
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Take My Breath Away

Book II in the Southern Exposure Saga

 


By Lari Smythe

Cover design by Lari Smythe

Cover Art by Caitlin Smith

 


Copyright 2014 Lari Smythe

ISBN 9781310893186 (.ebpub version)

 


Smashwords Edition

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

Thank you for downloading this free ebook. Although
this is a free book, it may not be reproduced, copied and
distributed for commercial or non-commercial purposes. If you
enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download their
own copy at Smashwords.com, where they can also discover other
works by this author. Thank you for your support.

 


* * *

Special thanks to Twelve Oaks Bed And
Breakfast for allowing me to use a photo of their
establishment in the cover design. If you've ever wanted to
experience 'Antebellum Remade', visit Twelve Oaks in the historic
heartland of Covington, Georgia.

* * *

Lari Smythe would like to remind you that this is
Book II in the Saga. To read Book I, Southern Exposure, go to
Lari's Smashwords page or look for Southern Exposure at any of the
popular ebook outlets.

Southern
Exposure

 



Prologue

Even from their first contact in high school,
neither Izzy or Jason remembered their childhood friendship. Jason
was seven at the time and the babysitter he adored was a fond, but
distant memory. For Izzy, it was more than just the passage of
time. The crash and the violent change to a vampire had taken with
it her human memories. For both of them, the affection was still
there, just waiting to be awakened.

From the unquestionable chemistry of their
first, inadvertent touch in the hallway at school, they were
irrefutably drawn toward one another. They were outsiders to the
local kids. Jason tried to fit in with football, but Izzy chose to
keep a safe distance by dressing in the Emo style. It wasn't easy
for either one of them, from Izzy's lust for Jason's blood, too
Jason's infatuation with pale Emo girl. They were like fire and
ice, they just didn't seem to belong together.

The night of their first official date, under
a canopy of twinkle lights, Jason told Izzy that he loved her and
that he knew she was a vampire. At the same time, Izzy professed
her love to Jason, but in doing so realized that she had put him in
immeasurable danger not only from herself, but by breaking the
vampire code of secrecy.

There was only one choice to protect the one
she loved, and that was to leave. The decision was crushing. Izzy
headed across country to find and destroy the monster that changed
her, and then, end her existence for it was impossible to exist
without Jason.

Jason began to put the pieces together and
chased after her where he uncovered the evidence of her human life
and their previous childhood friendship. It all came to a head that
night when Izzy faced off against her creator, but Jason's presence
would be the deciding factor in Izzy's choice to fight and die, or
love and exist. The realization that her change had been an act of
compassion, not one of anger or thirst helped, but it was the love
Izzy and Jason shared that tipped the scales.

 


 



Chapter 1 Jason

I was eager, even excited to show Izzy
everything I had discovered about her human life in Forks. We did
our touring late at night to avoid the possibility of someone
recognizing her. There was little doubt the Chief of Police
suspected something after his surprise visit to my hotel room, but
for what ever reason—probably his daughter—he chose to let it go.
Twice, when a police cruiser approached us, the officer waved, or
just nodded and continued on. So it was pretty obvious that the
Chief had instructed them to give us a wide berth—I mean two
teenagers out in the middle of the night and nothing?

Even with the wealth of information I'd been
able to learn from the library and courthouse, it didn't kindle any
memories like Izzy had hoped. I took her to the house where she
lived, the Outfitters that her dad owned and her old school. She
had even jimmied the lock so we could get inside, but it hadn't
helped. I wasn't surprised to see she had been a good student
although I was surprised her records were still on file. Then,
there was the stop I couldn't forget—it was the look on her face
when she saw the family gravestone with her name engraved in it.
I'd had good intentions, but I don't think the flowers I got her to
lay on the gravesite helped—no, there was no doubt something
changed and I guess it was completely understandable, I couldn't
imagine what it must have felt like. Forks was behind us now, we
were on our way back to Boonsboro.

We'd stopped for gas almost two hours ago and
since that time I don't think Izzy had even flinched. I didn't want
to intrude—I knew she had a lot to process, but I was beginning to
worry. "You okay?" I tested.

No response.

"Seriously, are you okay?" I half yelled over
the Jeep's flapping, canvas top, although I knew she could hear a
whisper with her supernatural hearing. Still nothing, so I let off
the gas and headed toward the rest stop, ramp up ahead.

"I'm fine," Izzy said in a monotone voice,
her face—what I could see of it—void of any emotion.

"Hey, I know it's been a lot to absorb, but
we'll be fine, I promise. All in remember?"

She turned her head toward me, her honey
eyes—which were normally vivid with emotion—were cold, distant. "I
remember."

"We'll be okay."

Izzy's gaze returned to the road ahead. "You
don't need to stop."

I accelerated past the rest area. Accept for
the whine of the engine, and an annoying exhaust leak that had
developed, it was silent again for the next twenty miles. The road
was covered with a thin coating of sleet so this was no casual
drive. My fingers were tingling from the death grip I had on the
steering wheel. Suddenly, the cab was filled with a blast of frigid
air.

"Don't you dare!" I yelled, panicked at the
thought she might run away again. "If you jump I'll crash into that
tree." I glanced down at the speedometer. "We're doing almost 60
mph and this thing doesn't have airbags. I'm serious! You won't
have a choice, you'll have to change me or let me die if you even
have that choice." I punched the gas and wiggled the steering wheel
to emphasize my point.

Leave it to me to do something stupid. That
little wiggle on the icy pavement was just enough to send the Jeep
careening out of control toward the massive tree.

"Stupid boy!" Izzy growled before leaping
from the Jeep. With supernatural precision, she had hold of the
rocker panel before her feet hit the pavement. We slid sideways, my
side toward the tree, with Izzy hanging on to the rocker panel with
both feet firmly on the road like she was Superwoman. The Jeep
bounced violently when the wheels dropped off the pavement. No
doubt it would have flipped if not for Izzy's grip, but the gravel
shoulder gave her feet something to dig into and we jerked to a
stop just inches from the tree.

"I didn't mean it," I apologized, "I was
kidding."

Before she could respond, the halo of
icy-mist around us began to strobe blue and red. A police car
pulled to a stop next to the Jeep.

"You two okay?" The police officer said.

"Yeah—I mean yes, Sir," I panted. His eyes
glance down at Izzy's feet.

I looked back at our skid and you could
plainly see where Izzy's feet had cut a furrow in the gravel.

He glanced back in the same direction.

"I must have hit a patch of ice," I said.

"The entire Interstate is a 'patch of ice',"
the officer replied. "It's especially treacherous with those short
wheel based vehicles. Might be good for four-wheelin' but not so
good on icy pavement. Too twitchy."

"Good to know."

"You alright, Miss?" he asked, directing his
attention toward Izzy.

"I'm fine, thought I was going to puke so I
got out—after we stopped," she quickly added.

The officer looked back up the skid marks
again and then addressed me. "You sure you're not stuck?"

"No, Sir, we're fine. Thanks for stopping
though—I think I'm going to take it a whole lot slower."

"There you go. No shame in being cautious,
although it might be better off to find a place for the night.
Well, you two be safe." The heavy, dark atmosphere closed in as the
flashing lights stopped and the police car pulled away.

"Whew, that was close. Last thing we need is
the Highway Patrol checking IDs—Izzy? Izzy? What is it?"

"Stay here." She started toward the tree line
that was illuminated by the Jeep's headlights.

I slid across the console toward her opened
door. "Don't you try to—"

She turned instantly. "I thought we were past
that."

"So did I until that little stunt of yours.
I'm sorry, I didn't mean that like it sounded, but you scared me to
death."

"I'm not going to run off—I wasn't back there
either, I just needed some air and well, you didn't give me a
chance to explain, you just kept talking."

"Okay, I guess I might have over reacted a
little."

"You think? Wait here, there's something I need to check out." She
disappeared into what looked like the faint outline of an overgrown
tunnel of underbrush.

I knew she could sense things that I
couldn't, but what could have possibly perked her interest way out
here in the middle of nowhere? I sat there for what seemed like an
eternity; finally glancing over at the tree I'd almost plastered my
face against. Apparently I wasn't the only one to lose it on this
road. There were several old, gnarled gashes in the side of the
tree. One of them was really deep. Whoever made that probably
didn't live to tell about it. Wait a minute—that's impossible—no
way, not in a million years, did she seriously think—I jumped out
of the Jeep and stumbled though the tangled underbrush. When I
emerged on the other side, Izzy was stooped down next to a bubbling
stream. She glanced up at my clumsy approach.

"You don't think?" I started.

"This has to be the place." Her voice was a
pained whisper.

"There's no way we could be that lucky—I
didn't mean lucky, I meant fortunate—"

She glared at me.

"You know I didn't mean it like that." I
squatted down next to her. "You really think this is where it
happened?"

She plunged her hand into the crystal, clear
water, groped around in the gravel bottom and pulled out what
looked like a broken headlight bezel.

"Yeah, okay sure, a car wrecked here—several
from what I saw in that tree up there, but how can you be sure this
is where you crashed?"

Izzy looked across the creek toward two
massive moss encrusted trees. "That's where I first saw her,
although I didn't know who she was or what she would do to me at
the time."

"You're absolutely sure?"

She stood. "Yes, this is where my
family—where I died."

I got a flash of her family's tombstone back
in Forks. Seeing her name carved into that stone again gave me a
chill. "Okay—okay," I stammered, "sure, I can see how you could
look at it like that, this could be where Isabella Newton died, but
this is also where Izzy—you were born. This is what made
us possible."

She looked perplexed.

"No, really. I'm sorry the accident
happened—that your parents were killed, but if it hadn't happened
and the events that it set in motion we would have never
been. We were born here."

She smiled, the first time since we'd left
Forks. "Such a romantic."

"You bring that out in me."

"And you really don't care that I'm a
vampire?"

"You are definitely the hottest vampire I
know."

"Oh, and you know how many?" She laughed.

"I bet your parents heard that—seriously, I
bet they're happy you're still here."

The humor that lit her face wilted.

"Come on, Izzy, think about it. Heck, I was
never a big believer in the whole life after death—heaven thing.
Sure, I went to church every Sunday, but that was for Mom, until I
met you. The way I figure it, if you exist, then why not God?"

"So, you finally get it, vampires and God are
opposites."

"I didn't say that. I said if mythical
creatures like you can exist, then there certainly is the
possibility that God exists. So, if God exists then heaven must
exist, and if heaven exists then your parents must be there looking
down on you, thankful you're alive."

"But I'm not."

I slipped my arm around her waist and kissed
her. She resisted at first, but like me she really was powerless
over our chemistry. "Now don't tell me your parents aren't just
grinning from ear to ear?"

Izzy pushed back. "I'm not so sure my dad
would approve," she said, looking me up and down. She tensed
suddenly, her gaze immediately drawn into the dark forest.

"What is it?"

Izzy slid herself between me and whatever it
was she heard.

It's really hard to explain, but I could feel
her senses prickling with awareness, sight, scent, hearing, even
touch probing the darkness. And then, just as suddenly, she
relaxed. "He's gone."

"He? Oh, one of you."

Her eyes tightened momentarily.

"I didn't mean it like that. I've been saying
that a lot."

"Yes you have." She straightened up. Come on,
we have a long way to go. Mind if I drive?"

"Sure, not a problem. And I didn't mean—"

She put her hand across my mouth. "I know."
She stayed behind me, almost pushing me forward through the tangled
underbrush and I got the distinct impression that whoever, or
whatever she had sensed wasn't really gone at all. As soon as my
butt hit the passenger's seat, she was behind the wheel. We took
off in a shower of mud and ice.

I didn't say anything for maybe ten
minutes—it was obvious she was concentrating, but when she relaxed,
I asked, "You're not going to tell me what that was all about are
you?"

She looked over and winked. "Nothing to worry
your pretty head about."

I'm not sure we'd even made it over the first
mountain before I fell asleep. I was still pretty much running on
fumes since my all night vigils in Forks. All the sleepless nights,
waiting, watching, hoping I would find her had taken a toll, but
she was worth it—worth every sleepless night.

* * *

"Hey, sleepyhead." Izzy's voice had that
almost musical quality to it again—she sounded like herself.

"Hey." I yawned. "Where are we?"

"We're almost out of the mountains."

I glanced toward the blue glow on the center
console. According to the GPS, we were headed east on Route 12, not
far from Interstate 82. We'd gone south out of Olympia before
heading west. The plan was for a more southerly route home—given
the time of year—well, to be honest, Mom had insisted.

"You want me to drive some?"

Izzy laughed. "You're such a male. You know I
don't get tired."

"How about distracted?" I slid my hand onto
her thigh.

"Not so much," she touted.

I moved my hand up to the crease of her hip.
"You sure?" I leaned closer, my lips almost touching her ear.

Suddenly, her right hand clenched the back of
my neck, she turned and locked her lips against mine.

I'm telling you, I have to be the luckiest
guy in the entire universe, because each kiss is better than the
last even though at the time that seems totally impossible. There
was no resisting the passion, heck, who would want to, no one in
his right mind that's for sure—well let's just say I pulled her
into me and returned the kiss.

She laughed, my lips against her teeth.
"That's not fair."

I'm not exactly sure what happened next.
There was a sudden thud against the side of the Jeep that sent us
careening down the shoulder on two wheels. If I'd been driving
there is no doubt in my mind that we would have flipped, but with
Izzy's incredible reflexes, she managed to keep the Jeep on all
fours. Even so, I could see the panic in her face.

"What is it?" I yelled.

We slammed into an embankment and since Izzy
wasn't wearing a seatbelt, she was thrown from the Jeep. My
shoulder belt snapped against my chest with the impact, momentarily
knocking the wind out of me. I gasped for air in the sudden, eerie
silence as dirt and debris rained down around the Jeep. I winced in
pain as an icy, granite hand slammed down against my shoulder and
ripped the seatbelt right out of the mounting bracket. In the next
instant, I saw Izzy flash across the windshield followed by a sound
that could only be described as two boulders crashing into one
another—I mean, a thunderstorm, not even close. The door was gone,
ripped out along with the seatbelt, so I stumbled out of the Jeep
into the roadside ravine.

Everything was happening so fast, it was hard
to tell exactly what was going on, but it looked like Izzy was on
the shoulders of a man, hands clenched firmly around his neck. To
be fighting, he had to be like her. He staggered forward into the
swath of light from the headlights. Izzy groaned, and pulled with
all her might. The man's gaze, fell on me.

"Stop!" I screamed.

A harsh scraping—no ripping sound silenced
the vampire's angry screams. The now headless assailant and Izzy
collapsed into the darkness.

By the time I staggered to the front of the
Jeep, Izzy had ripped off his arms and legs. "Stop! Stop!" I
screamed.

Izzy was instantly by my side. "What's
wrong?"

"What have you done?" I cried.

"Jason, what's wrong? Are you hurt?"

I fell to my hands and knees and crawled to
the fluff of dark brown hair at the edge of the light. I rolled it
over and burst into tears.

Izzy sank down next to me. Confusion filled
her eyes. "He's one of the others, his red eyes mean he survives on
human blood." When I didn't react, she continued. "He's a monster,
he wanted you."

I looked up into Izzy's eyes and then back to
the crimson eyes of the attacker. There was no mistake. "That's my
Dad," I mumbled.

Izzy's eyes flashed at me and then back to
the stone head in my hands. "But you said—"

"I know, a Great White."

She took the head from me and lay it on the
ground. "This is not your father, not any longer."

"Is he—"

"No."

"Can you fix him? I need to know what
happened."

"Physically, but I won't. We were lucky this
time, he didn't realize what I was, we won't have that advantage a
second time. I'm sorry."

"Can't you teach him to be like you?"

"I wish it were that simple, but he's not who
or what you remember."

"But—"

"I'm sorry, Jason. Wait, maybe there is
something I can do."

"What?"

"Benjamin taught me how to reach into
someone's mind."

"You can read people's minds?"

"The results are unpredictable, but I can
try."

"Please."

Izzy knelt down, but hesitated before
touching my dad's remains. "Are you sure you want to know?"

"Yes."

She took my dad's head between her hands and
slumped forward. It seemed like an eternity before she gently set
it on the ground. She gathered herself and then stood. Her face
showed apprehension.

"Well?"

"I'm afraid there isn't much of your father
left. I could sense how much he loved you and your mother and how
proud he was of you. He cried when I showed him your football
game."

"You did that?"

Izzy nodded.

"And the attack?"

"He'd gone to the beach to practice, that's
where it happened. He was just a random victim. The transformation
was a mistake, but the vampire didn't realize what she had done. A
rouge vampire picked him up and showed him the ropes until they
recently separated."

"That's it?"

"There's one more thing. He's been praying
someone would end his hell. And Jason, he did recognize you
tonight—"

"You have to—"

"What he has become would kill you."

"You're just saying that."

"You know I wouldn't do that. I wish—"

"Don't." I turned away, not wanting to face
the inevitable. "Do what you have to."

By the time I got back to the Jeep, an eerie,
purple glow and sickening, sweet aroma filled the heavy, night
air.

 



Chapter 2

I wrapped up in the sleeping bag to stay warm
since we were now driving without a passengers door not to mention
the hole in the side curtain where Izzy had been ejected. We hadn't
gone far when Izzy pulled into the parking lot of a secluded hotel.
I tried to get her to keep going, but she insisted we get the door
fixed. As luck would have it, there was a four wheelin' shop across
the street from the hotel. Of course it was the middle of the
night, so the place was closed.

I checked into the hotel as a single to avoid
any unnecessary scrutiny. That was the last thing we needed. Even
so, the night clerk looked wary as he handed me the keys—guess it
was my age. I pulled around to the far end of the building and
climbed the rickety stairs to our room on the second floor.
Naturally, Izzy was waiting for me. We quickly slipped inside and I
closed the drapes before turning on the light.

"Problem?" Izzy asked.

"Nah, clerk seemed a little nosey that's
all." I tossed my backpack on the bed.

"I'm sorry about what happened back there
with your father but—"

"It's not like you had any choice. It just
sucks—after all this time, it was hard to see him like that—never
in a million years—"

"Would the shark have been any better?"

"Yeah, I think so."

"Why?" Her voice held apprehension.

"At least he wouldn't have killed anyone. He
did kill people, right?"

She just shrugged.

"The fact that he probably killed someone's
mother, or father, or even some kid makes it worse."

"You should get cleaned up," Izzy said,
obviously trying to change the subject. "You're filthy."

"Great, real picker upper there," I pouted.
Before I could blink, Izzy was standing in front of me, leaning
into me, her forehead pressed against my chest.

"I wasn't complaining, I just thought you'd
sleep better if you showered." She pulled my shirttails out of my
pants and then slowly slid her hands up my sides under the shirt.
One by one, the buttons popped, bounced off the mirror and
clattered across the floor. "What?" she cooed at my panting
breath.

I locked her in my arms and kissed her.

After a time, she forced me back to arms
length. "Guess you should make that a cold shower." She
laughed.

"Yeah, thanks for that—you're such a tease."
I headed for the bathroom, but stopped when I heard the front door
open.

"I'll be back," she comforted.

"I thought you didn't need to hunt for
awhile?"

"I don't, I was just going to 'clean up' a
little."

I glanced back at the bathroom. "Shower's big
enough for two."

Izzy faked alarm. "Oh, my, what would
Elizabeth think, me carrying on like some kind of whore?"

"Okay. I get it. Not impressed so much by the
measly human."

"That's not it at all," she said, returning
to my side. She couldn't blush, but she really looked embarrassed.
"I, uh, just need some fresh air." She pursed her lips.

"Your version of a cold shower?"

She gave me a quick peck on the lips and was
gone. I panicked for a second, afraid she wasn't coming back, but
it was just my stupid human anxiety—I mean after all, no way I
deserved her.

Sure enough, Izzy was back when I came out of
the bathroom. She fended off my advances—hey, I'm only human—and
finally agreed to lie next to me if I would go to sleep. I agreed
although no way I was getting any sleep. Izzy looked totally hot
and well, to say I was aroused would be an understatement.

We talked for awhile, not about anything
important, school, what was going through the rumor mill about our
mid-term disappearing act, and what we were going to do when we got
home. The next thing I know, I'm in Never-Never Land.

I should have been fantasizing about Izzy,
but I couldn't get the image of my dad killing people out of my
head. Izzy pretended she didn't know, but from what I knew about
her hunting ritual I figured Dad must have killed quite a few
people. The fact that Izzy avoided the subject probably meant it
was even worse than I imagined. The sad thing—I could see my dad
like that—he had a mean streak. He kept it under control, but every
once in a while it would surface. There was this one hunting trip.
He missed the shot—oh he hit the dear, but not the clean, through
the heart dead before it hit the ground kill shot. He was so angry
he unloaded the entire clip into the animal. Funny thing about that
dear, it was the biggest buck he ever bagged, but he didn't have it
mounted. Heck, he didn't even keep the antlers. He just couldn't
deal with imperfection.

As consciousness began to creep back in, I
suddenly realized I was alone and bolted up in bed.

"Bad dream?" Izzy asked, in her smooth as
silk, melodic voice.

"Something like that."

"Jason, we have to get something straight.
You can't freak out every time I'm not with you."

"I know, it's just—"

"I left you, I know. I had a different agenda
then, things are different now."

"So what's your new agenda?"

"Honestly, I don't know."

My shoulders drooped.

"Whatever it is, I'm certain you're part of
it. The one thing I'm sure about is that in both my lives, you are
the best thing that ever happened to me."

"I don't know what to say, there's no way I
can live up to—"

"Stop right there mister. You are sweeter,
more masculine than I could have ever imagined, so don't let that
silly I'm only human thing make you feel any less of a man.
Make no mistake, I'm totally in love with you."

Just then, the fan on the heater unit kicked
on causing the drapes to billow out into the room. When they parted
and fell back toward the wall, a beam of morning sunlight lit
Izzy's face. The room was suddenly filled with a kaleidoscope of
colored lights.

"Oh my God."

"I guess you've never seen that."

"No, but it explains a few things."

"Really, like what?"

"Like maybe that time in school, in the
hallway, when you wouldn't go out the front door. I was such an
as—wait a minute, I've seen you in the sunlight and you
never—shimmered."

"Makeup—well, spray paint actually."

"You paint yourself?"

"Kind of my version of a spray tan, but just
when I might be in the sun, and only the exposed skin—it's really
quite annoying."

I shook my head in amazement as the curtain
billowed out again and Izzy was bathed in another beam of sunlight.
The spectacle was cut short when Izzy flipped off the fan.

"Enough gawking at the freak."

"That wasn't gawking," I corrected. "That was
awe."

"Whatever," she huffed. "We should get
ready."

"Uh, hello, the sun?"

Izzy nodded toward the dresser. "Sweatshirt,
gloves, sunglasses and a scarf. That ought to cover it." She smiled
amused at her cleverness.

"What about the Jeep?"

"See for yourself." Izzy said, pulling back
the drapes, but staying out of the sunlight.

Sure enough, the door had been replaced and
the side curtain repaired. "A little midnight requisition?" I
teased.

"I didn't steal anything, I just used their
tools."

"So you're a mechanic, now?"

"Tink taught me a little."

"Is there anything you can't do?"

"Live."

That caught me off guard. To say she was
beautiful didn't do her justice, to say she was my whole world
didn't come close to describing how I felt about her, but she had a
point, she wasn't alive in the normal since of the word. There was
nothing I could say to change that and my hesitation probably spoke
volumes, but it didn't matter to me, it truly didn't matter.

"Well," I started, "the only way I know to
fix that is to make me like you."

She shook her head, her expression somewhere
between anger and disappointment. "You want to be dead?"

"No! You're not dead—okay we don't have a
word to describe your existence, but that isn't important. What's
important is us. I want to be with you—like you—forever."

"You have no idea what you're saying."

"I'm saying I love you—that I want to be with
you forever."

"How about we just start with getting you
home?"

"Us—getting us home."

* * *

Driving through the plains couldn't be any
more boring—if anyone tells you different, they're lying, miles and
miles of nothing but miles and miles. It was winter, so we didn't
even get the waving fields of grain thing going on. I insisted on
sharing the driving although both of us knew Izzy could have driven
all the way across country non-stop. Truth is, driving gave me
something to do. We'd talked out everything that happened in Forks.
What happened with my dad was out, and there wasn't much more to
say about our reception when we got home—we'd just have to wait and
see on that one. There was probably more to be said about her human
life, but she understandably needed time. The close confines of the
Jeep, the monotony of mile after mile, made it difficult to control
my urges. I'm pretty sure she was facing the same issue. We held
hands for short periods and an occasional kiss when she was
driving—no words were necessary.

"Looks like I'm going to have to make another
human stop. There's a rest stop in a mile, mind if I pull in
there?"

"Not a problem," Izzy replied in a vanilla
tone.

"You thirsty—well, you know what I mean."

"I'll be fine until we get home."

"Okay, then." I pulled off on the exit ramp.
The parking lot was surprisingly deserted probably because of the
time of year. I hopped out of the Jeep and almost collapsed on the
ground. "Whew, I feel like an astronaut returning to earth after a
long stint in space." I stretched my legs. "How long have we been
at it?"

"Not that long—five, six, maybe seven hours I
guess."

"Hmm." I headed toward the restrooms.

It was evening—not quite dark—I was halfway
to the building when I noticed the quiet. Seriously, there wasn't a
sound, nothing. I heard the toilet flush in the men's room, that's
how quiet it was, but there was something else, something I just
couldn't put my finger on.

"Mind if I join you?" Izzy said, slipping her
arm under mine.

"In the bathroom?"

She frowned. "No, but I wouldn't mind washing
my face."

We separated as we approached the His and
Hers signs. An older man—maybe fifty or so—came out of the men's
room. He hesitated as we passed almost like he wanted to say
something, but didn't. I looked back before going into the
bathroom. He'd veered off the sidewalk and was hurrying across the
grass toward the only other car in the parking lot. While I took
care of business, I realized that the man looked scared. Maybe he
thought we were going to mug him or something. It was funny how
people could be so paranoid, but these days—well you just never
knew.

Izzy was waiting at the door when I came out.
"There you are, what took so long?"

"Three sodas," I joked.

"Told you." She slipped her arm under mine
and we headed back toward the Jeep.

"That you did. We in a hurry?"

"No," Izzy said, flatly, releasing my arm.
"What gave you that impression?"

We were almost back to the Jeep when a
distinct yelp broke the eerie silence. I immediately turned toward
the sound. "You hear that?"

"What?"

"Look there—at that car—the door is standing
open." I had good vision for a human, maybe even keen, but I
couldn't make out any details other than the open door and the
faint interior dome light. "Do you see anyone?"

Izzy looked annoyed. "No—it's none of our
business anyway."

"I passed a guy on the way into the
bathroom—I think that might be his car."

"Get in, Jason," Izzy demanded, "I'm
driving."

"Sure, but maybe we should check on that guy,
make sure he's okay."

Izzy pushed me onto the passenger's seat and
slammed the door. She was behind the wheel before I took another
breath.

"What the—" I said as she hopped the curb and
headed across the grass toward the interstate—away from the other
car. "Mind telling me what we're doing?"

"I had a bad vibe, that's all."

"A bad vibe." I grabbed my cell phone
out of the console.

"No!" Izzy yanked it out of my hand.

"Come on, at least let me call 911, the guy
might be in trouble."

"No! They can trace cell phone calls, when
they find him, they could come looking for you."

"Find him, as in dead?"

She glanced down at the gauges. "We'll need
gas soon, you can get something to eat then."

It was obvious she wasn't going to talk about
it anymore. The more I thought about it, there was another stop,
yesterday where Izzy had acted a little strange—nothing like
this—just a little guarded. Was it possible that humans crossed
paths with vampires all the time and just didn't realize it? It was
hard to believe, but there was no doubt in my mind that the guy I'd
passed on the sidewalk was a vampire's supper. "That could have
been my dad chowing down on that guy," I whispered.

Izzy shot me a sideways glance, but didn't
respond.

"Hey, take it easy, the engine has over one
hundred thousand miles on it." We must have been doing 90 mph.

She cocked her head, listening to the engine.
"The valve lifters are floating a little, but the engine is
fine."

That was the last thing we said until we
pulled into the gas station an hour later.

 



Chapter 3

After I ate, I slept on and off for the next
few hours. It was a restless sleep, I couldn't get that guy out of
my head—that, and the thought of my dad killing him. I'd never been
afraid of Izzy—still wasn't—but there was this whole other side to
vampires, the side that the legends and movies highlighted.

Izzy glanced over, a hard expression cut
creases into her beautiful face.

I knew she couldn't read my mind, at least I
didn't think so, but it was kind of weird, like she knew I was
thinking monster. Her expression softened as I slipped my
hand into hers. I tried to fight it, but drifted off to sleep
again.

I couldn't believe my eyes when the sky
started to brighten. On the horizon, silhouetted against the purple
morning sky, the Appalachian Mountains. I groaned as I flipped the
back of the seat up. "Looks like we're almost there. I should call
Mom."

"Let her sleep, it's early and we still have
a few hours to go."

"Yeah, you're right. Boy, it's going to be
great to be home again. I wonder how much trouble we're going to be
in at school?"

"Your mother's taken care of everything."

"You talked to her?"

"She called while you were sleeping."

"Guess that was kind of awkward. She
didn't—"

"She was very gracious, but I don't blame her
for being angry with me—not after what I put the two of you
through."

"I put us through," I corrected. "You want me
to drive?"

"We have to stop for gas again, you can take
over then."

"Okay, sounds like a plan. What did she say
about school?"

"She met with the principal and your teachers
have agreed to put together a packet with the work you missed.
Providing you complete the work satisfactorily, over winter break,
you won't have to repeat the classes."

"Cool, same for you I guess."

"She didn't say."

"Elizabeth would take care of it, right?"

"I don't know, I suppose, but she wasn't a
big fan of me going back to school in the first place."

"Perfect, just like nothing ever happened."
Like nothing ever happened, I thought, like that was going to
happen.

The anticipation was really starting to get
to me. I couldn't wait to bring Izzy home, to show Mom that we did
have a happily ever after. As I reveled at the thought of
reuniting, the gruesome image of Izzy destroying my father crept
into my thoughts. It wasn't her fault—I knew that, in fact she
saved my life. I kept telling myself that they were nothing alike,
and they weren't, but looks like a vampire, kills like a
vampire—

* * *

We'd switched places and driving was a
welcome distraction; it kept my mind from wandering. We'd passed
through the gap at Sideling Hill half an hour ago so we were really
getting close. I'd called Mom when we stopped for gas and the
excitement in her voice was infectious. I couldn't wait to see her.
I took the exit for Route 66 toward Boonsboro and headed south. "It
won't be long now. I can't wait for Mom to see you."

"You have to drop me off before you see her,
Jason."

"What? No way, I'm not dropping you off
anywhere, that's what got us into this mess in the first
place."

She gently placed her hand on my thigh. "You
need to be with your Mom, they'll be time for me later."

"No—come on, she wants to see you just as bad
as she wants to see me."

Izzy shook her head.

"Well, okay, but almost."

"You can just drop me off outside of
town."

"Right, no freakin' way. I'm driving you all
the way to your door—end of discussion."

* * *

I hated the drive up to the Faulkner place.
It wasn't like I was afraid of them, it was because it meant
leaving Izzy. Despite her, 'I'm fine,' bravado, I knew she wasn't
ready to leave me either. I was surprised to find the house still
boarded up, but Izzy seemed to take it in stride.

"I guess you'll have to come home with me
after all," I said, pulling up to the base of the staircase that
led to the barricaded front door.

"No, I'll be fine."

"No way. I'm not leaving you out here
alone."

"I'm a big girl, I can take care of
myself."

"Sure, I know, but I don't think you should
be alone, not right now."

"What, you think I'm some fragile little
school girl, or too embarrassed to face Elizabeth?" she
snapped.

"Are you?"

"Of course not." Her voice lacked
conviction.

"I still don't feel right leaving you out
here alone. Where do you think they are? Do you think they know
that you learned the truth? Do you think that's why the house is
all boarded up?"

"Don't be ridiculous, one way or another,
they'll be back. In the meantime, looks like I have some
straightening up to do."

"You're going to take the boards down?"

"It's not like I'm tired."

"Okay, I guess, but I still don't feel right
about it. Let me get your stuff."

"That's alright, I've got it." She grabbed
her backpack and scooted out of the Jeep.

"Alright? No, no, no." I hopped out and met
her at the base of the stairs. "May I?" I took her backpack and
slid my arm around her waist. "See, chivalry isn't dead."

She smiled, but it looked forced.

Guess dead wasn't the best choice of words,
but I let it go fearing I'd only make things worse.

Izzy effortlessly pried the boards away from
the door and then, there we were. "I don't know what to say," She
began. "I—I—"

"Hey, it's me who should be thanking you. I
was just another high school kid until I met you. I feel like I've
grown up since then and I owe that to you."

"I wouldn't be—" she paused, searching for
the word.

"Alive," I interjected.

"Okay, I wouldn't be alive if it weren't for
you. You washed away all this hatred I've been harboring—I don't
know how I can ever repay you."

I wrapped my arms around her. "We have the
rest of my life to work on that."

We kissed—a passionate kiss at first—but it
became sorrowful like a goodbye, until she finally pulled back.

"See you tomorrow?"

"Haven't you seen enough of me?" she
replied.

"Never."

"I don't know, I may have to try and find the
Faulkners."

"No, no, you can't leave—"

"I'm not leaving you, Jason, I just have to
figure out where they are."

"Okay, as long as we have that straight.
Listen, there was a guy here, kind of keeping an eye on the place.
He lived somewhere down the road. He might know where they
went."

"Good as place as any to start I guess."

"Then I'll see you tomorrow?"

"I don't know. Tell you what, I'll come to
you once I know where they are."

"How long will that be?"

"You can't stay attached to my hip like a
child," she huffed. "Give me a couple of days."

"Okay. I don't like it, but okay. Wait." I
ran down and grabbed my cell phone and the instant charger out of
the Jeep. You hang on to this so I can call you, make sure you're
okay."

"Fine, if it will make you feel better." She
gave me a quick peck on the cheek. "Now go see your mom."

By the time I got in the Jeep, Izzy was gone,
the big wooden door closed. I was worried about her, she was
dealing with a lot, and now this. Maybe it was just information
overload, yeah, that must be it. I didn't have anything to worry
about, no two people were meant for each other more than Izzy and
me.

* * *

The engine hadn't even stopped before Mom was
out the front door, racing toward the Jeep, drizzle or no
drizzle.

"Oh, my God! Oh, my God! It's so wonderful to
hold you in my arms again," she cried.

"Well, it's nice to see you too." The first
thing I noticed was how warm and soft and human she felt. I was so
used to being with Izzy that another human felt—well, weird. We
were getting drenched, and it didn't look like Mom was letting go,
so I pried her arms from around me, grabbed my stuff and we headed
inside.

"You look better than I expected," she said,
patting her hair with a dish cloth. "You always sounded so
exhausted on the phone—I was really worried about you."

"I know it was difficult, but thanks for
letting me go get her."

"Where is she?" Mom said, apprehensively.

"I took her home—she insisted—she said she
had some things to straighten out with her mother."

Mom nodded. "I imagine she has some
explaining to do. Is she alright?"

"I think so."

"You don't sound very sure."

"I was, but the closer we got to home—well,
she kind of got quiet—you know, withdrawn."

"Well, I'm sure it was just nerves," Mom
speculated. "And the two of you?"

"We're good."

I didn't miss Mom's momentary frown.

"She's important, Mom, maybe even more so
now."

"Jason, you didn't take advantage—"

"Whoa, whoa, take a breath, it's me, you know
I wouldn't do that."

"I should hope not, your father and I raised
you better than that."

"Yeah, you and Dad."

"Did I say something to upset you?"

"No, nothing like that." I just couldn't
shake the image of Dad as a vampire. Mom could never know—I knew
that—but it wasn't fair to let her hold on to false hope. "Do you
ever think about him?" I said, hesitantly.

"I say a prayer every night before I go to
bed."

"You don't think—"

"I'd be lying if I told you I didn't hope
he'd walk through that door one day," She put her arm around me.
"But I know that's not going to happen—not after all this
time."

She leaned back, cocking her head to the side
inquisitively. "What brought this on?"

I shrugged, not wanting to lie to her.

"Well, I'm sure you miss him, the two of you
had a special bond."

"Do you remember that dear he shot—the big
one?"

She nodded. "Yes, he had a bit of a temper at
times—I think it was his competitiveness." She thought for a
moment. "I wish he could have seen you and Izzy together."

I had nothing for that—obviously I couldn't
tell her he did and we killed him. "Well, looks like the rain
stopped. I should check on the house, make sure everything is
battened down for winter."

"That'd be nice. I did what I could remember,
but it's been a long time since we had to think about winter. I'm
going to make Thanksgiving supper. Will Izzy be joining us?"

"No, not tonight." I headed out the
backdoor.

There really wasn't a lot to do, but I put
away the screens, raked the leaves, and tossed the hose in the
shed. I put some of that red, liquid gas stabilizer in the
lawnmower and figured that was about it. Afterwards, I found myself
wandering down to the creek behind the house where Izzy and I hung
out. I could picture us there, standing in the water—I was
freezing—and then her lame excuse for being there. Then there was
her expression when I showed her the strange picture that I'd taken
in the woods "You know—" I walked back to the house.

"Hey Mom!" I yelled in through the backdoor.
"I'm going to drive down to the river if that's alright."

"Okay," was her response, but she appeared at
the backdoor before I got to the Jeep. "Haven't you had enough
driving for awhile?"

I laughed, I hadn't thought of it like that.
"Yeah, just wanted to check it out."

"You sure you two are alright—you're acting
like—"

"We're fine, Mom, honest."

"Okay then—be careful, the temperature is
dropping, it could get icy." She let the door close gently, but
stood there until I pulled away.

Was it that obvious?

* * *

The burned out strings of lights were still
hanging in the tree branches and the ground was as muddy as ever.
It really was a stupid place for a surprise date. Take the princess
to the ball? More like take the princess muddin'. What kind of guy
takes a girl out in the middle of the wilderness and then puts the
moves on her? Jeez, I had to be some kind of perv, and Izzy was
crazy for going with me—right, like she couldn't take care of
herself. She must have been totally embarrassed by the whole
thing—I'm such a freakin' idiot.

"Dude?" Someone called from the direction of
the road. "That you?"

"Alex!" I said as he came out from behind my
Jeep. "What are you doing here?"

"I heard you were back. Your mom said you'd
be here."

"Yeah, just got in this morning. It's good to
see you."

"Where's Izzy?"

"I dropped her off at home. She had to talk
to her parents."

"Dude, I don't envy her that, she must be in
so much trouble. We probably won't see her until spring—maybe even
summer."

"Nah, her parents are cool." I laughed at the
humor in that statement.

"What?"

"Nothin'. I think her mom will understand," I
clarified.

"I tell you what—I pulled something like
that, I'd be dead."

I chuckled again.

"What?"

"So how are you and Cathy?" I said to change
the subject.

Alex shrugged. "We're not."

"Seriously? I thought you two were
tight."

"Yeah, me too."

"So what happened, you push the boundaries?"
I punched him in the arm.

"Nah, nothing like that. We were just hangin'
out, talkin'—you know—and then wham."

"Wham?"

"Yeah, she went all crazy talkin' about
monsters and vampires—crazy stuff. She was so whacked Mrs. Hall had
to get the neighbor to help us subdue her."

"Whacked? That's harsh."

"I didn't mean it that way. I really like
her—thought she liked me—and then, well this."

"I heard she's had some set backs before.
Once they get her meds adjusted she'll probably be fine."

"I don't know, it's been a couple of
weeks—she's still in the freakin' hospital ward."

"Man, that really sucks—sorry to hear
it."

Alex skipped a rock across the creek. "So
where'd you find Izzy?"

"Washington."

"Dude, she went all the way to D.C. on her
own? She's freakin' crazy, that place is a ghetto."

"State, Washington State," I corrected.

"No way! You drove all the way across
country?"

"She had some distant relatives out
there—that's where I found her."

Alex punched me in
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