t like being in such a vulnerable position, but the sensation… My cunt twitched and spasmed around him as he moved, my clit aching for attention in the cool air. As if noted, Bennett’s moved in and flicked it with his tongue.

      I was lost, a small body tossed around on a rough sea, wave after wave of pleasure threatening to drown me but I couldn’t bring myself to fight back. Something swelled inside me as if each drag of Gavin’s cock stroked a place I could never touch. It felt like it was growing huge, a great tsunami hanging over me, ready to obliterate me and take me under. 

      “Uh!” I cried. My cunt snapped tight around Gavin as he pounded, spasming and flexing, grasping at his cock like a million fingers. He wasn’t far behind me, bursting in a hot pulse. I was transferred gently, placed on top of Bennett’s prone body. “You got another in you?” he asked, then scraped the hair back from his neck. I smiled my jagged vicious smile and moved like a cat over him. He was easier to slide in; my cunt was dripping but I almost winced at the burn as his cock stretched me to my limit. 

      “Mmm,” I hummed along with Lyra. In some ways this was different, my initial hunger satisfied. As I moved, slowly, languorously up and down Bennett’s cock, I watched the strain on his face, the way his body, his hands, sought to take over, to push me, then surrendered back to the experience. Fucking him was like taking just one more mouthful of something delicious, beyond the point of satiation. The pleasure bursting in my body not needed, but somehow more decadent now that I didn’t. I dropped down low, breathing his scent in, licking his skin. He placed his hands on either side of my face, forcing me to gaze into his almost grey eyes, making me watch the way his pupils flared in time with my thrusts, the desperation building there.

      “Give me more,” he said, pleading. “Bite me, fuck me hard, Lethe!” I just shook my head, maintaining my lazy place. Despite his protest, I could feel the swell of his cock inside me, pushing me to my limits, making it harder for me to move over him.

      “You come when I say so,” I growled, and pushed his head to one side, using it as a steadying point as my hips began to snap faster. “You’re mine, mine to fuck, mine to feed from.”

      “Oh, fuck yes,” he groaned. I reared back, watching him struggle beneath me and then I struck. His blood burst into my mouth just as I was dimly aware of my body falling over into orgasm. Which was better, the rhythmic pulses of my clit as his hips bucked or the long pulls of blood I was swallowing down?

      There was no difference. He was emptying himself into me just as I was drawing his blood into my mouth. I was taking, draining him. The ripples up my spine didn’t seem to want to stop like my cunt was trying to force more cum out of him, I was cumming and cumming and cumming. Finally, I pulled away, flopping down on the wet floor. “Lyra,” I gasped, “take us to the boys’ place.”

      Once dry, we snuggled down into the warm depths of the bed, not bothering with the lights, the darkness feeling like black fur and silk on my skin. I took my place between the boys, their limbs twining around mine and then gave myself up to unconsciousness.
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      Hesse scanned through the email again, his heart rate beginning to pick up a little as he read and reread the report. Was this it? Was something finally going to happen? He picked up his phone and punched in the number for the observation centre responsible for the report. “Hesse,” he said when it was answered, his name enough to put his employees on notice to attend to him. “I need to speak to either Anderson or Juniper about the Ladder obs they sent me.” He grabbed a pen, twirling it between his fingers as they scurried to do his bidding.

      “Hello, sir, this is Anderson.”

      “Excellent, I need to discuss the results collected yesterday from the Ladder. There was some serious movement detected at the sight. Has this been cross-referenced with seismological data for the day and anything else that might create a false positive?”

      “Yes, sir. As soon as we saw the spike, we were on the phone to all the different agencies. As far as we can tell, the disturbance is not meteorological or geological in origin. When that was verified it was sent to you. I can send you those other reports as well if you like.”

      “No, no, I am happy to take your word for it. Right. Anderson, I need you to listen closely as this is of the utmost importance. I’ll be down in,” he looked at the gold watch on his wrist, “half an hour to speak to your unit leader. In the meantime, I want you to take a copy of all of the raw data for the day from all of our observation centres, and transfer it to my private encrypted server. Ask the tech,” he paused to look over at the org chart, “it looks like Wilson is yours. Speak to Wilson if you have need, he’s familiar with this. Tell him to initiate an Deos protocol, and give him the data to transfer. Am I clear?”

      “Of-of course, sir. I’ll get on it immediately.”

      “See that you do. I’ll inform your team, but I need to stress, any leak of this information will result in the immediate suspension of any and all staff involved. If you all want to go home to your family tonight, your business unit will remain tight as a virgin’s cunt, am I clear?”

      “Crystal, sir.”

      “Good man, good man. There’ll be a bonus for you and Juniper. Excellent pick-up, you followed the validation process to a T.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I look forward to meeting you.” He dropped the phone in its cradle, smiling to himself, turning around to face the wall of windows that made up the rear of his office. His eye instinctively sought the thin black line of the Ladder, following it up to where it disappeared into the sullen clouds. Maybe this time…

      His head jerked up at a knock on his door. “Sorry to disturb you, sir,” one of his security heads appeared unbidden in the doorway, waiting to be admitted. Hesse frowned, then gestured to the seat on the other side of his desk. “I’ve brought the unfulfilled kill orders for you to look over. There’s one on here that should’ve been automatic, the subject was fitted with a compliance tracer.”

      Hesse skimmed the list, noting the highlights and annotations added by his employee. “A compliance tracer fail is highly unusual. Get in contact with the Acquiescence Tech team and see what’s going on. Test a few on some of the subjects we have in the vault to make sure they’re still functioning and report back. Looks like she was one of the 256 series,” he said, tapping the paper. “They were a strange bunch, not many of them left alive. Some promising mutations, some of the test results I thought ... but they didn’t develop into anything useful. If the tracers appear to be functional, activate the girl’s GPS implant and find her. You’ll no doubt find her corpse decaying somewhere in the Quarter, then report back.”

      “Of course, sir.”
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      So, what will it do to them? I asked Lyra as I looked down at the sleeping boys.

      Why would you want to do this? You felt exactly what a vampire feels. Why would you take that away from them?

      This was never what they were meant to be. If their bloody mother hadn’t dumped them here, they would’ve grown up OK on the other side of the Wall.

      And unless you want to go back in time, that makes no difference. They did grow up here, they chose the change. You’re going to reverse the choice they made.

      “Hey,” Bennett said, looking up at me with a sleepy smile. “You should’ve woken me.” He reached for me and I allowed myself to be pulled down beside him, his brother shifting in his sleep, slinging an arm around my waist and pulling me close to him. Bennett smiled, moving closer until I was sandwiched between their hard bodies. “You sore?” he asked, trailing a hand up my hip.

      “No.”

      His smile grew brighter and he slid a hand under my cheek, drawing me in for a kiss. His lips were gentle, ghosting across the corner of mine, pulling away when I moved to deepen it. He grinned, then shifted half above me, his hard cock pushing against my thigh, the kiss growing hard, open-mouthed and demanding. He drew away just as my legs began to fall open. “I still can’t believe you’re here. It’s like life’s given us another chance.”

      I moved under him, pushing myself up on my elbows, forcing him back. “What if you had a second chance?”

      “What?” his eyes dropped lower down my body, “I thought that’s what we were doing here?”

      “I’m serious, Ben. What if you had a second chance at life? Would you have gone to Rohan and gone through the change?”

      He looked away, then rolled over, reaching for a packet of smokes and lighting one up, sitting cross-legged on the bed. “Of course. I know you don’t like Rohan. You shouldn’t, the man’s a cunt, but Lethe, you gotta see, we had no choice.”

      “But what if you did have a choice? What if you could take it back, be human again, go home to the other side of the Wall?”

      “How am I going to get past the Wall?

      “I can, and therefore, you can.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I came back different. I’ve got powers now.”

      “I saw that. Look, Lethe, all we can remember is the Crèche. The Quarter’s our home. We got Rohan to turn us because we wanted a good place within it. Even if I could revert to being human, I wouldn’t. Every friend, every person I’ve ever been close to apart from you and Marley, is at the Palace. I’ve fought shoulder to shoulder with brothers and sisters there I know will always have my back. Why would I turn on them so I could go and be some low life on the other side?”

      “Don’t you have family back there?”

      “Can’t have. Why else would we have landed in the Crèche? No place for us in Meridian, even if I could get beyond the Wall.”

      “Morning,” Gavin said with a rasp. “What are you two going on about? Ben, we gotta be at the Palace in an hour. We’re due on the border at 10.” His eyes flicked to me, his hand reaching up to stroke my cheek. “I’d half convinced myself you were a dream.” He smiled slowly, "We don’t have long, but there’s a way we can all get off, time-efficient wise if you’re up for it.”

      “You’re going to fight, to die for that dickhead?” I said, frowning. “For what? A position in his ridiculous fucking court?”

      Gavin looked away, struggling out from under the covers to emerge naked, forcing me to watch his long lean form disappear into the en suite. “Lethe, this is our choice,” Bennett said. “You made yours, to stay independent of the vamps or the witchbreed and we respected it.”

      “I gotta go,” I said, clambering over the bed to get to my clothes.

      “Lethe,” he grabbed my ankle and hauled me back, pinning me under him.

      “Let me go.”

      “Lethe.”

      I let my body go limp on the bed, letting the sudden wash of anger whistle through my teeth as I took deep breaths. “Bennett, I need to go. I have things to do as well. If you think I’m lying around in bed, waiting to see if you come back alive…”

      “Of course not. I just wanted you here for half an hour more, an hour tops.” He smiled down at me, boxing me with a cocoon of his golden-brown flesh, shifting his hips against mine.

      “Later,” I said, putting a hand on his chest and pushing. He rolled off me with a sigh. “Don’t get killed, I’ll be back tonight.”

      Why on earth would you  want to leave all that? Lyra said as he left to get dressed. There are some quite delicious positions I assume it’s unlikely you’ve tried due to the juvenile origins of your relationship. I was provided with a rapid flicker of increasingly pornographic images of me between the two boys, some positions ones I’d never have come up with on my own. Where do you need to be, except in their arms? Unless you had someone else, preferably several someone else’s in mind?

      Later, I said, I need to go to the Palace in your form.

      Oh? Going to make a little power play? Well, that’s even better. Of course, you can. As my avatar, you can take my form whenever you want.
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      Apparently, this meant appearing on the steps of the Palace in a ball of flame. I landed in a cat-like position, legs crouched, arms outstretched. The reactions were instantaneous, plenty of vamps milled around the steps of the Palace, obviously gathering for the stupid mission Rohan had planned. Eyes widened, hands strayed to guns, but others, they dropped to their knees, almost involuntarily. Make the guns too hot to hold if they look like they’re going to shoot, I said to Lyra. I stalked up the steps, neatly stepping around the grasping hands as I went, ignoring the whispered questions. I stepped into the darkened main hall of the Palace and walked towards the throne room. “You can’t…” one guard said and I flicked a hand, sending him slamming into the walls. Vamps came pouring into the hallways, clad in armour or skin and blood, narrowing the pathway, then closing in to block my path. 

      I stopped, looking them all over, “I am your goddess,” I said, my voice seeming to fill all the space around us and echo down the hall. “You will bow down before me.”

      You have quite the flair for dramatics, Lyra said as the host of vamps went down, some slower than others, but when the silence settled, they all stared up at me from the floor. You realise you have announced your position very clearly. Thankfully you’ve taken my form, it’s only your boys who know your true one. There’s no way to contain the knowledge that an avatar walks the earth to this faction of the Quarter. True believers tend to be terribly vocal about these things.

      What choice do I have? I said. I could fuck around, taking the circuitous route, sticking to the shadows or I could just get things done. I don’t want the boys fighting in a turf war.

      And you achieve this by subduing the entire vampire Horde? That seems a little excessive, even by my standards and I used to hold a hundred-day festival where I drained vampires to the point of death on every one of them.

      You told me to change them to make me feel safe.

      I think I underestimated the depth of your fear. At any rate, they’re no longer a threat. Shall we see what that fetching little king is up to?

       “Move,” I said and the vamps shuffled back as one to clear the way. “I come to see the king.”

      Don’t call him king in future, people will assume you validate his position. Call him Rohan.

      Got it, I said, and walked on down the hall.

      

      Rohan’s lieutenants hadn’t gotten the message by the time I arrived at the grand entrance, but their protests fell unspoken from their lips when they saw me up close. Lyra had the doors slam open of their own accord and I walked down the steps to the king. While he was just about to send a bunch of his people to fight a petty dispute, he stood on the dais, cock thrusting into the white bent double before him. Another was twined between his legs, lapping at his ball sack as he jerked back and forth. Two more raked their hands down his well-muscled chest, leaving trails in the faint sweat there, pulling at his nipples. The last had his face buried in Rohan’s arse.

      “So sorry to interrupt,” I said. The many-limbed organism fell apart at this, pale eyes blinking up at whoever it was that was dumb enough to provoke the king. Rohan didn’t, his fingers digging into the now distracted white, forcing her back onto his dick for several more strokes before groaning, holding her fast as he emptied his load. His golden spiky hair was a messy halo as he pulled himself from the girl, letting her fall to the floor, his dick dripping.

      Oh my, that’s quite the specimen, Lyra said. The vampire kings of old had this delightful ritual where they nibbled their way from my feet to my…

      Not Rohan, he’s a dick.

      And what a dick it is. Whether due to Lyra’s intervention or because I just couldn’t look away, my eyes flicked over to the organ in question, still mostly hard and flopping onto his belly as he reclined naked on his throne. He was big, like really, really big. The boys, Nathaniel, all pushed me to the limits and a little further, but the king? Looked like he had to be bigger than everyone else in all things.

      That would pull my cervix out on the downstroke, I said. 

      Mmm, perhaps, you’d be surprised at how accommodating this body can be.

      If monster cock takes your fancy, we’ll go trawl the werewolf camp, now stop distracting me, I need to make the king of the vampires submit to me.

      Rohan noted my gaze and smiled slightly, nodding as if it was his due. “Now,” he said, “who the fuck are you to interrupt my morning revels?”

      

      I didn’t answer until I’d climbed the dais, not even looking down as I stepped over his discarded lovers. My eyes burned into his weird amber ones, his smile never faltering for a moment. I stopped just short of his grasp. Can I take the lead here? Lyra said. Vampire kings are cocky bastards and I’m well used to bringing them into line. I mentally shrugged, Sure, but don’t fuck him. It was a strange sensation, my body moving without its own volition. I bent down, my hand wrapping around the king’s jaw, leaning in close as if I would kiss him. Tiny micro-expressions flickered across his face, a momentary frown, a twitch of his eye and then, his pupils blew out huge and filled his eyes. His breath came hard and his eyes dropped to my lips as if he hadn’t just had a team of albinos catering to his every sexual whim. He shifted slightly, wanting to come closer, to fill the gap. “Get down on your knees,” Lyra said.

      I’d heard Marley’s voice shift when he was in full persuasion mode. It was difficult to make the words out, as if didn’t matter. Rather all you took in was the pulsating, punishing intent behind it. His sounded weirdly distorted, like it was coming from far away. Lyra’s, mine, was something else altogether.

      The words rumbled and stirred the wind like an incoming storm, the intent sweeping in. I could see Rohan’s body flinch at the impact. He slipped from his throne and on to the floor, his eyes wide as if he couldn’t believe he was doing this, but unable to stop it. His eyes flared at this, not with rebellion as I’d feared, but with a terrible intense desire. His fangs poked out from behind his lips and I was, unfortunately, able to see just how much his body was enjoying this. 

      “Kiss my foot,” we said and his lips instantly went to one instep. He laboured over the job, putting every bit of the desire he now felt into the act. I fought the urge to laugh, that probably wasn’t especially goddess-like, but it was actually quite pleasant. I watched the muscles of his back move as he shifted.

      Over to you, Lyra said, but if I were you, I’d do something to tie this king to me. When your will’s not beating down on him, you need something to keep him loyal. My eyes flicked to the wide-eyed albinos who’d crept back down the dais. 

      “You’re going to come,” I said. I was talking, but the same massive weight of power accompanied the words. “Come so hard, so intensely and for so long you’ll have nothing left in you. This will be the most intensely pleasurable sexual experience you’ve ever had, bar none. The sensations of it will echo inside your body for hours. You’ll feel aftershocks of that pleasure all day, reminding you of me and your loyalty to me. I am your goddess, you adore me, will do anything to please me and your first task is to stop the incursion into werewolf turf today. You will no longer send Bennett and Gavin into the front line or danger. They are my most favoured. Do you understand?”

      He couldn’t answer, having fallen face down on the floor, his hips twitching helplessly as he obeyed. You could see each wave of orgasm move through him, his buttocks growing tighter and tighter. His skin glistened with sweat, his fingers clawing at the stone as he curved backwards, another orgasm obviously building. His long, almost painful moan echoed through the room as he ground his cock into the floor. That almost looks worth giving a go, I said to Lyra with faint amusement.  

      It’ll be quite painful towards the end, she said, though a fitting way to ensure his loyalty. A vampire’s coin is blood or pleasure, and you cannot let him take your blood. But orgasms that go on and on and on. That’s your birthright as a woman.

      I’ve always been more a one and done, at least for a little bit, I said.

      You associate sex too much with fear to relax enough, she said. I can work on that.

      Finally, the vampire king rolled over onto his back, his chest a mess of sticky fluid. “Make it so, Rohan. Call for your lieutenants and make the order,” I said, watching for the flutter of recognition in his slitted eyes. I walked out, the sound of his hoarse cry causing the minions to rush in as I left.
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      So, what now? Lyra asked as we sat on the top of the old Spire. You could see all of Meridian City spread before you from here, the Wall just a thin line rather than an overwhelming symbol of our oppression. Those boys of yours are currently free of employment due to your decision. Why don’t we summon them back to the house and try some of my suggestions out?

      You just want to suck and fuck, I said.

      I am the vampire goddess; sex, blood and political games are my bread and butter.

      Then let’s focus on the latter, I said. How do we destabilise the other side?

      

      In front of me was a mind map of what I knew to be the power structures of Meridian City, all written on the concrete in chalk that Lyra had conjured. Media, Prime Minister, Sasha, Hesse, military, I said, chewing on the sandwich in my hand. What do we tackle first?

      What’s the role of the military? Lyra said.

      The soldiers, they enforce everything the government puts in place. They’re souped up on the blood of really old vampires. During the Revolution, they carted the most powerful off to the scaffold and sucked them dry. They don’t turn, I’ve never been able to work out why. That’d be something Hesse has done to them. Basically, they have all the power of the old guard vamps yet are completely obedient to Hesse, and supposedly the government. Every uprising, every conflict, has been put down by the soldiers.

      And their power is twofold, whatever technology gifts them- from this Hesse, and the blood. The blood is the easiest part of the equation. It’s a thing, stored, no doubt under lock and key. If you destroyed that, it would be interesting to see how they operated after. It’s a finite resource that can’t be replaced. There are no vampires now of the calibre of those that they slew, Lyra said.

      You sound sad. 

      Of course I am. I was present when some of them were turned, thousands of years ago. Some may have been my very first acolytes.

      Did you turn them, like they do vampires now?

      Yes, of course, they came from the albinos. The quirks that mean you’re born with no pigment also came with genetic flexibility we hadn’t seen in other beings. All of the gods experimented with your forebears, it’s how all the anomalous races came about.

      Always with the experimentation, I thought with a sigh.

      Let us take back this resource and strike a blow at your enemies. It was stolen from my people, let’s steal it back.

      

      Which was how I came to be on the opposite side of the Wall for the first time in my life, invisible. I paused for a moment, looking around. The houses nearest weren’t much to look at. I assume that this close to the Wall wasn’t exactly a sought-after address. I breathed in deep, expecting something to be different, the air clearer and sweeter, scented like roses or something amazing. Instead, it was the same cool, crisp air that smelled of smog and just plain old air. My heart beat rapidly as I looked back and I suppressed a shiver. I’d made this decision, consciously, and still I felt like I’d done something wrong. Why do we need to find the blood? I said to Lyra. You got me a clean pair of jeans and a sandwich without finding them this morning.

      It’s because I made them, she said. I could make you some bags of potent blood with some effort, but that wouldn’t stop Hesse from using his supply. We want to strip the enemy of his resources, so we need to find and take them. 

      So, what’s stopping us? I said. You were able to find Rohan and the boys without much effort.

      I’m not sure. Somehow, and I don’t know why, I’m being blocked. I'm searching every street and building right now, looking for... ah! A dead spot! That has to be significant. Hold on, this might be dizzying.

      She wasn’t joking, we moved at lightning speed up the streets, stopping for a moment so I’d get a disorientating view of humans: driving, walking, tugging their kids along, bickering with partners, kissing- humans bloody everywhere- then off we’d go again, until we finally came to a stop out front of a large warehouse behind an immense barbed wire fence. Looks suitably ominous, I said. How’re we getting in?

      A truck rumbled up to the gate, the driver leaning out the window to get his eyes scanned. Next moment, I was following it in.

      “Alright soldiers, make your way to the foyer to begin your induction process,” the driver said as a stream of people got out of the back of the truck, all dressed in khakis. The men and women obeyed, going in two neat lines, me walking beside them. Men and women wearing long white coats greeted them and passed out clipboards and pens.

      This is worth staying for, Lyra said. This could give us a glimpse of their processes.

      I peered over the shoulders of the people. At the top of the form, it said Augmented Soldier Program admission. Each wrote down their names, birthdates and medical history. “Smith,” one of the white-coated women said and a tall guy came forward and handed her his clipboard. “Come this way.” They walked down the hall together. “I’ve had a look at your file, you look like you’re a very good fit for the program, soldier. You’re the third generation to apply, your father and grandfather distinguished themselves in the war with Cardinia.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Well, come in and we’ll start the initiation process. Take a seat.” I followed them into a small room. She sat behind a desk and pulled a wad of papers out. “This is your contract and disclaimer to sign. Now,” she watched the man reach for the pen, “because you’re all so keen to get to the dotted line, I’ve been asked to discuss the most important ones with you. You’re aware of the clause that states there will be no relationships outside the barracks for your ten-year term? No girl or boyfriends, no friends, no family.”

      “None to speak of romantically, ma’am and my mates know the score. Plenty of them are coming through in the next few intakes.”

      “That's good. What you do in the barracks is your business, but relationships with civilians are strictly prohibited. Now, in a moment you’ll be implanted with a compliance chip that will be removed at the end of ten years or if you fail induction. It allows the state and Hesse Corp to control and direct your actions during your contract. You’ll be an incredibly powerful unit on your own and devastating in a group. It is a precaution we take to keep the populace safe.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good, good, well, sign away and then I’ll take your vitals so we can fit your chip.” 

      Should we go look somewhere else? I said as the doctor took the man’s blood pressure.

      I think it wise to follow this one. If they’re going to fit him with a pump, they’re going to need blood. Saves us stumbling around blindly, Lyra said.

      “OK, that's all within normal parameters. Now,” the doc picked up a silver gun like the one used on me at outreach. "This will sting a bit but the compliance software will take over almost immediately. Any last questions, Mr Smith?”

      “No, ma'am.”

      “Alright then, see you in ten years.”

      The doctor moved behind the man, pushing his head forward and then placing the muzzle of the tagging gun against his spine. His hands screwed up into balls on his thighs, which went limp at the dull click of the gun. The doctor picked up the paperwork, flicking through several pages before finding what she was looking for. “Number 28367, stand.” The man got to his feet in a smooth movement. “Good, now take this needle,” she passed him an uncapped hypodermic, “insert it into the meaty part of your bicep.” I fought the urge to hiss as the man did so, not even flinching as it went in. “Excellent, let's get you into the fitting room. Down the hall, second door to the right.”

      

      “How's yours looking?” one of the other scientists asked as we walked in the door of a very large room. 

      “Good, good,” the woman replied, “has about 20% wolf genetics so is likely to be a good candidate. And yours?”

      “About 12% with some recessive albinism, so difficult to tell. Half the time they’re our strongest fighters, the other half are either unstable, comatose or something worse.”

      “Hmm, yes, well, some of the hybrids have produced some interesting results. That one that led to the development of the antiarrhythmic drug was quite useful.”

      “Up until she was put down, yes. Now, let’s see what we’ve got here. Jones, Williams, start fitting the pumps. I’ll go get the blood. What do we want to try? The Countess? She was fast, but not that strong.”

      “Sounds like a good choice. The batch on Lord Grenfell’s were completely uncontrollable and had to be put down. I’d rather not repeat that,” the woman said, unpacking pumps from a large metal cupboard. “Find a seat,” she said to all of the blank-eyed soldiers that had walked in and each moved to obey. 

      Time to find out where the blood is, Lyra said. I followed behind the stocky man who’d been talking to the other doctor, his white coat flapping as he walked briskly past offices and closed doors. At the end of the hall was a large metal door much like those on the Wall in the Quarter. He bent down to get his eye scanned and then stepped through the opening door, me hot on his heels. Inside a clerk looked up and then said, “Good morning, Dr Niels.”

      “Morning Grant, just getting some bags for the new recruits.”

      “Of course, I’ll sign them out for you.”

      “Countess of Edmonton, her bags are in the left-hand store on level 3?” the doctor asked. 

      The clerk did a quick search on her computer, fingers clicking on the keys. “Yep, on the far right-hand shelf.”

      “Thank you, Grant.” The man walked the short distance it took to leave the clerk’s desk and arrive at an open elevator. He stepped on the platform, I jumped over onto it, and then he input his destination in the control panel. The elevator whirred as we dropped down. Initially, all I could see was the steel shaft, then the walls opened up into brightly lit, well-refrigerated rooms that seemed to contain shelf after shelf of bagged blood.

      I can’t believe it, Lyra said, her voice little more than a whisper. I knew they’d all gone, but I thought they’d gone down fighting. How…?

      Most surrendered to protect family and friends, but it didn’t work, I replied. From what we learned; they just bled the families afterwards. In the textbooks, it was used as an example of the stupidity of the anomalous. Any that were strong went to the scaffold, those left were moved into the Quarter. 

      This is a bigger weapon than we thought, Lyra said. This, this is a store of the different strains of the symbiote that manifested in the different vampire families. If they take it in the Quarter, you’ll have whole new breeds of vampires pop up. Those that can fly, disappear into clouds of smoke, teleport. It's hideous and a treasure.

      Yeah? And how are we going to get it back? Or store it?

      Now that I know where it is, I can move it and create a facility, you just have to tell me where.

      Most of it should be outside the Quarter, I said, as long as you can retrieve it.

      Good idea, keeping it in the Quarter where the humans can find it creates a vulnerability. It also helps maintain deniability, Lyra said. I’ll set up a small storage facility at the boys’ house, for emergencies.

      The elevator came to a stop and the man got his blood. He signed out each bag, scanning and signing for each one. The clerk approved his withdrawal, allowing him to open the door and leave. When he got back to the room with the new recruits, he said, “Get them into the observation room and attach the tubes to their pumps.” We watched as each soldier walked robotically into a large glassed off section of the room. Each moved near to the glass, picking up the thin hoses that were threaded through it all along the room. “Lockdown the room, then hook up the Countess,” the man said to what appeared to be two orderlies. He and the woman doc went to the console at the back of the room, and grabbed yet another set of clipboards, pens poised. The man picked up a headset from the desk and placed it on his head, giving it a tap. The sound reverberated around the room. “When you hear the bell, initiate running endurance sequence.”

      Blood was sucked up through the lines, past the glass and into the pumps on the soldiers. Once each one was filled, a bell sounded and the floor seemed to shift under them like a conveyor belt was dragging them away. Instantly they turned to the right and began to run, maintaining their spot in the line. The doctors ticked off different things on their sheets, consulted the monitors on the table closest to them which apparently recorded blood pressure and oxygen levels. Then the conveyor belt seemed to rise to the right, and the runners picked up speed, now sprinting uphill. “Stop number 2377, 3499 and 17665,” the female doctor said, “and take a step back.” They did so, staring out through the glass, panting hard. As they went, more and more were benched. 

      “Your boy’s looking good. They like a good run, those doggies, don’t they?” the man said.

      “Can’t beat that extra lift, can you? Makes the Quarter seem worth the obscene amount of money it costs to keep. Most of them should be gassed at birth, but then every now and then, something useful comes out of them.”

      “Wives all over the city can thank the vamps for their cold cream and their husband’s erections. Well, it looks like yours and a couple of the ones with albino are going to top of the class for endurance. Let’s break them up for some hand to hand,” said the man and he bent down to speak into the microphone again. “Running is to cease, 3, 2, 1, now.”

      The soldiers instantly stopped; the only movement was their chest as they panted. “Separate into groups of two based on who is closest to you and stand next to your partner. Good.” The man pressed a red button down on the console in front of him and glass partitions lowered from the ceiling to box each couple in. When the glass was in place the man said, “Initiate hand to hand fighting, sparring protocols. No biting, gouging, scratching or other serious injuries.” Each of them fell into a fighting stance, circling their partner, then striking out with hands, feet, knees and elbows. The doctors wrote notes as the soldiers fought, eyes flicking from one couple to the next.

      “I’m going to up their blood flow a bit, see how they cope with civil unrest levels,” the female doctor said, typing on the computer keyboard.

      “Now we see who’s human and who’s meat,” the man said.

      I could hear the rapid tick of the blood pumps as the soldiers fought and behind the glass, the fighter’s movements grew faster, more precise. You could see they were holding back, there was no blood spilt but the tight, well-controlled motion of their limbs looked like they could easily take someone out if they were allowed free reign. “Heart rates picking up to borderline levels on the third, fifth and sixth.”

      “Now it’s showtime,” the man said with a grin, placing the clipboard on the desk and approaching the glass. “Some sign of facial fasciculation on the sixth. Could be a bit of follicular regeneration on third and maybe the second.”

      “Her heart rates coming up as well. The rest seem to be tracking well.”

      “And your boy?”

      “Cool as a cucumber so far.”

      “Good, good. Ah, looks like we’ve got a turner. Yep, facial disfigurement on seven. Shut down seven and eight.”

      Facial disfigurement was an understatement. The man’s lips were curled back from his teeth in a way I’ve never seen on a human being. His teeth were a lot longer, his eyes began to glow an eerie green. “Numbers 46766 and 21334, stand down. I repeat, stand down,” the woman said in a clear voice over the microphone. The man he was fighting stepped back instantly but wolf-face shuddered, his hands still up, ready to strikeout. His nails began to lengthen. “21334! Stand down immediately!” the woman said with a snap. I jerked at the command in her voice, it was almost like she had a touch of persuasion, her voice echoing through the room. The other subjects fought on but wolf boy’s hands went to his head, raking red lines of blood down his face.

      “Hand on the kill switch?” the man asked, moving closer to the glass.

      “On your order,” the woman said.

      “He’s got fur, and there’s definite muscle growth in the chest region. On my mark.”

      “Ready when you are.”

      The man looked like he was fitting, his body shaking all over, his muscles almost trying to tear themselves off his bones. His teeth ground against each other, blood droplets beginning to spill on the floor. He made some gods awful sound, a cross between a scream and the howl of a wolf. His hand slammed on to the glass, making the thickened pad and his very long claws painfully obvious.

      “Heart rates decreasing, slowly, but it’s coming down. Looks like he’s going to fight the change.”

      “Let’s send him to the Taralgorn facility and see what they can do with him. If he can maintain the control, he can slot into the berserker unit. Make sure there’s a kill order placed on his file for the end of his contract.”

      “He won’t live out the ten years if he’s in with the berserkers,” the woman said. “Done. Now, let’s move him out and place the ones with the accelerated heart rate together and see what happens, then test the rest.”

      Let’s get out of here, I said. We have what we came for.

      

      Gavin found me later that day in their basement. “What the hell is this for?” he said, looking down into a now huge coolroom where there used to be a basement. 

      “Blood,” I said, closing the door behind me, “by tomorrow morning this will contain a few select specimens of Hesse Corp’s Revolutionary blood supplies.”

      “You mean the shit the soldiers are jacked up on?” he said, eyes going wide.

      “Won’t be jacked up for much longer,” I said. “We’re clearing the lot out. Did you know the soldiers all have anomalous blood? They don’t like them to have too much, makes it harder for them to appear to be human, but yeah, it's a combination of old vamp blood and werewolf genes from what I can tell. Did you know there’s different strains of the symbiote that if you get infected with it, allows you to do different things?”

      He nodded, “Rohan was working on that for a while, was testing a lot of us, but as most of us are turned by him or someone turned by him, we all have the same strain. Maybe there’s some other strains out there, but he killed off most of his rivals when taking the throne, so it’s pretty much just the one. You know, if he gets wind of this, he’s gonna come for it.”

      “Just keep your mouth shut and I’ll take care of the rest,” I said.

      “That right?” he said with a smile. “Look at you, kicking arse and taking names. I dunno what happened to you up the Ladder, but I like it.” He tangled his fingers in mine, drawing closer, “You’re more like my wild girl. You never used to let anyone tell you no back at the Crèche.”

      “Probably because I could get one of the orderlies to back me,” I said.

      “And now?”

      “And now I’m the avatar of Lyra, goddess of the vampires.”

      His mouth was so close to mine, but he stopped and pulled back, staring into my eyes. “You shitting me?”

      “Nope.” Show him, I said to Lyra. He jerked back for a second, then moved in closer when I bared what probably looked like a mouthful of shark teeth. “You can’t tell anyone though, OK?” He nodded, his hands cupping my face. Revert me back, I said as his mouth came down on mine.
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      So, what do we attack next? I’m wondering if there's some kind of breeding facility. They seemed to have a very good understanding of all of the recruit's genetic backgrounds, I said to Lyra. I was sitting on the top of a building fairly close to the Wall. The goddess was amused that I picked another rooftop, but I liked the ability to see whatever’s coming.

          What's that? Lyra said, just as sirens began to wail. I got to my feet; they dotted the Quarter but I’d never heard the things make a sound before. I’d assumed they were broken. They dropped away as one of the big screens on the Wall flicked on. 

          “We interrupt your regularly scheduled programming for this breaking news,” the newsreader said. The visuals shifted to show the same facility we’d infiltrated yesterday. “A terrorist attack on one of our most crucial military bases was carried out last night. Important supplies used in the fight against the aggression of the Cardinian state were taken under cover of darkness. Soldiers today are moving into the Anomalous Zone to replenish stocks and keep our armed forces strong. Let’s cross to Annette, who’s talking with Charles Hesse, CEO of Hesse Corp and the contractor responsible for the creation of the Augmented Soldier program. Annette?”

      “Hi Virginia, I’m here with Mr Hesse. Reports are that you woke up this morning to find that every single sample of blood collected during the Terror was stolen. What are your thoughts on this heinous act and what is the way forward?”

      “My company has some of the most stringent protocols in the world, so of course, it was a surprise. Now I find I am just angry. Whoever the perpetrator, they are trying to make Meridian, to make the whole of Cremorne, appear weak, perhaps in an attempt to stage an attack on the capital.”

      Those cold brown eyes shifted to look directly into the camera, “I’d like to personally reassure every single Cremorni person that our country has not been left vulnerable. We have several different back-ups in place for just this eventuality. While we like to think no one would seek to challenge the might of Cremorne, we at Hesse Corp had to plan just in case someone did. The augmented soldiers we rely on have been fitted with alternate devices that replicate the blood pumps we all know. The blood was never going to last forever, so we’ve had an alternate in the wings for quite some time. Now we have the chance to use it. We will, however, be moving into the anomalous quarter this morning to take blood samples from the vampire population there. I know there are some in the community that bemoan the cost of maintaining the Quarter, but it is just this kind of case that the internees prove useful. While vampire blood now is not as strong as the pre-Revolutionary samples, we have developed a line of augmentations that will complement that, which we take to maintain the safety of the people.”

      “Shit!” I said, then looked down as a ponderous groan started up at the Wall. Steel screeched on steel and I was forced to clap my hands over my ears to protect myself from the incredible noise. Finally, it stopped and gave way to the sound of hundreds of soldiers marching in time. They didn't protect the Wall; they needn't have bothered. The gap between the two sides of the city was filled with waves of soldiers making their slow synchronised way into the Quarter. They filled the main road that led into the rest of the place, that if followed would lead them right to the Palace. “Fuck!” I said, “get me down on the ground, on the footpath on the main drag.”

      As I appeared on the street, I saw a massive tank lumber through the gate only just making it through the gap, the opening in the Wall closing swiftly behind it. They’re coming for the vampires, to drain them and replenish their stocks, Lyra said. We should have anticipated this.

      I thought they’d be freaking out too much at the loss and that the soldiers would be incapacitated, I replied. Fuck! They’re coming for the boys. 

      And about to take out that little girl, Lyra said. My head whipped around to see a kid had stumbled out onto the street, crying, trying to grab the stuffed toy she’d dropped. The soldiers halted and drew their guns. Help me get to her in time, I said to Lyra. I teleported right next to the child and snatched her and the toy up, then we both appeared again on the footpath next to her sobbing mother. 

      Very good, now what about those lights? Lyra said. I groaned as I looked up, the tank was so big it was taking out parts of the footpath, knocking over shop displays and now uprooting a streetlight with a glancing blow. We flashed over to the light and I looked up, watching the stupid thing creak as it slowly, then not so slowly began to tip over. Help! I said to Lyra, getting under the thing and then pushing it back against a nearby building, but when I turned around another was about to teeter.

      By the time I’d stopped three from falling over and several other idiots who thought it wise to try and run across the road, I was ready to be proactive, not reactive. Stop the tank, I said to Lyra. The idea had only just come to me and I was kicking myself. The super soldiers had always been this huge impervious force that none of us could fight against, it took me a while to realise I didn't have to save people from it, I had to stop it. The tank shuddered to a halt, smoke pouring out of the hatch as soldiers clambered out of it, coughing. The rest, however, marched on.

      We need to relocate those soldiers, I said to Lyra.

      We could, or you could let them meet the vampire Horde. 

      Why the fuck would I do that? 

      Blood going missing, a tank’s wiring failing, these are all unlikely but plausible events. A mass of soldiers appearing far outside Meridian city is not. It declares your presence, gives your enemy key information.

      But they want to drain the vamps dry. I might not like them but I can hardly let that happen.

      You don't need to. This is the first battle in your war. Your troops will be tested and you will gain critical information about how they behave.

      That’s fucking cold.

      War is hell, my dear.

      Teleport me to the Palace, I said. At the very least I can make sure they’re prepared.

      

      I landed on the white marble steps of the Palace in a ball of flame. My heart was beating extra loud in my ears and I was feeling a little shaky, but I put it down to the shock of the troops entering into the Quarter. Small units came when needed, to carry out kill orders or to break up particularly intense border conflicts, but I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen that happen. “Super soldiers are coming!” I said. “Thousands of them, they’re coming to drain the lot of you.”

      Guns were jerked up closer to people’s bodies and some started muttering, but there wasn't much action. My head jerked around as motorbikes and cars screamed up, people pouring out of them as they came to a stop. Nathaniel sprinted up the steps, “We’re under attack!” he snapped. “Weapons and barricades out here, now!” I followed him as he ran into the building and down to the throne room, not catching up until we were at the door. “Lethe! What the…? How?”

      “No time for that. There’s a tank as well as the soldiers. It’s out of commission right now, but I don’t know for how long. The blood stocks that feed the super super-soldiers were stolen last night. They’re here to replenish them. It’ll be another Terror.”

      “The fuck it will be,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “You don’t want to go in there,” one of the lieutenants said, lounging by the door frame. “His Majesty’s been in a right royal mood.”

      “Don’t have time for that. There’s a full regiment of soldiers coming this way. He needs to get in the mood.”

      “On your head,” the guy said, holding his hands out to his sides. 

      Walking into the throne room, it was hard to believe the soldiers hadn’t already arrived. Bodies were strewn everywhere; great pools of blood and other bodily fluids marred the white marble. A table with almost a bucket full of yellow sat at the right hand of the throne. “Again!” Rohan screamed at the bodies closest to him. Some moaned, though I couldn’t tell if this was from pain or pleasure. Some made pathetic attempts to make their way back to the king.

      “Your Majesty,” Nathaniel said, “we’re under attack. The Meridian have sent their troops in to march against us. They’re here to harvest blood.”

      “Hmm? Have them take that,” Rohan said, gesturing to a particularly large pool on the floor.

      “Your Majesty, you don’t understand…”

      “No, you don’t understand!” he shouted, his eyes wide and lighter now, a dark yellow. “She’s gone and nothing I do brings her back. I’ve tried the sacred rites, the epic poems.”

      Gimme Lyra form, I said as I strode up the steps. It took until I stepped into the great pool of light but Rohan’s eyes went wide and unfocussed, his face a picture of pure joy.

      “My lady,” he said, dropping to his knees.

      “Get up!” I said. “Your people are about to be massacred and you’re in here, playing with your food. This is disgusting. If you value my favour, you will never do this kind of shit again. Now get up, gird your loins and go out there and lead your troops. If you want to be king, prove that I should allow you to be!” Rohan blinked, then visibly shook himself before leaping into action. He pulled a leather jacket that hung from the corner of his throne on and then ran up the stairs.

      “What did you do?” Nathaniel said, looking me over for some sort of explanation. Revert me back, I said and I assumed this happened, though there was no change in Nathaniel’s expression. He blinked and then ran after the king, me at his heels.

      “Lethe!” Half way down the hall, I turned to see the guys coming from a room that was chock a block full of weapons. “What are you doing here!” Bennett said. “This is dangerous. Soldiers are coming.”

      “I know and you two should stay out of it.”

      “What?” Gavin said, emerging out with a rifle over his shoulder and a smoke hanging out the side of his mouth. “Not gonna happen.”

      “You need to stay safe here,” Bennett said.

      “Not gonna happen,” I said and took off at a run. My heart sank as I saw the soldiers surrounding the Palace, the stupid tank rumbling up at the rear. When it came to a stop, one of the soldiers stepped forward and held out a piece of paper, reading out, “By order of the Cremorni government and the Meridian armed forces, all vampires within the Anomalous Zone are to submit for a donation of blood to…” The soldier’s recitation was abruptly shortened by a bullet to the brain. I looked back and saw someone crouched on the roof had taken him out. It didn’t matter, the next closest soldier moved forward and plucked the bloody paper from her fallen comrade’s fingers. “…to Hesse Corp for the purpose of fuelling the Augmented Soldier…”

      “Fuck that!” Rohan cried, running down the steps with a bloody bazooka on his shoulder. He dropped into a crouch, bracing the thing on his shoulder and then… boom! Soldiers in a five-metre radius were sent flying, knocking down their fellows like a flick to a line of dominos. The eyes of the soldiers swivelled to take in Rohan as one, then hands went to guns.

      Fuck, I need armour and a weapon! I said to Lyra. Instantly I was surrounded by a wall of flame. Great, so this deflects bullets?

      Of course.

      And a weapon?

      Extend your arm. I did so and a long sabre made of flame appeared from my hand. What does this do? I asked. I charged at the nearest soldier and swiped at her with my blade. Her torso was shorn from her legs, the edge of the wounds neatly cauterised. Cool, I said and plunged on in. 

      I could barely hear a thing as I fought, my heartbeat was a heavy ponderous thing, booming in my ears, drowning everything else. Probably for the best really, I merely saw the screams and cries of the vampires as they shot, stabbed, bit and tore at the soldiers, the military men deathly silent as they fought. Soldiers whipped to face me as I approached. I couldn’t help but flinch back as their fingers dropped to their triggers and they shot at me, emptying a magazine into my fireball.

      I raised my fire sword and spun in a circle, slicing through just to stop them but another lot stepped up as soon as the others went down. “Lethe!” I heard someone call but I have no idea who it was. Increasingly I was being hemmed in, the flames of my fireball fluttered as the soldiers' pressed in closer. Their skin burned then blackened and peeled, but still they push forward. One with half his face melted off, the white of bone gleaming wetly from the burn, shoved his gun through the flames. 

      “Lyra!” I yelp but the gun begins to sag and then melt, as does the soldier. I fight on, no art or finesse to what I’m doing, just slashing and cutting, reducing the enemy to BBQ meat. 

      “The tank!” someone cries and I turn to see Nathaniel leading a group of vamps, each carrying multiple glass bottles. “Molotovs! Now!” I watch them light the pieces of torn cloth hanging from each bottle in frantic motions, other vamps keeping them from being cut down, then the first goes sailing through the air. The impact is dramatic, a burst of flame hitting the flank of the tank. More are lobbed but the soldier at the top, sitting behind the artillery gun proceeds to aim the huge gun at the Palace, unperturbed as the flames begin to spread. “More! Now, now, now!” Nathaniel shouts, then throws his own. Boom! I hear the ominous sound of stone crumbling behind me, but the tank burns now in earnest. Soldiers scramble to pat out the flames, irrespective of what this does to them but there’s something in the mix that makes the flames stick to the exterior like fiery glue. Great gouts of smoke now pour from the thing in earnest. Then I saw it.

      Bennett. A soldier climbed up for a fiery vantage point on the tank and then took aim at my golden boy. “NO!” I screamed, “Lyra, get me there.”

      But you’re… I moved like lightning, speeding past the many thrashing bodies, eyes trained on the bullet as it left the muzzle of the rifle in slow motion. I’m almost in time, or right on time, depending on how you see it. The bullet passed through my failing flames as I threw myself in front of Ben, slamming into my chest and then everything goes black.

      

      “Hunh!” I woke with a start, sucking breath into my chest. I blinked and looked around and saw I’ve been laid out on a stretcher, a drip in my arm and blood all over me.

      “Fuck, Lethe!” Bennett appeared by my side, smothering me in his scent of lime and smoke, holding me hard enough to hurt.

      “Ben,” I croaked, pawing at his back helplessly. My heart’s booming, now much, much slower. 

      “You’ve got to lie down. You were drained almost to death with that stunt,” he said and bared his fangs, sinking them into his wrist and then forced the wound against my mouth. I drew the blood in thankfully, the sound of my heart lessened and shifting to its normal pace. “You.. you look bad, Lethe.”

      “What?” I forced out, pausing from feeding. He gestured to the fingers wrapped around his arm and I can see it now, they’re skeletal. I looked like Marley on his worst junkie days.

      “I don’t know what you did, but you can’t ever do that again. We nearly lost you twice. Take more blood, please.”

      “You…need…”

      “I need you to be better, for Gavin too…” He looked away, blinking back tears.

      “Gavin?”

      “Drink, I’m not telling you shit until you have some more blood in you.”

      Lyra, tell me how Gavin is, I said mentally. My words just echoed around in my head, not recognised or responded to by anyone. Lyra? It became apparent as I sucked down my lover’s blood that I’m all alone, an albino in the Palace infirmary. I try to get to my feet but Bennett pushed me down, forcing me to rest. The fact he can keep me in my place so easily sends a shiver up my spine. 

      “You need blood?” a guy with a cart full of bags said as he wheels past.

      “Yep, here,” Bennett says, catching it as its tossed over. “It doesn’t taste as good but you can get it into you quicker. Just sink your teeth in and neck it,” he said and passed me the squishy plastic bag. I smelled something harsh and chemical but forced myself to do as he said, my fangs snapping out despite not feeling hungry or sexy at all. Perhaps survival is a prompt as well. It’s disgusting, it feels like it’s clotting in great clumps as it slid down my throat. I wanted to gag and spit it all up. Instead, I drank it faster, letting the bag fall to the floor with a splat.

      Lethe? my name is a whisper within my mind, so faint I wonder if I am imagining it. 

      Lyra? What the fuck, where…?

      No. Weaken you. Getting. It’s like I can hear Lyra’s voice from a great distance and the wind’s blowing half of what she says away. I flopped back onto the stretcher, my muscles shaking uncontrollably when I try to support my own weight. 

      “I’ll be right back,” Bennett said, patting my hand. “Just going to see how Gav is going.”

      I lie there, tears collecting in the corners of my eyes. I seem to be in a room full of other injured people, stretchers are lined up on either side of it. I ran into that fight being able to call down the power of the gods and now? I take one shuddering breath after another. So many people are hurt, Gavin, this is all my fault. Blood bags drop onto my chest in a pile, one after the other. I pick up one, it feels bloody cold. I look at the label, ‘Lord Grenfell’ it says and an execution date. Fuck, it’s the Revolution blood. My fangs snapped out and I start sucking down one, then another, then another.

      I end up sitting up, gasping breath in, emptied bags like dead leaves under my feet. I flex my fingers and see that the flesh has plumped out there and I can move them easily. I get to my feet but feel a rush of dizziness, having to swing my arms out to regain my balance. You fool, Lyra snarled inside my head. You nearly burned out entirely, and for what? To play at soldiers?

      You told me to test the troops.

      Yes, by standing back and directing them like any good general. You used so much today, saving children, propping up streetlights and fighting mindless soldiers. You would’ve been much more effective standing back and using your gifts where they were needed. You could’ve turned all of the soldier’s pumps to dust, that would’ve slowed them considerably.

      You didn’t say anything at the time, I said, taking an experimental step. 

      You were too caught up in battle fever to hear me. Now, I assume you want the dark-haired one?

      Gavin? Yes, and I’m going to need more of that blood.

      

      Lyra grumbled at this, arguing it should be saved for more important purposes, but I remained resolute. When I entered into the room he was being held in, I was struck by the cloying scent of blood. I was drowning in it; it was forming a massive pool under the operating table. “He’s riddled with bullets, too many for the symbiote to cope with and he’s lost too much blood to generate more. I’ve stitched what I could,” the woman said to Bennett.

      “No, no,” I said, walking over to him. I punctured the first bag I grabbed and then poured a thin stream into his open mouth. It pooled there, then he spluttered, spraying everyone.

      “He hasn’t got the resources to take the blood. We’ve already tried. Time to say your goodbyes,” she said.

      “C’mon,” I begged, smearing the blood around his lips, waiting, begging him mentally to flick out his tongue and lick it. 

      What do I have to do? I said to Lyra. 

      You heard the woman, he’s a lost cause.

      No, never, not Gavin.

      You’ve given him blood from one of the strongest vampires that lived, aside from myself. What else can be done?

      Who was the strongest? I asked but I got no reply. I looked down at my wrist, at the throbbing blue vein there.

      No, do not give him your blood. I mean it, Lethe. This will change things in ways you don’t want. You need to be in an unassailable position to start sharing that. You are too vulnerable.

      What will it do? I asked, bringing my wrist to my mouth. She wouldn’t tell me, so I found out myself. A slow drip, one drop, two, three fell into his mouth, no different to the other blood I’d tried to give him. The woman had turned to someone else now. She didn’t see it, the shrinking of the wounds on his poor body like drying puddles of water, the steady flush that returned to his body and then the snap of his eyes as they opened.

      “Lethe, Ben.” Gavin blinked, like he couldn’t believe his eyes.

      “Fucking hell, brother,” Bennett said, grabbing him in a harsh embrace, then pulling away to see if he was OK. Both of them burst out laughing, then held the other hard. I could see in Bennett’s eyes the awareness of what he was facing just moments ago.

      “What did you do?”

      “Yes,” Rohan said from the doorway, “what did you do?”

      

      “A few drops of your blood heals a man on the brink of death?” Rohan said, wrapping his hands around my wrist. “Then you have work to do.”

      “Wait, I have blood from the Revolution that will help everyone!” I said, trying to jerk free but apparently my body wasn’t quite up to speed yet.

      “I’ll have that too,” he said. “If you are who you say you are, you’re honour bound to help your people and if you’re some kind of pretender,” he stopped and stared at me with golden eyes, “then I’ll drain you to the last drop.”

      Get me out of here, now! I shriek at Lyra.

      To where?

      Anywhere! Somewhere safe.
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      A massive screen covered the wall of the briefing room and on it played the footage retrieved from the bodies of the soldiers slain by the vampires. Hesse sat at the head of the table, watching the video, rolling a pen between his fingers. The assembled tech and military experts watched the pen rather than the clips, pushing up, up, up until the pen was held at the end of the man’s fingertips, then down, down until it disappeared into his palm. When the pen stopped and Hesse turned around in his executive chair, it took a moment for the rest of the team to drag their attention back to the man himself.

      And perhaps for good reason. It was often put about Hesse Towers that the calmer their CEO’s face was, the more trouble they were in. When his famous temper was unleashed quickly: a chair was kicked, a fist put through a wall, a minion held up against it by their neck until they became an alarming shade of purple, it seemed to be like an electrical storm, powerful, disturbing, but over in minutes. There was no way a moment of this magnitude, when the fucking vampires managed to fight back and win against the super soldier units, was not going to provoke him into a volcanic rage. Some of the people sitting around the table wondered if this spectacular display of game face was designed to unsettle them.

      “How many soldiers were deactivated?” Hesse said, flipping a few of the pages of the report in front of him before letting it fall closed again.

      “Approximately 80% have been taken offline. Their bodies have been returned to their families and given—” Hesse shook his head and the man fell silent.

      “12% are still functional with minor repairs, the remaining 8 will need serious surgery. They’ve been placed in stasis, awaiting your approval.”

      “I’ll assess them in due time but you’re burying the lead, people,” Hesse stated and when he smiled, that same Bachelor of the Year gleaming grin that had a million straight women and gay men imagining themselves at his feet, ready for a night of indescribable debauchery, the room flinched. “The vampires, those inbred, dissolute, disorganised idiots who wouldn’t have been fit to serve as footmen in the old regime, they, they managed to take out the vast majority of our carefully bred, trained, augmented soldiers. Where did the bazooka come from?”

      “Well, the report from the black-market taskforce—”

      “Don’t read me a report. Where’s their department head?”

      “Ah—”

      “Have them in here within fifteen minutes or I’ll be sending their loved ones their body along with a funeral wreath,” he snapped, finger stabbing at the table. “Now!”

      As everyone scrambled for their phones, Hesse spun around to look back at the screen. He smiled as the air filled with a cacophony of voices, his eyes searching the footage for the clues his multitude of apparently highly skilled staff couldn’t find. It was a tough job; he did appreciate. Body cams showed chaotic POV shots of the battle which was unusual in itself. The fact the vampires thought to fight at all was problematic. Rohan, petty little despot that he was, knew he maintained his position by Hesse’s good graces. The vampire was usually too busy wading through a moving feast of pussy, cock and drugs to care about this kind of thing.

      Did he instigate the theft of the blood? Hesse wondered, but he dismissed the idea as soon as it came to him. Rohan’s GPS tracking showed he’d not moved from his sector. Hesse paused the video for a moment, squinting as he peered at the top right-hand corner.

      He pushed his finger down on the intercom speaker on his control panel. “Get me the head of Data and their best image enhancers immediately.” His order would be heard all over the building, something that few CEOs would do. Making a problem everyone’s often led to the assumption that someone else was dealing with it. Not at Hesse Corp. He wasn’t especially excited about the idea of flashy executions, but he’d tossed some recalcitrant staff members off the top of the building so that everyone working on the twenty-stories could see them fall past their floor to ceiling windows. Video of the executions was shown at subsequent staff meetings, in-person to anyone who missed them. At Hesse Corp, his problems were everyone’s problems, or they ended up dead.

      He turned around when he heard the doors to the meeting room slam open, flushed faced employees rushing towards the table, eyes wild, then watched them struggle to regain professional decorum.

      “Tell me about the bazooka and this,” he said, pointing to the glowing ball on the screen.

      All three people went to speak at the same time. He just smiled behind his steepled fingers as a series of harried side-eyes managed to establish a pecking order.

      “The bazooka appears to have come through the Cardinian black market,” one man said, flicking through his notes. “We, of course, have allowed this to continue under your orders,” Hesse’s smile grew wider at that attempt to deflect blame. The man’s eyes went wide and he clutched at his tie, loosening it slightly. “Ah...all imports in and out of the Quarter have been logged and approved by the relevant delegate. Our policy of arming the anomalous, to maintain the aggression between the different breeds to keep numbers down and—”

      “Yes, yes, I’m well aware of my own policy. Continue.”

      “Well, as the item in question was of no threat to the Wall structure and could possibly have a devastating effect on the wolves, we allowed it to pass through.”

      “Hmm...” Hesse tapped his lip. “Fair enough, I’ll let that slide.” He heard the audible sighs of relief but made no comment. “Our need to enter the Quarter is a recent thing and the potential positives of the vampires and wolves annihilating each other, does outweigh the threat this poses to our people. However, changes need to be made.

      We appear to be entering a period of greater unrest in the Quarter,” murmuring started around the room, “something we are acquainted with here at Hesse Corp. Speak to your parents or rather, grandparents. We’ve been here before, we’ll be here again, so for now, all major weapons coming through the Cardinian line are to be scrutinised. No chemical weapons, no biological, as per usual, but also nothing more than semi-automatic rifles. Projectiles, no more than your basic grenades. Anything else is to be personally vetted by me. Any questions?”

      The man shook his head. “I’ll put an immediate halt to all items coming through and have the revised policy on your desk within the hour. Once approved, I’ll instruct all staff on the new protocols.”

      “Excellent, but I want at least some of the imports leaked to the media. Sell it as evidence of the Border Control department’s rigorous checks, they’re the last line of defence between the rapid anomalous, and the devious Cardinians who want to see the downfall of human civilisation etc. etc. Pick someone worthy to be the lead investigator, someone photogenic. That scientist who accepted the award for genetic research, could only be described as unpalatable at best. They need to be good representatives of the company.”

      “Of course. I’ll get the PR department on it immediately.”

      “Good man, dismissed. Now, this glowing ball…”

      “Yes, sir. I’ve brought the enhanced images we’ve been able to pull so far. If I may?” The woman got to her feet and walked over to Hesse, handing him the flash drive. He plugged it into his console and then opened the files contained.

      Everyone’s eyes were trained on the blurry shots of the ball of golden light. Something moved within it, Hesse could tell by the placement of the shadows. What is this? he thought. A new mutation? It looked like an albino, but why would any self-respecting white get involved in a fight for the vampires?

      The woman was blithering something about the image retrieval process. It was all made harder by the lack of the cameras in the vampire sector apparently, something he was well aware of now, and Rohan had paid handsomely for that privilege, but that was no more. Drones would be installing nano-cameras throughout the vampire territory before night fell. He needed footage anyway of their excesses.

      Nothing affronted the human population like the sight of vampires disporting themselves- with no concern for morality, sexual mores or the fragility of their white bed partners. He hadn’t triggered that ancestral memory of the vampire's treatment of humans as sexualised cattle for a while, and was probably well overdue. He flicked through the images, ignoring how this truncated the woman’s commentary until she got the hint and shut up. Then he found it.

      It was impossible to miss in the many blurred shots, the rapid intake of collective breath heralding that they were in the presence of something special. “Everyone out,” he said and for once, he didn’t hear the instant scrape of chairs. It came when he shot a look over his shoulders, and he waited until the door finally closed and silence settled over the room. It was only then that he allowed himself to turn and really examine what was in front of him. His finger twitched over the button for the intercom. He didn’t know who to summon, what to ask for, but the fact this image had not come to his immediate attention, meant he would spend some time working out exactly who had missed it and heads would roll, literally.

      She stood within the brawling vampires, glowing as bright as the sun. Her skin was the purest of white, so pale it seemed it absorbed all colours reflected on her. She was naked, his eyes caressed the swells of her breasts, the curve of her hip as his mind raced with the implications. Sasha would need to be redirected towards something that would occupy her feeble mind, his Religious Dissemination team would need to activate their Reunion scripts pronto.

      His heart did something so odd it took him a moment to remember what it was: his pulse picked up. He got to his feet and placed a hand on the screen, tracing the outline of the glowing girl projected therewith his finger, as he’d done on many an ancient frieze or mural, much to his conservators’ hastily concealed disgust.

      Finally, once his eyes had begun to ache from staring at the bright illumination, he returned to his seat and pressed down on the intercom button. “All members of the Deos team to Conference Room A immediately. God Protocol 5 is now activated, I repeat, God Protocol 5 is now activated.”
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      This is yours safe place? Lyra said as I landed outside of Nathaniel’s temple. 

      I hadn't been thinking of anywhere in particular, I said

      It was the first thought that flashed into your mind. I told you feeding Gavin was a bad idea. A vampire's power is in their veins and you hold great power, power that anyone can access if they can overpower you. You need to keep yourself fed if you don't want to end up in a cage, acting as Rohan’s personal feeder. A couple of bags of blood appeared in my hands. Feed now, feed regularly. You need to get your stores up.

      I obeyed as we walked down the steps. This place, I forgot it existed. It was one of the sites where my mysteries were performed. Dear Kai, she said as I stopped at the simple cave painting on the wall. Brother, lover, jailor. I could hear the sneer in her voice clearly.

      He’s not going to pop up, is he? Or his avatar? I don't have to watch out for some guy who’s gonna try and lock me up?

      She chuckled at this, No, Kai never took avatars. He was always the weaker twin, relying on draining me to gain power. He’s probably piously lurking somewhere or has moved on from this world altogether.

      Is that what happened? The gods aren't hanging around in the heavens, watching us? They just went away?

      No, they’re around. They tend to pull strings behind the scenes now.

      So Reunion, it’s never going to work, is it?

      Unlikely, I can hardly see Axidite or Graellan returning because some albinos did a pretty dance at the base of the Ladder. 

      Man, they used to beat the shit out of us after every failed attempt, you know.

      Humans are little more than animals. We raised the anomalous from them, made them into something more and this is how they treat our gifts? We need to get you inside; you need to eat.

      

      I ended up sitting on the platform Nathaniel and I had fucked on, food spread out over the surface. My priestesses used to lie in the hollow, she said as I munched. They would have lines of men and women who would service her from sunup to sundown in my name. Sometimes I occupied her body, let myself feel my supplicants’ offerings to me. Quite delightful, though more died when I possessed them. 

      You let her get fucked to death? I said. Nice.

      It was her sacred duty. Oh, never mind, you’re not the observant type. You wouldn’t understand.

      Opting to get fucked to death? Nope, no belief systems gonna make that work for me. I like you and everything, but that shit’s crazy, so if you have something like that in mind...

      You make the calls, remember, she said. I can make it happen if you want it, not vice versa.

      Nathaniel walked into the room just as I took a big bite from a chicken leg. He took in me and the food and said, “Rohan’s been scouring the Quarter for you.”

      “I know. You gonna turn me in?”

      He shook his head. “The man was always unstable, but this obsession with you is pushing him over the edge. It's not right. So how did you survive the tracer?”

      I expected Lyra to warn me to stay quiet but she was curiously silent. I bared my teeth, my fangs beginning to protrude.

      “One of the McIntyre boys turned you? Never heard of an albino being successfully infected, but you lot are unpredictable. Well, I’m glad you’re not dead.”

      “Me too, and what happened before.”

      “The fight?”

      “No, when the boys found me at the shops. I never got to say sorry or thank you.”

      He moved in closer, smiling as he looked down at me, “You thanking me for fucking you? Because it was its own reward, you know.”

      I hadn't really thought of Nathaniel after the Ladder, which was weird. I loved the boys but sex with Nathaniel was on a whole other level. I felt a throb between my legs as a flash flood of memories came back. I could smell him as he stood there, his woody smoky musk. I remember what it felt like, to be drowning in the scent of him as his body thrust into mine, caged in by the muscles of his arms. My fangs snapped down, his eyes jerking to my mouth.

      “You need to feed?” he asked in a low voice. I needed something, always when I was around him. He was attractive enough, the long fall of his dirty blonde hair somehow offset by his big hard body. My eyes dropped down as he moved closer, so I had to sense his presence rather than watch for it. I could feel his body, radiating warmth against my skin. “Drink,” he said, reaching out and drawing my head into the crook of his neck. I felt him shift against me as I licked the skin, his rigid length pressing against the legs dangling off the side of the platform.

      “It's going to start again, the skin hunger, isn't it?” I whispered against his skin.

      “You need to feed,” he said in a low rumble. “You look gaunt.”

      “But if we start...”

      “Just take what you need,” he said, pushing his throbbing vein against my mouth. I scraped my fangs against his skin, listening to the hiss of excitement from him as I did so. “Please,” he said.

      I struck, slamming my fangs into his flesh without a care, the sounds of his incoherent moans egging me on, having me dig my claws into his shoulders, wrapping my legs around his waist to stop him from pulling away. I needn't have bothered, he took the both of us from the platform, a satisfied moan resonating through his chest as my body was forced to cling to his. “Can’t take too much,” I said, drawing away.

      “No, take more,” he said, pushing my head back. “I have what you need.” We moved, from the altar room to where his bedroll was. He lay me down on the mattress, my fangs coming free with a pop. “You want this?” he asked, ripping his shirt up over his head.

      “Always.”

      It was messy, desperate sex. Clothes were pushed aside, only pulled off if irretrievably in the way. His mouth closed over my already tight nipple, my back arching as he sucked it hard, my groin instinctively pushing against his. “I just want in you,” he said, then circled the other aching tip with his tongue.

      “Do it,” I gasped. “I feel like I can come just from that.”

      “Come then. I’ll make sure you’ve got another,” his lips drew my breasts in for a few quick pulses, then let it pull free, “and another in you.”

      “I want this in me,” I said, clawing blindly at his jeans.

      “Lethe.”

      “You’ve never had a problem rising to the occasion several times in a day,” I said. “Foreplay later, fucking now.”

      “Get your jeans off,” he said, flicking his button open. We scrambled to remove the offending items, him laying me back, hands on the tops of my thighs, forcing me wide. He looked down at my cunt, making me wriggle in frustration. 

      “Now, Nathaniel,” I begged as his fingers stroked my folds.

      “Had to make sure you were ready,” he said, then pushed his fingers into me. “You’re dripping.” I was about to complain about the delay, but he collected my wrists in one hand, stretching them above my head and then worked himself slowly in.

      “Ohhhhh...” I groaned as I felt my body spread wide to accommodate him. A shiver went down my spine as he slowly pushed past my most sensitive of spots. I was panting by the time he was buried inside me.

      “You feel so good,” he said, collapsing down on top of me, propping his shoulders up on his elbows. “Why do you feel so damn good?”

      “I don't...ah!” All words were lost as he began to move, my head thrown back as I was lost in the sensation. 

      “Not gonna last,” he said, regret saturating his tone.

      “Don't need to,” I said, wrapping my legs around his hips and digging in my heels. This just opened me up further, which should’ve had me wincing as he slammed into my cervix, but instead, I was meeting him stroke for stroke. “Oh gods,” I whimpered as I felt him swell inside me.

      Orgasm was like a burst of sunlight behind my eyes when it hit. My body went limp as uncontrollable waves of pleasure tore through me. Most days I needed to feel strong and competent to feel relaxed, but right now I felt like a limpet on a rock, clinging helplessly as the great ocean surged around me. He wasn’t far behind me, ramming himself in for the last stroke, then bursting hot and wet inside me.

      

      “What the fuck is this?” I asked much later as we lay entangled on the bed.

      “Buggered if I know. I’m half afraid to interrogate it, in case I destroy it somehow.”

      “Is it always like this? For you?” I said, rolling over to look at him.

      “I’ve been alive for a very long time,” he said, moving to cover my body with his, his mouth against my neck. “And I can safely say it’s not been like this for as far back as I can remember.”

      

      “I’ve got to go,” I said.

      “Uh huh,” he murmured into my skin as he ran kisses along my spine.

      “Seriously,” I said, though my tone completely made a mockery of my words. It came out as part purr, part moan. “I need to go and save the world and shit. Overthrow the Cremorni government…”

      “Mm hmm. Rohan will be looking for me too.”

      “Bring down the Wall.” He reached down and dragged my hips up so I was on my hands and knees before him. I could feel the cool air against the wetness of my cunt, leaving me open and exposed.

      “Nathaniel, I’ve got…uh!” He speared his tongue inside me, wriggling, his fingers moving to circle my clit. I found my back beginning to arch, spreading myself further open, pushing back against that delicious pressure. All thoughts of anything else dropped away as he swapped places, fingers curling, my clit enveloped by the hot, wet warmth of his mouth.
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      “How the bloody hell did the newspapers get wind of the bloodbath with the vampires?”

      Hesse tossed the offending papers onto the table, letting them splay across the surface in a flurry of paper. His PR team and his military development representatives took seats and began reaching for them.

      “I don’t need you to read the fucking things,” he snapped. “If you haven’t read every single one of these bloody articles- where our failures have been documented in great detail in the evening papers- then get the fuck out of my boardroom and find yourself another job. MacKellan, how did this get out?”

      “Security’s been through all of the databases of the news outlets and the information didn’t come from this office. We have no leaks,” one man said.

      “There bloody wouldn’t want to be.”

      “This is a Cardinian leak,” an older woman said. “They’ve obviously got their own sources within the Quarter. One of their propaganda officers made sure it was circulated to all of their news outlets but have found a receptive audience in the Guardian. The editor in chief, a one Harlow Greenway, made the call to publish.”

      “What’s the word on Mr Greenway,” Hesse said.

      Another man leant forward. “From our investigation: he’s a graduate of the University, a master's in journalism. Made his name as a war reporter, published some award-winning articles on the Cardinian front. Climbed his way up the ladder and here we are.”

      “Points of weakness?”

      “No wife or kids. Immediate family dead, he was a late-life baby, one of those early results of the extended fertility trials. Has a mortgage we could foreclose on but—”

      “But he’d just see that as a plot against him and agitate further. No, we need to discredit him. If he’s got no one to come home to, who’s he fucking?”

      “In the last few years, has had several girlfriends. There was a long-term male partner, soldier. One of the reasons Greenway took the frontline gig. The death of that partner in the Raga Offensive definitely changed the tone of his pieces, but they were within the parameters we identified as sufficient to create the illusion of a free press.”

      “OK, we need to concoct something. Jonathon, get Miller and Wilson on the line and organise a meeting before the end of the day. Cook, we need a dead kid plant, some evidence of sexual trauma is good, extensive trauma is better. There’s plenty of corpses left in the Crèche from that bash we had with the munition’s manufacturers. Send one of those bodies over, construct a crime scene and then get Sex Crimes onto it. Where am I tonight?”

      His PA tapped her tablet and said, “Premiere of the new Angelica Rothchild film. You’re her escort.”

      “Excellent, we’ll break the news in front of the celebarati and take this idiot down. Make sure the other editors who re-published this crap, are visited and have the process explained to them. They are a free press, as long as they abide by our rules.”
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      We fucked a few more times. This is weird, I mused, in the dark grey of very early morning. I looked down at the very fine sprawl of Nathaniel’s body and wondered what the hell I was doing. We’d only stopped to sleep a few hours ago because we just couldn’t raise the energy to pleasure each other another time. He’s like a drug, I thought with some trepidation and a whole lot of desire. I shook my head and slipped out from under the covers, him murmuring as I moved. I whispered some sort of excuse to placate him and he nodded, curling back under the blankets to sleep.

      “Oh, hello.” I’d walked out into the foyer area of the temple to leave by the stairs and found the Crown Princess standing there with a phalanx of guys in dark suits by her side. “I’m looking for Nathaniel?”

      “He’s asleep, through there,” I said, gesturing to the room with the door on it.

      “And he lets you just roam the place, does he?” she said, a small frown forming. “I guess there’s not much else you could do around here, is there, and you’d need to be on hand, being this far out into the Quarter.”

      “Sorry?” I said. I looked over my shoulder. Was this Nathaniel’s wife or girlfriend or something?

      “Well, you’d need to be close to see to Nathaniel’s...needs, wouldn’t you?”

      Ah, it all made sense now. She saw my skin and hair and figured me for a blood bag, one who might be messing with the centuries-old temple she had an obvious interest in.

      “Sasha, what are you doing here?” We both turned to see a sleepy Nathaniel fill the doorway. I watched as her face transformed from stiffly polite to rapturous in a few seconds. Her eyes widened and shone, her lips dropping open slightly. Her chest heaved as she took his half-dressed form in, her eyelashes fluttering so fast, it was a wonder she could see at all.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you, it just took quite some wrangling to get the government to allow me back into the Quarter.” She flicked a glance my way. “If you need some time to refresh yourself, we can return in an hour if that works?”

      “I’m fine, I was just up late last night. So, what brings you here?”

      “I had to see the frieze again,” she said, her eyes flicking up to the ceiling, which brought a whole other set of memories back for me. “I’m sure if we can fine-tune the ritual…” Now she turned to look me over much more closely. “It’s an absolute necessity that it is practised from now until Reunion. I’ve stressed this to the Prime Minister and Hesse over and over, but they just keep assuring me ‘all will be well’. Would there be any way to gather the albinos in one place each week? I have to make sure it’s done properly.”

      “Are you serious?” I said, taking in the well-tailored suit for the first time. She obviously wasn’t stupid, but she also had no idea how things were run in here. “The Crèche will take care of the kids, but everyone else? Some work, some live on their own, but most are with the Horde and good luck getting them to do anything. Outreach is the only time we’re ever all together.”

      “Damn,” she said, gnawing at a neatly manicured thumbnail. “Hesse is fighting me tooth and nail on extending the outreach time to include some practice sessions.”

      “Lady, with all due respect, you’re crazy. You’ve got a whole bunch of people who are nursing a state-mandated addiction and you want to extend the time between getting their drugs and taking their drugs to learn a dance? Not gonna happen.”

      I didn’t mean for the words to be so harsh, but I saw I had been, immediately. She tried to put on a good front, looking upwards, blinking madly at the ceiling to try and stop the tears, but she hadn’t grown up in the Quarter, having that beaten out of her. One perfect tear ran down her face, then another.

      “Sasha,” Nathaniel said, taking a step towards her. That was all she needed. She threw herself into his arms, sobbing in earnest against his chest, not seeming to notice his hands hovering around her, as if not sure where to place them. He didn’t look down at her, he looked over her head at me. I cocked an eyebrow and then shrugged, turning on my heel, having to force myself through the line of bodyguards to get out.

      It wasn’t until I was standing outside in the cool morning air that I heard from Lyra.

      Well, that was awkward.

      Yep, I guess she’s really into ancient art.

      She’s into something alright. It’s very, very important that you never let the two of them know about me.

      That why you were so quiet?

      I assumed you’d want some privacy. A lot of privacy. You were down there for quite some time.

      Why, how long has it been? I said.

      Three days.

      Fuck! Really? Well, at least I’ve built up my strength again.

      Yes, and well done for not allowing him to feed from you. That’s quite a feat considering how intimate you got. I’m serious, Lethe, those two, if they found out what we have… It could be fatal, Lyra said.

      What? I looked back at the stairs. How?

      Sasha comes from a line that usually provided my avatars. She was brought up to believe she could be the next. To find it was someone else, someone she showed no respect for. Well, let’s just say I’m not confident that she wouldn’t try to kill you, to see if she could claim her birthright.

      Shit, OK, but I don’t think Nathaniel would be a part of that, do you?

      No, but the two of them are obviously close. He may betray the information without meaning too.

      I shrugged, Sure, it’s not like we talk all that much anyway. I gasped, my body providing me with a very physical reminder of what we’d been doing, twitching with pleasure.

      So where are we off to today? she said.

      I figure we go to Miriam’s. I don’t want to be anywhere near vamp territory until I’ve worked out how to manage Rohan, I said.

      I’ve told you; you just need to build a power base there and knock the little upstart off his throne. First, you should…

      And replace him with who? I’m sure as shit not taking the throne. I fucking hate vamps.

      You are a vamp now.

      Still fucking hate them.

      Your ‘boys’ are vampires.

      Whatever. Miriam’s camp, let’s go.

      

      I was sitting on the top of one of the ruined buildings that looked down on the wolves’ camp, aghast at what I saw. Over on the left, I could see the vampire forces massing at the border, everyone well-armed and ready to do battle. It was faint but I could just hear the little ticking of the blood pumps the fuckers had obviously decided to appropriate from the blooded soldiers. I scoured the line, looking for Ben or Gavin. They had to have given up the storeroom of revolutionary blood I’d built under their house. “No fucking loyalty,” I said.

      Or very loyal, depending on how you look at it. Rohan would rain veritable hell upon their heads if they’d been caught hoarding it. They’re probably in enough trouble for not turning you over to them, Lyra said.

      “Well, well, what do we have here?” My head whipped around to see three werewolves appear on the rooftop, pulling themselves over the side of the building. They’d obviously scaled the thing from the outside rather than come up the booby-trapped inside. I straightened up, wiping my hands on my jeans.

      “Well, now, she looks like one of those colourless whores,” a wolf said.

      “But she’s got that snake smell the vamps have,” another said. His nostrils flared as if to make his point.

      “But it’s hard to tell, right?” the last one said. “Is it her scent or just the stink of vamp cum between her legs?”

      “What the fuck?” I snapped. “I’ve been into your camp more times than I can count. You’re Ferris and you’re Henry, Nicca’s son.”

      “And you’re the little white courier who has no loyalty to any of the factions. Branching out into spying for the vamps now, are we? Or is this just a freelance gig you set for yourself, figuring you’d sell the information to the highest bidder?” the nameless wolf said.

      “Let’s get her to Miriam, let her sort this out,” Ferris said.

      Can you get me to Miriam? I asked Lyra.

      Just outside the camp do? There’s something stopping me from moving you inside it.

      “I’ll meet you down there, fellas,” I said with a grin and then winked out of view.

      I was still smiling when I appeared at the camp gates, but that died out when I found myself looking down the barrel of more rifles than I could count. “State your business,” Dawn said through gritted teeth, “or prepare to have your head blown off.”

      “Whoa, white flag people,” I said, waving my hand. It was the only white thing I had on me right now. “Can I talk to Miriam?”

      That took a while to sort out. Wolves were running in and out of the camp, weapons and armour being carried out to the front where they prepared to meet the vamp hordes. “The vamps, they’re wearing blood pumps, like the soldiers!” one wolf said between pants, having run flat out to Dawn’s side.

      “I know,” I said, “that’s what I was here to tell you. The vamps fought the blooded soldiers sent in from the other side and have both pumps and a stash of blood from the Revolution.”

      “You serious? That’ll make them ten times as strong,” Dawn’s face went white. “This will be a massacre.”

      “Take me to Miriam,” I said and this time she nodded.

      “Dawn, are the fighters arranged on the border? We may be able to call in some from Sharee’s clan but…”

      “The vamps have pumps and blood from before the Revolution on them,” Dawn said flatly.

      Miriam’s eyes widened, seeming for the first time to take me, then her daughter in. Her nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed as she stared at me. “What have you done?”

      “I climbed the Ladder, came back different. Look, it's my fault the soldiers came and it's my fault the vamps had the blood. I stored it under the McIntyre’s house, thinking it would be safe,” I said.

      I wouldn’t have confessed to all of that, Lyra said. You position yourself as their enemy.

      “The McIntyres? They are Rohan’s right hands. What did you think they would do with such a gift? But how did all of this happen?”

      “Mum, I’m not sure we have time for stories right now. The vamps are going to attack at any minute.”

      “I’m going to go to the front, see if I can put a stop to this, but I’ll be right back,” I said.

      “And how will you…?” I didn’t wait for Miriam to finish her sentence, winking in and out, appearing away from where the two groups were massed, hunkering down in an old door frame.

      So, what do I do? Build a barricade?

      You could bring some of the buildings down, Lyra said, though I’m not sure how well rubble will do to keep them out. Everyone here seems very adept at traversing it.

      What are vampires weak against?

      Fire for one.

      So, a wall of flame? Could we do that?

      If you want a spontaneous wall of flame with no fuel or means to keep it running, it would take a massive amount of energy to sustain. You wouldn’t be able to move from here; it would consume your existence.

      What about a wall like the Wall?

      You got any ancient witches you’d like to bleed to make that? That’s one bad, bad piece of work.

      Fuck! I can’t let Miriam’s wolves get massacred by that fuckhead, Rohan! There’s kids growing up in that camp.

      And you know what he’ll do with them.

      I looked up as the werewolves began to mass at the border. Guns were shouldered, they were falling into lines as shouted by their leaders. This is gonna be a fucking massacre, I said, looking over at the vampires with their ticking black boxes pinned to their sides. Hang on, I said, what if we turned all the pumps to ash?

      It’ll take some of the spring out of their step, but they’ve probably been consuming the other blood since you went missing.

      Right, let’s do that for starters. I shifted slightly in my hiding spot and could tell when it was done by the angry cries from the vamp camp. Now for a more permanent solution.

      There was something that was repelling me, Lyra said. Look into that, it might be our solution.

      We winked back to the camp, this time I managed to get to Miriam without being stopped. People were too busy making final preparations for the battle, the big gate that was almost never pulled shut being moved into place to lock down the village. “Miriam!” I said as I burst into the big meeting room.

      “Dawn has just made her way to the front line. She thought that was where you’d gone.”

      “It was. I took out the pumps on the vamps, which might slow them a bit. They’ve still got the blood though.”

      “And how is it they came to be in possession of pre-Revolutionary blood?” she asked with a frown. “That was all locked up in vaults on the other side of the Wall.”

      “Was,” I said, dropping my eyes to the floor. I didn’t want her green ones boring into mine as I made my confession. “I got it out, trying to destabilise Hesse’s power base.”

      “And you brought it here? To the vampires? What did you think was going to happen?” I could hear the unearthly snarl rising in her voice. “You arm one faction and not another? And you’re surprised by the end result?”

      “I wasn’t bloody thinking, I guess,” I said. “I assumed everyone would be like me, grateful for the power boost and wanting to pull together to bring the fucking Wall down for good. Hesse, the humans, they’re our enemies, not each other.”

      “And yet who is the monster at our doors? Each other. You have created a power imbalance that we might not survive. I need to call the council together.” She moved to the door and shouted for someone.

      Fuck! I said to Lyra. What do I do?

      For the second time, all there was was the great silent emptiness of my own head. Something in here blocks her. I looked around the room but it was packed full of objects and stones, skulls and feathers, headdresses and baskets. When Miriam returned, I said, “Something here stops Lyra from talking to me. What is it?”

      “Lyra?” one of the older men said as he entered. “You hear the voice of the vampire goddess?” His eyes whipped around to Miriam, “You let the avatar of the vampires in here?”

      “I didn’t bloody know she was when she came in,” Miriam said. “Last thing I knew she was a courier who was a free agent.”

      “Yes,” one of the women said, “one who refused a place here. We cannot trust this one! Who knows what she feeds back to her king?”

      “First of all, he’s not my king. If I could think of someone to put in his place that wouldn’t become a despotic dickhead, I would off him in a second.”

      “Don’t assign a leader. Merely depose him and let the Horde fight it out,” another man said with an evil smile.

      “And what will happen while they do? You’ll just go about your business?” I shot back. The smiles around the table told me all I needed to know. “I don’t need to weaken any one faction; I need to strengthen all of them so we can bring down the Wall! Imagine getting free of the Quarter. Would you stay around to fight the vamps? Or would you head to your ancestral lands?”

      “To run in the Great Forest,” one woman said, her hand pressing against her chest. If I was right, the glitter in her eyes was tears forming.

      “To swim in the waterfalls of Rokewood.”

      “To return to the sacred caves of Eildon.”

      “Yep, I get it,” I said, “it would be awesome. So, what do we need to do to make that happen? There’s something in the village that repels vampires.”

      The silence was now deafening, the Elders’ faces closed off and blanked, but I hadn’t gotten where I was today without some observation skills. Whites, we were relegated to the role of pet, or pot plant when we weren’t wanted, too little of a threat to mind. It sucked, but it meant we spent a hell of a lot of the time watching others, picking up micro-expressions.

      If you couldn’t, you didn’t last long. You had to know when that fist was going to come down on you, so as to duck out before the beating started. I waited them out, knowing all the while that the fight on the border had to already have started. Slowly I began to see the pattern. They couldn’t seem to help it, the tiny glances at the alpha’s necklace. I turned and looked down at the large white stone held in a bezel made of gold. “Is it that?” I said. No one answered. “Look, you tell me what it is, maybe I can get more of it. Hell, maybe we can use it to make a fence to keep the vamps out.”

      “Come with me,” Miriam said, grabbing my arm.

      “Miriam!” one of the men shouted and she turned on her heel with a glare.

      “Alpha,” she replied through gritted teeth. The man sat back down reluctantly and then she dragged me from the room.

      We wound our way through the camp, until we came to a small shack with no windows, guarded by several heavily armed werewolves. She nodded to them and they moved away, slower than they should- I assume, their eyes trained on me. “Come in,” she said when I hung by the doorway. There wasn’t much else to see, in the centre was a rough podium and on it a massive chunk of semi-opaque white stone. As I stared, a silvery green iridescence played over the surface. “Moonstone,” she said, answering the questioning look on my face. “It’s always been the source of our power, the key to keeping the Horde back, to keep the dark witches from cutting us down and carving us up for spells. Each werewolf pack has its own at their base, to keep the vamps from taking us completely. Come through here,” she said, walking around the stone to the door beyond it.

      When I opened it I was shocked to see a small mine shaft leading deep down into the ground. “There’s more below, I can feel it, but we haven’t managed to find it yet. Part of our disputes with the other packs is the vein that’s below here. They can feel it too and want to take this land for themselves. We’ve held them off so far but…”

      “Lyra’s been able to retrieve things for me before this, but I think she’s going to need a buffer between her and the moonstone to get it to the surface. Is there anything I can wrap it in to stop it from cancelling out her powers?”

      “You want me to give you the secret weakness of our powers? The Elders will have me drawn and quartered for that,” she said with a frown.

      “So how do I get it then? She’s going to be able to sense it but winks out when she gets too close to it.”

      “You can promise you’ll bring moonstone to the pack? Enough to hold off the wolves?”

      “Not yet I can’t. I have to go outside the camp and see if I can get her back to have a look.”

      “Do that.”

      So what do you reckon? I said, sitting on the grass. I kept my eyes on what was going on around me, didn’t want to get caught up in the conflict if the troops made it back this far.

      I can see it. It repulses me. There’s a massive underground cave filled with the stuff. Here, see for yourself. A projection of the cave formed in the air between Miriam, her guards and me. Gasps burst from all of the wolves standing there. “That’s the Ranusian caves,” one of them said.

      “Those fucking bastard leeches built this shit hole right over the top of our most sacred of sites!” one man said, his finger tightening on the trigger of his rifle.

      “They may not have known,” Miriam said with a placating hand out.

      “Bullshit, they would’ve known exactly what it was! Before the humans rose up, they were planning a push out into our lands, to try and enslave us as well,” one of the women said.

      Which means there must be an entrance to the mine somewhere, I said to Lyra. Can you sense it?

      I can if that’s what you wish, but I wonder if that’s the best approach to take.

      Why’s that? I’m not leaving them weak in the face of the Horde.

      No, but you could forge a new entryway here, in their camp, in exchange for the secret to negating moonstone.

      I’m not going to use it against them, especially not for Rohan.

      You don’t need to. She’ll put some kind of binding on you to stop that anyway.

      So, what’s the point.

      Knowledge is power, no matter how restricted your use of it. Make the request and I’ll give them access to the caves. I’ll need it anyway, to get down that last few hundred metres.

      “I can get you into the caves, Miriam, but we need to talk, your Elders as well.”

      “You going to listen to this little white slut? She’ll be on her knees in front of Rohan within the hour,” one of the men growled.

      “We need the caves. I don’t care how we get it,” another man said, eyeing me.

      “This decision is not yours to make!” Miriam said with a snap, her voice seeming to hang in the air, her authority an oppressive weight for me and I wasn’t a wolf. I could only imagine how it felt to them. Instantly all five guards dropped to their knees, eyes on the ground, heads bent submissively. “Good, now get to your feet, you can’t protect me from there.”

      “You can’t be serious, Alpha!”

      “How do we know this girl tells the truth? She plays all sides to survive here.”

      “As do we all at times,” Miriam said. “I have seen her magic, seen the caves.”

      “The Ranusians were always just a myth, like the one that Graellen will rise again and take us from this place,” a woman said with a wave. “If you hand this girl this information, she’ll use it to protect her position, not improve ours.”

      The Elders were obviously not on board with sharing the information. I bounced lightly on the soles of my feet, imagining what hell was being wrought at the border as they argued. How many were hurt, injured?

      “I’ll bind myself to the pack,” I said. That got them all shutting up. “Can a non-wolf do that, I mean? Is there any way you can tie me to you, to ensure I don’t use that information for my own gain?”

      Miriam’s eyes snapped to the rest of the Elders; her lips pursed as she tapped her finger on them. “We could perform the bonding ritual.”

      “Yep, sounds good, let’s do that,” I said, wanting someone, anyone, to make the decision that could bring the conflict outside to an end. People were dying as these guys hummed and hawed.

      “You can select her mate candidates,” Miriam said. “Pick who you think will advocate for our interests in her company.”

      My eyes went wide. “A mate? Werewolves don’t fuck anything but other wolves. He’ll think this is some kind of creepy pedo marriage.”

      “Male candidates only, apparently,” Miriam said to the Elders, then turned to me. “We respect power and as an albino, a mating would never have been possible, but if you have the power to tunnel down to the caves, you will have demonstrated the requisite power to be taken seriously as an adult of breeding age. The candidates will be aware of this before stepping forward.”

      “Look, is there anything temporary that we can do right now to bind me sufficiently so that I can get the moonstone. People are dying out there. Those vampires, they still have the old blood running around their systems. They’ll be mopping the floor with your wolves.”

      “Not so,” Miriam’s eyes went flat and hard. “We fought the vampires before the revolution and can counter anything they throw at us.”

      “Well, I’d really like to minimise the casualties if possible. So whaddya say?”

      Miriam looked at the other Elders, “A blood bond could fulfil the need.” There seemed to be agreeance around the table at that.

      “OK, let’s do it outside then. Fair warning though, my blood does weird shit now. You don’t want more than a drop of it.”

      “That will be sufficient. As long as the blood remains in my system, you will not be able to act against this pack and you will fulfil the conditions of our alliance or face death.”

      “Got it, let’s go.”

      Which is how I found myself outside the camp again, virtually shaking with the effort of staying still.

      What the hell are you doing? Lyra said as Miriam produced a shiny little knife.

      A temporary blood bond.

      What did I tell you!

      Yes, I know, my blood is my power, that’s why I’m out here. At least I can get you to whisk me out of here if they start getting any ideas. After I’ve mated with one of the guys.

      A werewolf mate! What on earth will you do with one of those?

      Well, when a werewolf and a white are forced to get naked together…

      You need to take this seriously if you want me to keep you alive.

      Dude, chill, this will be a little prick, followed later by a much, much bigger one. All in a day’s work for an albino. Maybe we can get a divorce sometime later.

      Werewolves don’t divorce. They stay mated until death.

      Oh, shit. Wasn’t expecting that. Does that mean I’m going to be magically monogamous for the rest of my life?

      That’s what you’re worried about? No, I don’t think that’s required.

      OK, well, here goes. Miriam had been muttering some kind of witchy stuff under her breath, waving the knife over my outstretched hand, the stone in her pendant starting to glow, then her knife stabbed down, much like a bird’s beak, the subsequent cut hardly feeling like anything before the blood began to bead.

      I’m keeping it to a drop. Anymore and it’s going to cause problems, Lyra said. In any case, she’s about to get a bit of a facelift. Miriam’s hand waved over mine and she murmured the rest of the ritual, ending with her taking my hand in hers, her mouth closing over my finger. Gasps went up around us as the effect was seen instantaneously. The grey washed from her hair, the wrinkles on her skin smoothing out like cloth being ironed, her back straightening. The stone at her throat grew brighter and brighter until I could no longer look at it.

      “That’s it,” I said, snatching my hand back, “and don’t get any ideas.” The other Elders seemed to eye me a whole lot more speculatively now in a way that made me uncomfortable.

      “You have given me a great gift,” Miriam said, staring at the backs of her hands in wonder. Or I’ve just made sure you rule the pack with an iron fist for a lot longer, I thought. Maybe there was a reason alphas tended to be older, to make sure succession kept happening.

      “And I’m about to give you another. The caves aren’t directly under your land, so I’ll have to make an extension to your camp. Is that OK?”

      “You’re going to move the walls?” one of the Elders said.

      “Yep,” I said. Bag of blood please and something strong.

      Coming up. Lord Gisborne was particularly gifted. He’ll make you stronger as well, something you’ll need during the mating ceremony.

      Really? I thought it was just sex.

      Lyra’s laughter rang inside my head as I sucked down the blood in the cool plastic bag. You have to fight to show your worthiness. Unless you want to be barefoot and pregnant for the rest of your life?

      Keep the Gisborne coming, I said, eyeing the guys standing around us.

      After I’d cleared it with the Elders I flew up into the air and moved the protective wall around the camp, extending and adding to it with nearby rubble. This is quite a nice show of strength as well, Lyra said, keep those boys in their place. You don’t want them getting the upper hand. I remembered the paintings on the temple walls at Nathaniel’s and smiled. Someone had family issues. Now, she said, get the secret.

      When I came back only Miriam was waiting for me. It was still jarring to see the differences in her face. She nodded, looking over the changes in the barrier. “In exchange for this information, you will create the shaft down to the caves, straight after I share it with you?”

      “Yep.” I felt a weird, snapping sensation in the air around me as I uttered the words.

      “Your promises, for as long as the blood remains within me, hold weight, so be careful. The answer is silver. Encasing the moonstone in enough silver and you will negate its power.” That’s why the gold setting on her necklace, I thought. I nodded.

      I want to try something showy, Lyra said. If you’re going to tie yourself to these people, it might be wise to make sure you aren’t seen as a second-class citizen.

      What did you have in mind? I said.

      It was worth the look on Miriam’s face when a facsimile of Lyra popped from my body, covered in a shiny coat of bright silver. Lyra hissed at her, baring her many teeth and then laughed, flying through the air before dropping over the barrier and presumably into the earth. We ran back to the camp, the heavy door sliding behind us once we were in. It was difficult to get to the dig site, everyone who wasn’t fighting was clustered around the hole in the ground and the growing pile of dirt. We’re going to need to displace that soil, I said to Lyra.

      On it, she said, her voice clear now she was protected by silver. Oohs and ahhs went up around the crowd as the soil magically disappeared. Finally, Lyra emerged from the huge shaft she’d created, hovering over it like some kind of metallic faerie. “The shaft has been dug and it’s been reinforced all the way down,” I said, repeating Lyra’s words. "You can now go into the caves.”

      Miriam stepped up to the mouth, stemming the push from the crowds. “My people, we need to proceed carefully. This was one of Graellan’s most sacred places. We do not want to risk our children before we have properly explored the place. We will nominate some of our strongest guards to go forth and explore first, then we will allow others as we ascertain the safety of the caves. Be patient, we have waited to regain this place for millennia, a few hours wait will not hurt us.”

      “I want to grab some moonstone and build a boundary to keep the vampires out. You cool with that?”

      “How do you know she’ll build it properly?” a tall guy with long, wavy, gold-streaked brown hair asked, looking me over with amber coloured eyes.

      “You’re volunteering to oversee the building, Brendan? Anything that stops the Horde and allows us to live in peace is a good thing. Go with our blood bound ally... and I expect to see you by the fire when we assign her a mate.” People started mumbling over that, but I pushed that to one side.

      “See you at the border,” I said and winked out, reappearing halfway between it and the camp. So, what do you reckon? Use pillars of moonstone to make a fence? I said to Lyra.

      I think it could be done easier than that. A concrete mix with crystals in the matrix.

      We're going to make a concrete wall, on a battlefield?

      The process will be sped up, of course, but basically, yes.

      There was no mistaking where the battlefield was. As I appeared at the border all I could see was blood, bodies and those who still fought. Whites rarely got involved in disputes. If we did, we were often collateral damage. As a result, I'd been spared the bloody reality.

      A wolf woman lay on the ground near my feet, her face, arms and legs partially transformed into her animal, her lips curled back into a wordless expression of pain. She panted and twisted on the ground, her hand desperately trying to hold in the slippery pink links of her intestines as her skin began to repair the breach in her abdomen. Some were not so lucky, torn in two, by what I didn’t know, their body parts scattered along the ground. Crows had begun to flock towards the battlefield and I was forced to look away as one picked out the blankly staring eye of one of the dead. So where do you want this wall? Lyra asked, though her tone was somewhat subdued.

      Where the border was, I said. An inch or two either side and we'll be accused of playing favourites.

      You will anyway, Lyra said. No good comes from trying to please all sides, as you well know.

      The wall, Lyra, build it.

      I found myself whisked up to the same rooftop I’d been perched on before being discovered, blood bags in a pile by my feet. I couldn't kid myself that I was super-powered or anything. I was just the battery that Lyra ran off; using my blood, my energy, she’d make great things happen. None of the fighters seemed to notice it at first, the wall of cement that slowly grew across the gap between the two factions. It filled in the empty space between them, using old buildings as filler until the road was crossed and fighters were thrust apart, now relegated to one side or the other.

      I watched the vamps flinch back on their side; hands held up over their eyes as if to protect them from the glare. Some stumbled over to the wall but soon collapsed to their knees. They crawled back to safety fast enough, then they turned their eyes to the wolves left on the other side. Those that were able to, sprinted and scaling over it with little effort. Those that were injured tried to crawl closer to it, though not all were successful.

      I need to get down there, move everyone to the right side of the wall, I said to Lyra.

      Of course, she replied, how very Hessian of you.

      I landed with a jolt on the vamp side of the wall, grabbing the nearest injured werewolf. Can you send him back to the entrance of the camp? I asked Lyra.

      I can send him into the camp now I know how to get past the moonstone, she said.

      Does the fireball form protect me from others? I said, eyeing the vamps who were starting to edge closer. I could hear their curses from the wall.

      No one will touch you without your permission.

      I strode over to where one was venting his anger on the injured body of a werewolf, the sounds of his foot kicking into the wolf's body, the subsequent yelps of pain, had my hackles up.

      "Leave him alone," I said, my flames enough to part the group of vamps, leaving my path clear. "Leave all of them alone." The wolf disappeared, as did any of the others that still breathed.

      "What do you care?" one of them said with a sneer. "Ain’t you supposed to be the vampire goddess?"

      “Not a goddess and I'm not here to just help vamps."

      "Not helping any of them stuck on the other side of that bloody wall," another said.

      "I'm heading there as soon as I finish up with you dickheads," I said. "Is Bennett or Gavin with you?"

      "Your precious boys?" the vamp woman's face split into a smile. "Rohan's keeping them close at hand." A shiver went down my spine as a rapid succession of possible interpretations went through my brain.

      Take me to the other side, I said to Lyra, before the wolves rip the vamps to shreds as well. It was much the same there. Wolves in furry or half-wolf form growled at me as I came closer, looking for vamps who still lived. The snarls only got louder when the injured started disappearing. One staggered to his feet, fangs bared as he began to snarl, saliva dropping onto the grass. Uh, Lyra!

      Before I could direct the goddess a blur crossed my path, slamming into the wolf and leaving him gasping for breath on the ground, shifting back into human form. Brendan turned to me and plastered a cocky smile on his face, sweeping the long fall of wavy brown hair back. "You alright there, princess?"

      Fucking princess. I'd read a lot of books in the Crèche, many of them fairy tales, and all the princesses in them went out and kicked butt, so I'm not sure why it was the go-to patronising endearment in the Quarter. "Fine," I said.

      "She built that wall full of moonstone to keep the vamps out," he said, giving the now human formed werewolf that had attacked me a kick in the ribs. "And is under the alpha's blood oath. Show some respect."

      "She gonna be mated?" one of the other men said, edging closer. He was tall, of course, with long reddish-brown hair that was partially matted. His cool green eyes took me in slowly. "By the fire tonight?"

      "White meat in the pack? What are we, blood-sucking freaks now?" another man said with a frown.

      "She led us to the Ranusian caves," Brendan said. Everyone's eyes swivelled around to take me in now.

      "You're talking shit."

      "Seen it myself," Brendan said with a shrug.

      “Look, if you ladies want to stand around and talk about my love life, feel free. I’m going to make sure all the injured are sent back to the camp and then do the same for the vamps.”

      “What are you doing helping them for, if you’re blood bound to us?” a dark-haired woman asked.

      “Because I don’t want one faction to win this stupid arse war you guys have got going, I want all of us free, of this place, of each other and able to live in peace.” I didn’t bother to see how that went down, moving instead from body to body. Most were just badly injured but it was difficult to look on those that had been killed. In peak fitness, like all the wolves, the beautiful machinery of their bodies had been scrapped and for what? I shook my head, moving faster through the fallen, not able to dwell for any longer.

      Once the last was dealt with and the remaining standing began to haul their comrades’ bodies to be buried, I winked over the wall and started the same process, assuming the Palace was the right place for the injured. I was too focussed on the task to hear the arrival of the Horde.

      “Well, well, look at our dear goddess. Where are you whisking those warriors off to? Your friends, the wolves' camp? Some kind of secret laboratory to try out your sick shit on us?” I looked up and there was Rohan, striding towards me, a phalanx of vampires at his back. Disappointingly, two of them were Bennett and Gavin.

      You need another show of strength, Lethe, Lyra said. It’s as I feared. He sees you as a competitor to his power base, not a complementary power. This is what comes from trying to play both sides.

      I don’t want to play any sides. I’m not against the vampires, I’m against Rohan.

      Which makes you a threat he must eliminate, before you eliminate him.

      So what, I said, looking at Rohan as he drew near, you want me to kill him?

      I don't get to want anything. I merely advise you to neutralise him any way you can, or risk the same being done to you.

      Dog eat dog, it’s what it always came down to in the Quarter. By making sure we were focused on killing each other, we forgot about 'neutralising' the real threat: the humans keeping us here. I looked at the pompous git, with his tight leather trousers and the criss-cross of the bandolier around his chest and rolled my eyes. He had the appearance of a leader, a warrior, but where was he when his people were fighting his stupid border skirmish? He probably only turned up because someone said I was here.

      "Look at this man’s body," I said, pointing to the nearest vamp. He looked like he'd been run through a mincer, pieces of his flesh like pink bloody confetti on the ground. Clear pools of dying symbiote seeped from the meat, trying vainly to put its host back together. "What was his death worth? A centimetre? A metre? A kilometre of wolf land? What would you see as a fair trade? I’m serious, there’s what? Ten, twelve bodies here? It’s hard to tell, some just look like meat.”

      "That's not how this works. The wolves have been pushing back..."

      "How can you say that's not how it works? You are the king; you rule your people. You want some of the wolf lands and because you have my stores of the old blood, you think you can get it. You use these people like coins, you use their lives to pay for the land you want."

      "The wolves are getting more and more bold. I've found some of their insurgents..."

      "I'm not saying the wolves are any better, nor the witchbreed and if the albinos are, it’s because they’re just too powerless to do anything of note. What I'm asking is, is this worth it? What was this man's name?"

      Rohan blinked, then moved closer, peering at the man's face. "It's Jimmy, sire," one of his posse said.

      "So, Jimmy, what was his death worth? How much land would you be happy to get in return for his death."

      "You're just trying to twist this, like I'm some kind of callous arsehole who lets his men get killed. Every leader sends their people to fight, to protect what’s important to them. You stole the blood; the soldiers came to bleed the lot of us. Do you know how many died in that conflict?"

      "Too many," I said. "That's my point, every death is too many. If we’re going to kill each other, at least make it for something of worth, something more than rubble and refuse. If we're going to die, let's die for our fucking freedom. You want to fight the wolves? What if they were gone completely, back to their own lands? What if Meridian was yours again to rebuild? What if we had a future beyond these walls? What then? The wall I built is insurance, it keeps the assets, you, from damaging each other. You said the wolves were making incursions, now they can't. Problem solved.

      "But you're right, I am just as callous, I’d send people to die if I thought we could bring down the Wall. But I sleep well at night because to me, freedom is a hell of a lot more valuable than another square inch of the bloody Quarter. And I'll build walls through the whole of it -if that's what it takes to keep you guys from killing each other. So, tell me, Rohan, what is that you want that trumps this? How are you planning to free everyone?"

      Those eerie golden eyes of his stared into mine. I could almost see the cogs ticking, as his mind looked for the fatal flaw in my argument. Finally, he said, "Take the girl. Her blood can heal any of us with just one drop."

      Vampires who were still standing surged forward, but I instantly turned into my fireball form, complete with blades of flame. I slashed out at the nearest, forcing them back, but others quickly moved to take their place. My heart began to race as the staccato of machine-gun bullets hit my flaming shield, bouncing off.

      Be careful about taking down your own people! Lyra said. He’s distracting you on purpose. Take the head of the serpent out, not the body.

      I spun up into the air, hovering for a moment, noting the vampires whose guns fell limply by their sides as their mouths dropped open in shock, but I didn’t spend any time on that. I saw Rohan at the back of the crowd, two familiar figures held close to his side by his people.

      He smiled as I landed with a thump in front of him, that smile not dropping as I raised my flaming blade, guns snapping up to aim at me as I did so.

      “You do it and each one of them dies,” he said with a grin, eyes jerking to Bennett’s neck so I noted the blade being held there.

      “The moment even a hair of my head is touched, they are dead. Do you hear me, little goddess?” He spat the words at me, the spittle sizzling when it hit my fireball. “You gave your hand away too soon. In protecting these two, I knew instantly where your breaking points were. I have had my staff scouring the records for references to Lyra’s avatars and found some fascinating evidence. Many a vampire king kept one as a pet, to feed from, to direct against his enemies, to do his bidding. It was the actions of one of the last avatars that put our beloved king, Argun, on the throne for a thousand years. I can only assume your presence is a sign from the goddess herself, of favour for my regime, as a gift to me personally.” He nodded and the knife dug in slightly on Gavin’s neck, forcing me to watch my best friend’s blood trickle down his neck as he was held still by his ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’. “So come along, little avatar,” he said, holding out a hand to me, all golden perfection. “I’ll give you these two to keep you happy, after I’ve had a taste of that lovely alabaster skin of yours.”

      I said I wanted to change things, but looking at Rohan, at the vampires willing to follow his orders, I knew that was never going to happen if the power structures stayed the same here. The Revolution had happened, the powerful vampires had been dragged to the Scaffold and bled before the people, and what had changed? The flames around me were beginning to stutter, my ability to keep feeding them waning.

      Make me a pump and feed me with the strongest blood we have in storage, I said to Lyra. I felt the bite of the needle going into my chest, then the cold spread in my arteries. I watched the vampire’s eyes widen as they heard the tick, that primal sound of fear in the Quarter.

      Remove the boys, take them back to the Palace, I said.

      Done. The idiot. Those girls, they were lovers of the kings before they were ever avatars. They willingly sacrificed their power for those they loved.

      His eyes went wider still, when he noticed he was without his hostages. “I’ll, I’ll have them—”

      “You’ll do fucking nothing,” I said as I took a step forward. I pushed the muzzles of the guns down with a hand when they didn’t drop automatically. Some brave souls tried to push back, stop me from deflecting them. I fixed them clearly with a stare as I touched the weapons, making them hot enough they had to drop them. Now that the blood was pumping through me I felt a strength I’d never had before. “You are done, Rohan. You have nothing.”

      I was tempted to send the large crowd of the Horde clustered around me away, but realised I needed witnesses, people to spread the word about the new world order. Instead, I gave him a shove. It was all about power displays, wasn’t it? I shoved him until he stumbled back, was on him until he fell to the ground, the ring of vampires stepping aside as if to watch this struggle play out.

      Need that persuasion thing you did before, I said.

      The storm? Here.

      “You are nothing, Rohan. No king, no ruler, no petty despot playing with the bodies of others.” My voice no longer sounded like mine, instead, the words came out as the rumble of thunder. “No general to direct others to fight for you. You are nothing but a rat, you will skulk at the edges of civilisation in the Quarter, doomed to scavenge to survive. You will never re-join the Horde, never visit the Palace, never rule over others again.”

      My words hit the man like a series of blows. How could this be? I wondered. This was Rohan, the king who enslaved every one of my people, who wreaked havoc in his corner of the Quarter, who bathed in the blood of others. How could what I said have so much power?

      All power is a combination of will and the muscle to back it up. No leader physically demonstrates their power every day. They do so regularly in ways that are convincing, then put structures in place to ensure people continue to believe it. What has he done for years, but tell everyone what to do and fuck? Lyra said.

      As if to contradict what she’d said, Rohan clambered to his feet, standing there drunkenly for a moment.

      And here comes the muscle part, Lyra said.

      Get rid of the flames, I said, and I grinned, feeling the wind that was beginning to pick up behind me play across my teeth. Is this how blooded soldiers feel before battle? I thought, the blood in the pump feeling like it was transferring strength as well as replenishing what I was burning up. Time to find out if this was true. He dropped his head, then came barrelling at me with all of his considerable strength. I zipped nimbly out of the way, leaving him to flounder past where I once was.

      You’re going to need to take him down, convincingly. This is not about you fighting him, it’s about sending a message.

      She was probably right, but I didn’t care. I bounced on the balls of my feet, fists up, snickering as he looked around blindly for me.

      “You scared, little girl.”

      “Yeah, fucking shitting myself. Now show us what you’ve got, big boy.”

      He seemed incapable of learning, cannonballing towards me again and again. I stepped aside later and later until I heard the breath in his chest begin to rasp.

      “Is that it?” I said. “Have you actually fought someone any time in the last two hundred years?

      He just panted, glaring at me, but his eyes flicked to the group where people had started to shift restlessly. “I don’t think any of us have fought an opponent that can teleport away or...” he snatched the pistol off a nearby vampire, quickly firing off a couple of shots whose bullets I just waved away, “...can do that.”

      You need to grapple with him now, show definitively that you are the stronger one.

      Got it.

      “OK,” I said. “Come at me. I won’t move.”

      And I didn’t. I watched him pump himself up, jumping up and down on the spot, and then coming at me with a barrage of blows. Then everything slowed right down. He was a vampire, I’m sure his strikes were lightning-fast, but from my perspective, I could see his fists coming from a mile away. I ducked out of the way of each one with ease. I smiled. Was this how the vampires felt? Did they walk around with this sense of power? When someone came at you, trying to knock your head off, did they just smile and put them down?

      Yes, and you need to do the same. Restraint will not be viewed kindly here.

      OK, I said with a shrug and then hit back, dropping down slightly and then striking out, punching up, my fist colliding with the underside of his jaw.

      It felt like a little tap on my end but Rohan went flying back in a great arc, vampires scattering like crows to let him fall heavily on the hard ground. I was ready, fists raised when he got to his feet, dodging out the way of his hits before going in close and throwing him over my shoulder. I stood over him as his eyes went wide, him fighting to catch his breath as I’d knocked the wind out of him. “Just fuck off, you stupid cunt,” I said. “You’re done here.”

      He obviously didn’t agree, fangs snapping down as he swayed on his feet, making a wild lunge at me.

      He wants your blood, to heal himself, Lyra said.

      I know, I said and punched him in the face in rapid succession. I kept it up, seeing that pretty, pouty mouth grow bloody as his lip split, joined quickly by blood from his nose as I flattened that. I grabbed him by the throat, giving him a shake as one might a bad-tempered animal, hoping it might put some sense into him. This was just sadistic.

      “Someone...will have you...bent over...and fucked...while they...drain...you...dry,” he said, blood coming out his nose and mouth in bubbles as he struggled to talk.

      “Is that what you want?” I said, my voice taking on that terrible rumble again. “I can rewrite your destiny, make you anyone’s bitch.” His response was to blindly swat at me. I caught his hand easily, my fingers digging in when he tried to push his fist closer, almost snapping the wrist when he just wouldn’t stop. “Fuck this...” I muttered to myself. I dropped him to the ground where he fell in a bloody heap and then was forced to place my foot on his back when he kept trying to claw his way to me. “Stop!” I roared, and for a moment, the world did.

      You couldn’t hear a bird cheep, only the lonely whistle of the wind, the low rumble of the storm beginning to form on the horizon. “Is there anyone else who wants to try and make me their blood bag?” I shouted, scanning the group.

      I shifted into Lyra’s flaming form without thought, except now, I could see myself reflected in the glasses of one of the closer vampires. I had great wings of fire flickering at my back. No one met my gaze. Some dropped to their knees immediately at the sight of me, others saw the gesture and promptly followed suit.

      It wasn’t a triumphant moment. I’d won a fight forced on me and it was in no way a fair one. Basically, I’d fought Rohan’s unrelenting belief in his divine right, and only a beatdown was enough to convince him otherwise, if at all.

      This is why I didn’t want to do this, I said.

      Why? He was too dangerous to keep where he was with his outdated ideas about avatars. Particularly as you’re albino, he couldn’t possibly see past his view of what that meant. He had to be removed, or he would’ve spent every waking moment trying to take you down, to prove he was right.

      I don’t want to be like them, I said. I don’t want might to equal right.

      Well, with you at the helm perhaps the Horde can become a kinder, safer place. It’s better to change things from within.

      Within? I’m not staying. I’ll deal with whoever fights their way to the top but I’m due at the wolves this evening.

      Yes, that alliance will be a useful one, especially with your creation of this moonstone wall, but—

      No buts. I’m not taking over here. Take me to the Palace. I’m getting the boys and then we’re out of here.

      But—

      Her words were lost as the quick yank of dislocation took all of my awareness with it. I blinked when I saw the white steps of the Palace in front of me. “Where are Bennett and Gavin?” I said, grabbing the sleeve of the nearest vampire. She shrunk back from me, but pointed to inside.

      I walked in the direction she indicated, noticing the vampires skittered out of my way like cockroaches as I did so. The crowd milling inside parted, leading me to where the boys stood, looking fine except for the dry blood on Gavin’s neck.

      “It looks like the wall is permanent. We need to investigate what the hell is in it that’s repelling us,” Gavin said. A couple of vampires nodded and then headed back outside. They both turned to look at me when they noted the people around them had gone still.

      “Lethe,” Bennett said, stepping forward, but Gavin put an arm up.

      “Hey,” I said, walking into that arm, grabbing Bennett’s limp one, trying to wrap it around my waist. “You’re both OK?”

      “Yeah,” Gavin said with a nod, “and you?”

      I looked down at the blood on my knuckles and splattered over my clothes and dismissed it with a wave, my skin coming up clean. I smiled what felt like the first true smile in my life. I could do so openly. Things could change, albinos didn’t have to live the way they did anymore, jonesing for yellow and letting the vampires tear through them for the privilege of more of it. I took in the Palace with fresh eyes, saw the same old decaying beauty and black-clad vampires sweeping in and out. Rohan had been king since just after the Revolution, the strongest vampire left. Who knew what it could become now?

      “Yeah, I’m good. Rohan’s gone or will be. That was his blood,” I said, flexing my fingers.

      “So are you taking control of the Horde?” Bennett said, eyes going wide.

      “Gods, no,” I said with a wave. “You’re missing the point. We’re free now. No one’s beholden to Rohan anymore. He’s been taken care of. We can go anywhere, do anything.”

      “Except go anywhere near the wolves,” Gavin said. “What did you put in that wall?”

      “That only affects vampires. I can get you past it if you want to, but there’s a bigger picture here. You became vampires to protect me, to make sure we were safe. If you’d stayed human, you would’ve been anyone’s meat, you said. You owed your loyalty to Rohan for changing you. Well, he’s gone now. The Horde doesn’t even have to stay in its current form. You don’t have to fight with the wolves anymore, you can do whatever you like, be whatever you like.”

      In my mind, this was the moment they rushed towards me and caught me up in their arms, swinging me in the air as their joy reflected the one I felt inside. Instead, mine stuttered and then began to flicker out as I stared at their impassive faces. Silence yawned between us, more eloquent than anything they could’ve possibly said, yet Gavin’s mouth opened to tell me what was now apparently clear.

      “Lethe, we can’t—”

      “No,” I said, holding up a hand. I shook my head, kept shaking it so perhaps the subsequent blur of my vision would make it impossible to see the moment when the two of them betrayed me.

      My fingers clawed at my sternum, trying to get to the pain spreading beneath it until Bennett reached out, pulling my fingers away. I snatched them back, able to shake him off with little effort, something that surprised the both of us. I straightened up, staring back at him, both of us realising that I was the stronger one now.

      So why did it hurt me so much then? Brief flashes of Marley’s betrayal by the beach came to mind. We’d been a bunch of dumb kids, clawing our way to survival, and then we’d gone our separate ways: the boys to the vampires, Marley headfirst into addiction, despite sharing a roof with me. None of them had seen me clambering towards adulthood, none of them knew who I was now. In their minds, I was still their ‘wild girl’, some sort of illusory golden figure, just as they were in mine. We were imperfect strangers, with a patchwork awareness of each other.

      I stepped backwards, something I needed to do. We’d been playing this game for so long, the push, pull. Well, that was going to stop. I wasn’t unhappy about thinking of them walking free of the Quarter if I managed to pull down the Wall. If I didn’t, I guess nothing had changed. I didn’t mean to do it when I spoke. I didn’t call for that stormy sounding voice of coercion, but it came unbidden, my words echoing through the hallways of the Palace so that every vampire in the vicinity heard and was forced. “Take control of the Horde,” I said, part prophecy, part attack. “You choose it over me every time, well then, have it. The vampires are your responsibility, they will turn only to you for leadership. Make the best of it you can.” My voice quietened so that my voice was nothing more than a rasp. “I hope it keeps you warm at night... because I won’t.”

      Lethe, this is not wise. You need them, need this—

      Take me to Miriam’s now, I said.

      I didn’t blink, wanting to fix their faces in my mind, the moment their eyes went wide, one lot dark, one lot grey, Bennett’s arm reached out towards me before I disappeared out of the building.

      I blinked, the afterimage of the boys so burned into my retina that it overlaid the view of the afternoon light casting the land outside the wolf camp gold. I rubbed my eyes, ridding myself of this last part of them. I took a breath, a long and shuddering one, but each one after came more easily than the last. There came a time in every child’s life when they had to put away childish things, and belatedly, now I needed to put away mine. My eyes traced the worn dirt path into camp where kids played, pushing toys through the dirt. It was time to start moving towards a new future.
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      “What do you want done with him?”

      Rohan tried to lift his head but his efforts were rewarded with a boot to the face, shoving it back down again. He struggled to open his eyes, to look into the faces of those who sought to usurp him, but his body screamed as he did so, the lids swollen shut and caked with blood.

      “You heard the lady. Dump him in Ground Zero. Any who are dumb enough to want to follow him better grab their shit and go. The goddess has spoken. Rohan is no longer king, and no longer part of the Horde. Any that want to protect him, perpetuate his crap, needs to get gone as well. He is done, we are done with the way things were.”

      Rohan expected a response to that, at least a huff of irritation, a brief demur, but none came. He was king of the Horde for two hundred years and was being deposed without a word in his favour. Instead, fingers dug into his armpits as he was hauled semi-upright, his head lolling back as he was dragged along the ground.

      Stones, glass, the rough texture of asphalt all tore at his skin as he was moved, and he was unable to do a thing about it. He felt trapped inside the cage of his mind, the struggle to even articulate his pain was beyond him. Finally, it all stopped when he was thrown into what he assumed was the back of a car.

      His head swam as the car started and then took off. He slid around on the cracked vinyl seat, pain flaring with each bump. He couldn’t make out where they were going, any sense of the external world being buried under layer upon layer of agony.

      His symbiotes, the same bloodborne pathogens that had colonised the entirety of the Horde, were overwhelmed by his body’s needs right now. He’d been pummelled into oblivion by that little avatar bitch. Things had broken inside him, he’d felt it as she wiped the floor with him, that deep-down sense that something has gone terribly wrong. He was slammed from one end of the car to the other by a particularly sharp turn, pulling a strangled cry from his ruined throat, something that got a chuckle from the front.

      “We should just kill him.” Rohan heard the familiar sound of someone chambering a round into a pistol. “He’s as cunning as a sewer rat, is Rohan. There’s no way he’ll settle for living quietly in Ground Zero.”

      “Horde voted the McIntyres in and they said dump him, so we dump him. I’m not fucking with the new order, especially one with divine intervention on speed dial.”

      “Alright, let’s do this shit.”

      He felt a flush of shame when the inarticulate cries fought their way from his throat. Every ache that had been reawakened during the ride over, now roared to the front of his consciousness as he was dragged, skull thudding over the rough terrain. He tried to move, to paw at their hands, to stop them, at least let him lie in peace on the rubble-filled ground, but onwards they went until tears streamed down his face.

      “Fuck it, here will do.”

      He was dropped with no more care than one would a piece of rubbish. He tried to shift, only managing to curl slightly to get away from the sharp points pricking his spine.

      “Have fun ruling over the revenants and the rock spiders, fuckhead.”

      

      He enjoyed the silence that came afterwards. It wasn’t complete. He heard the skitter of animals, he hoped they were animals, in the ruins around him. The sun had to be going down, the cool air saw his abused muscles tighten, the dull persistent ache growing until his fingers started to claw at the ground.

      It will end soon, he told himself, riding the waves of agony, forced to, because what else could he do? The symbiotes are healing you, you just have to ride this out.

      But are they? You’ve been bleeding for some time and you haven’t replenished. What if you burn out what you have, trying to heal?

      He was glad for the silence as the tears began to flow again, running down his face, pooling in his ears. He did that for gods knew how long. Misery has a curious kind of timelessness, no longer progressing in tiny increments, rather it moved in ebbs and flows, seeming to last forever at the moment of perfect unhappiness, rushing forward again once the outburst was over.

      He didn’t get to that point. He barely heard the footsteps of the interloper, only realising they were there when a cool hand went to his forehead. “What do we have here?” the stranger asked. Rohan’s fangs snapped down at the scent of something warm-blooded. “Vampire, hmm?”

      He was going to snatch the unwary creature to him, crush him against his chest, sink his fucking fangs into their unprotected neck. They thought him beaten down, defanged by his experience, but he was an apex predator, lying in wait.

      His murderous dreams were interrupted by a surprise. A wrist was shoved against his mouth, the owner scraping the skin against his fangs, basically forcing him to drink. The run of salty thick liquid did the trick, if slowly. Soon enough he was wrapping his hands around the donators arm to hold them still, he pried his eyelids open when the reduction in swelling made it possible. What he saw there was an angel.

      Pure as the driven snow, white hair a halo around the startlingly beautiful face, it took Rohan a while to place the owner. “Marley?” he said, the words fighting their way past his still healing vocal cords.

      “Yes,” he said, his grin enough to make his heart stutter briefly in his chest. “You remembered. Now, how did a king come to be dumped like yesterday’s refuse in Ground Zero?”

      Rohan tried to answer, the urge to tell him the whole bloody story, to pour out all the toxic filth that had built inside him since he’d been so humiliatingly banished, stronger than any pain he might have felt. Marley seemed to sense this, cocking his head to one side and smiling. “Ssh…” he said, stroking Rohan’s face, “it’s OK. I need a king to take out a queen, and you’ll do nicely.”
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      Cremorne: the only human-led country on the continent. Was part of the dual kingdom of Angalmar, with the witchbreed run state of Cardinia being its other half.

      Meridian City: capital of Cremorne. The city is officially split into two parts, the new city, built after the Revolution and the remains of the old city that was renamed the Quarter when it became an internment centre for all anomalous citizens.

      Ground Zero: the area of the Quarter where the final battle between humans and anomalous was fought. It is largely destroyed and has stayed in a derelict state, inhabited by the outcasts from the different sectors.

      The Wall: created in the aftermath of the Revolution to house the vampire population, it was created through a combination of human ingenuity and the use of deep witchbreed magics. Made from concrete and steel, it is impossible to break or scale. It has massive TV screens installed all around its perimeter, so that anomalous citizens may learn the truth about life in Meridian and perhaps how to live in a civilised manner.

      Anomalous: a Cremorni catch-all term for anyone who is not human. Includes witchbreed, werewolves, vampires and albinos, as they are the most common non-humans.

      Angelicus: a giant marigold-like flower grown for its pollen. Refined into a drug, it has pain killing as well as euphoric effects on users, with some strains inducing hallucinogenic states.

      Yellow: street name for the drug, Angelicus

      Albino: a kind of non-human. Albinism is a genetic condition that can occur spontaneously in any population, including humans. Children born with this condition tend to have much greater genetic variability, resulting in birth defects and a wide array of paranormal abilities. Though some have demonstrated some useful psychic or telekinetic abilities, the average albino tends towards random useless displays of psychic powers, such as being able to change their eye colour at will or being able to sense the presence of animals. All albino children are kept medicated at all times during their childhoods while being studied at the Orphanage, to ensure compliance. The addictive nature of the drug has meant that a state-sanctioned policy of keeping all albinos, both adult and child, on the drug has resulted in much fewer paranormal incidents that could be potentially a threat to humankind.

      Some archaeological evidence suggests that albinos once held positions of religious significance. It was the depiction of albinos in a Reunion like ritual that led to the contemporary inclusion of them in current rituals. Some academics have controversially suggested that all anomalous citizens derive their abilities from a genetic recessive albinism, but this has yet to be proven.

      Reunion: a ritual held each year to try and bring the gods back to walk the earth again. Held on the small island of Talos, ritual dances derived from murals are performed around the Ladder of the Gods, alongside holy relics. There is usually a wide range of events leading up to the day, to try and gain the gods' favour. It has been unsuccessful so far.

      Vampires: a strange branch of the non-human family, most vampires began their lives as humans. Human children from the Crèche facility will choose to make the transition when approaching adulthood. The process involves infecting the human with large amounts of the parasite vampires call the symbiote through blood transfusions. It has a relatively high success rate in comparison to being bitten by a werewolf.

      Symbiote: a parasitic organism that lives in the bloodstream of vampires, it creates significant changes in a human body, gifting the host great strength and speed, retractable fangs, enhanced healing and greater longevity. It also induces extreme sexual appetites and aggression. Coming into contact with any vampire body fluids will induce temporary extremes of sexual desire and receptivity. As the small sample of symbiote dies off in the non-vampire, the host will experience high levels of pain and longing. It’s believed that the parasite creates an environment conducive for infecting a wide variety of temporary hosts, as well as a constant supply of blood, to replenish the red blood cells the symbiote feeds on.

      It works as a wound healer, creating a glassy looking fluid that fills any bite made by a vampire as well as working to heal serious injuries to the host.

      The Glorious Revolution: in pre-Revolutionary times human beings were used at worst as little more than cattle under the yoke of the vampire aristocracy. Ruled by King Arun, the whole of Cremorne fell under the dominion of the vampires that made up the royal court. Not all vampires were deemed of sufficient stature to be given grants of land by the Crown. The current self-styled king, Rohan, was little more than a minor clerk. The needs of humans were supposed to be served by the lesser human court, ruled by the Vieran dynasty. The Vieran’s did little to further the plight of humans, preferring instead to enjoy their privileged position at the vampire court.

      Coming out of a group of dissenting students at the University of Meridian, Charles Hesse, the hero of the Revolution, roused the people, using a combination of human ingenuity and sheer numbers to overcome the vampires in a series of carefully orchestrated attacks. Within a relatively short period of time, the vampires were overthrown, the most powerful installed in cells made specifically for the keeping of anomalous creatures and the trials began. Found guilty before a human jury, the King and all of his family were executed at a site inside the Quarter now called the Scaffold. The blood of each person was collected in an ingenious system and the symbiotic strains within have proven to be incredibly useful in military as well as medical applications.

      While the most powerful vampires in the Horde were similarly dispatched, it was the petitions of Hesse that made clear that all anomalous creatures would need to be dealt with, not just the vampires and that wholesale slaughter would result in aggression from the anomalous run countries surrounding us. From this, the Quarter was born.

      All anomalous creatures within the border of Cremorne were removed from the land and placed within the ruins of old Meridian City, enclosed within a highly secured facility now called the Quarter.

      The Crèche: a government-run institution based just inside the Quarter, built against the Wall. Developed to deal with the high levels of orphan children within the Quarter, human orderlies provide food, board, care and education for anomalous children, hoping to rehabilitate them and create positive change. At the age of fourteen, children are then transitioned out into adult life through a series of work programs.

      The Orphanage: a subsidiary of the Crèche run by Hesse Corp. The promiscuity and tendency to ignore state-provided offers of contraceptives by albino women resulted in Hesse Corp developing the Orphanage as a means to manage the complexity of albino pregnancy and births. As albino babies are born with a completely random set of genetic mutations and subsequent paranormal abilities, this is best contained within the facility until the child is old enough to be placed on an appropriate drug regime. Testing is done while the children are young, to ascertain any useful abilities that can be redeployed as well as further research into the nature of the anomalous.

      Once children have been placed on a drug schedule and their abilities explored, they are integrated into the Crèche population, to be transitioned into hopefully productive lives within the Quarter.

      Cardinia: witchbreed run country that has waged war against Cremorne since the secession two hundred years ago.
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      I grew up in that bit of Australia you saw in Crocodile Dundee. Yup, I have seen saltwater crocs in the wild, have held a koala (the 70s, when stressing wildlife for the kiddies was still cool) and have swatted an insane number of hand sized spiders (they think I am their queen and are always wherever I am!). I have a gorgeous child with ASD, a super supportive, truly awesome partner and so, so many animals. Seriously, there are double the pets to people.

      Being a little baby writer, trying to make her way in the big, crowded, world of self-publishing, reviews are our lifeblood. Seriously, we’re sitting in isolated rooms wondering what the hell we are doing with our lives, so chuck a review on Amazon or Goodreads and I will loooove you!

      

      Stalk me!

      Facebook author group: Sam’s Hall of Heroines

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/2356697491274667/

      Come and see teasers and me explain what the hell was going on in my head when I was writing that.

      

      Instagram:

      https://www.instagram.com/samhallauthor/

      Teasers, WIPs and pictures of my animals here!

      

      Current releases

      Book Lover 1: Not My Fantasy

      Amazon link

      When Ash and her sister inherited their grandmother’s magic shop, they figured they’d be selling crystals and smudge sticks to ageing hippies. Instead, they find themselves dealing with a failing business and a revolving door of tinsel-haired elves and fairy-tale princes. 

      And that’s not even the weird part. 

      Cursed in some sort of freakish loop, Ash wakes up every morning next to her sister’s latest book boyfriend, or fangirl crush. Frazzled by her unwanted nocturnal visitors, Ash fights for the focus needed to save the shop from bankruptcy. Then, in walks Gabe. Looking like a biker wet dream, Ash immediately dismisses him as another of her sister’s lusty manifestations. But this hottie is real and may hold the key to saving their business. 

      Things appear to be looking up, until an inter-dimensional gateway is discovered in the store that allows characters from every multiverse imaginable to cross over. Can the sisters learn how to control the portal before it destroys the line between fact and fiction? 

      If you love paranormal romance and urban fantasy tropes, but want to have a bit of fun with them sometimes, this is your book. If you watched a lot of bad 80s fantasy with papier-mâché props, noticed all romance guys have massive wangs or checked the back of a wardrobe to see if there was a portal to another realm, this is your book. If you like snarky, sex-positive female characters, this is your book. If you still have a total soft spot for talking animals and really wish you could have one of your own, this is your book.

      

      Upcoming releases:

      

      Book Lover 2: As You Wish

      

      Tess is sick of being the sidekick. She’s come back to her life with a dog/dragon in tow and the memories of a dragon rider, so doing stock take at the shop isn’t quite cutting it. She’s trying, really she is, but with Ash’s insistence on doing her own thing, rather than learning more about the many different people they deal with through the portal and Jez’s horny hijinks, she’s starting to wonder if there isn’t more to life.

      

      Then there’s Flea, the dark haired, sexy tattooist who travelled through an inter-dimensional portal to rescue her. They’d shared one of the amazing nights of her life together, but now they barely even say hello when he comes by the shop.

      

      As if responding to her unspoken need for a call to action, dragon riders from Aravisia appear in the shop, complete with plasma spears, ordering her to appear before the courts for having an unregistered dragon. She thinks it’s going to be little other than traffic court, but it soon becomes clear that there’s something much more life-threatening afoot.

      

      Join Tess, Jez and Flea as they rampage through Aravisia, find out the truth behind Nan’s curse and maybe, just maybe, create sweeping, world altering, change.
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      Again, all kudos go to my partner, Matt, who, as always, acted as developmental editor and plot hole finder through the many, many incarnations of this book. I think he was beyond relieved when I finished this book as it meant there was no going back and changing stuff!

      I think he tolerates my other books, but this one was all politics and shit, so it was more up his alley. If you’re Australian, a popular Sunday activity for us is to sit and watch Insiders every week, so that might help you understand our relationship!

      

      Editing was done by the lovely Chanderella’s Editing Services. She was able to whip the draft into shape while also shooting me lots of encouraging feedback.

      https://chanderellaediting.wordpress.com/fiction-editing/

      

      Cover was created by the amazing Jacqueline Sweet. She managed to create the perfect personification of Lethe :)

      https://www.jacqueline-sweet.com/

      

      Katie Kemperman has been the alpha reader extraordinaire, helping me see where the story arcs needed to go, asking me a million questions which made me understand my own world-building better and generally being an amazing cheerleader as well as critique partner. She’s had to deal with almost as many iterations of the book as Matt has!

      

      Thanks to Kym, Brandy and Trish for doing those initial alpha reads and taking a chance on a newbie writer. Kym, your questions really helped me to add extra info to make things a bit clearer.

      

      Thanks to Bekah, Jacqui and Alison for doing a second alpha read to make sure everything made sense and allay my fears it was all a bunch of mysterious bullshit.

      

      Beta team of awesomeness: Becca, AndreaB, Kathryn, Codi, Charlotte, Teresa, Emma, Alexis and Emily. You have been tremendous support as well as a massive help in picking up all those bloody typos! You have talked me down from several ledges, so thank you!

      

      Many newb authors have a story about how an established writer helped them on their way and here is mine. About fifteen years ago, I sent the first version of this book to British writer, Storm Constantine (her work is amazing and lush and beautiful and you should all read it) and she gave me some very kind, appropriate feedback.

      In the initial manuscript, I thought I was ever so arty and cutting edge, with lots of weird, often incomprehensible storylines and characters and purple prose as far as the eye could see. I’ve not entirely kicked those habits, but getting useful feedback from Storm helped me realise there was a whole lot of work to be done.

      She could have very easily tossed it in the “Are you fucking serious, set it on fire” pile, never to be seen again. Instead, her advice was spot on: I had no understanding of plot and how to structure a book and if I could please start there, that would be great, thanks. It took a really, really long time for me to get my head around that, I’m still doing that, but without that feedback, I would have just been slush piled and none the wiser as to why, so seriously, thank you.
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