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“A
must-read!” ~RT Reviews TOP PICK on Passion Bites

 


“The beginning of what a true love
match with intelligence, compassion and quirky snark can
accomplish” ~Jeanne Mead, 5-star review on Chicago’s Chosen

 


Vampire Vignettes

 


Vignette: a short,
delicately memorable scene.

 


Short. Scintillating. First, exciting meets
between an apex master vampire and the human woman who lights his
life for the first time in centuries. Each story features a vampire
master of the city and the woman who charms (or fights or snarks)
her way into his life.

 


Atlanta’s Angel

 


I’m Detective Leah Mackenzie, a human with
the Atlanta PD. My partner and I are investigating the graveyard
homicide of a young woman when arrogant master of the city Michael
Obsidian stalks onto the scene.

Obsidian declares my case vampire business.
Human hands off.

Tightly furious, I follow him to his lair to
convince him he’s wrong. Yeah, I confront the strongest freaking
vampire in the state, so what? My heart’s pounding in fear,
too—bloodsuckers, even the lawful ones, are predators governed by
deadly instincts born at the dawn of time. But Mom always said to
do what was right, even if I had to go it alone. I need to get
justice for the victim.

Then I get a lead on the killer that takes me
straight into wild vampire territory, and going it alone threatens
to turn me into the next homicide.
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To Gregg, as they all are.

Heartfelt thanks to the Mary Hughes Readers group for
your support and help launching this new series. I couldn’t have
done it without you.

Thank you to AG for insightful details on Atlanta and
Fayetteville. You really helped me envision the area! All mistakes
are my own.
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 Chapter
One

Mom always said, “Stick to your guns, Leah.
Do what’s right, even if no one else does.” As a kid, I thought
that meant I should Velcro guns to my hands. It made sense to my
pre-adolescent brain—my mom was a cop.

So was I. Atlanta PD, third generation.

My phone chirped a message as I finished
crunching my cereal. New case.

Murder.

We don’t get a lot of murders in Zone 3, so I
immediately tossed a black blazer on over my button-down navy
blouse and charcoal-gray slacks and trotted out to my car. October
temperatures range anywhere from mid-fifties to low seventies. I
got all the way to the driveway before remembering my old sedan was
waiting for me at the mechanic’s—having had an eight-hundred-dollar
spa day, complete with hood massage and tire mani-pedi. Actually a
new alternator, but considering the part was only two hundred
bucks, someone should have gotten a
mani-pedi out of it. My partner had our department-issued
interceptor, so I called up Uber.

I arrived at the South View Cemetery at nine
a.m. to find our utility vehicle already parked at the curb.

My partner, Bert Lambert, stood a hundred
yards in, a backhoe behind him.

I hiked through the graves toward him and saw
the corpse. Partially wrapped in pale gauzy linen, she lay on the
dirt mounded around a freshly dug hole. No coffin, so chances were
good the plot was supposed to be empty. Beyond her, sitting beside
his backhoe, was the grave excavator. It was a tossup who was
paler.

“What have we got?” I asked Bert.

“Hey, Mac.” When we were first introduced,
he’d called me Leah exactly once before drawling, “That’s no handle
for a cop,” and switched to a riff off my last name, Mackenzie. He
looked up from the chicken scratching he was making in his
notebook. An old-fashioned guy, he preferred paper and pencil over
voice recognition, though with his heavy home-spun accent it’s not
certain the Google assistant would’ve understood squat.

Bert pointed his pencil at the man in
coveralls, head in his hands. “Grave digger was opening a plot for
a burial tomorrow. Not her.” His pencil shifted vectors to aim at
the slim, pale body lying atop the mounded dirt.

Without needing a word, we both headed over.
We’d been partners for years and didn’t need chatter to
communicate.

I paused a moment over the body out of
respect. Then I pulled out my phone and started a video recording,
narrating as I did. The crime scene unit would do a more thorough
job, but I liked having my own notes and photos available for when
I woke up in the middle of the night with an idea on the case.
“Female, five-foot-seven, one-twenty, brunette, mid-twenties,
barefoot, wearing a nightgown straight off a cover of Gothic
Romance Monthly. Rose tattoo, left arm. We have an ID?” The last
was for Bert.

“No driver’s license or personal effects. I
started a search on the tattoo, but roses are pretty common. We’ll
try for fingerprints when we get her in house. Cause of death will
need confirmation by the medical examiner, but I’d guess this.”
Tucking his notebook away, he placed his gloved hand on the
victim’s chin and lifted.

I spat a curse. He’d revealed a long gash,
crusted brown with dried blood.

“At least she wouldn’t have suffered long,”
Bert said.

I knelt to get closer and zoomed my phone.
“Where’s that garlic smell coming from?”

“Not me.” Bert raised one hand, palm out.
“Betsy fed me chicken-fried steak and mashed potatoes last
night.”

“Maybe the victim’s last meal was
Italian?”

“I’ll add it to my list of questions for
autopsy. It might point to her location prior to the murder.”

“Good idea.” I pursed my lips. “This strike
looks delivered from the front. Maybe she got a piece of her
attacker.” I reached for the victim’s hand to inspect her
fingernails, but as my partner released her head, I was distracted
by her mouth falling open. “She got a piece of him, all right.”

“What?”

Tipping her jaw down, I confirmed what I’d
seen—her mouth, stained reddish brown. “This much dried blood? She
bit something vital.”

My partner looked sick. “Maybe we should call
Obsidian.”

“What?” I shot to my
feet, giving my partner the evilest evil eye I could. “Why?”

“Well…all that blood? Gotta be a vamp thing,
right?”

Michael Obsidian is the vampire master of
Atlanta. He’s nearly seven feet of steel frame carrying two hundred
fifty pounds of pure muscle. If he ever sat for a mugshot, his
razor-sharp cheekbones would break the camera lens. And his
mind…well, let’s just say if he were a detective, he’d be a darned
good one.

If he were a cop, I’d respect the hell out of
him. But he plays by his own rules, some incomprehensible
gobbledygook called vampire tradition. Probably made up to suit his
whim of the moment.

Bottom line, Obsidian was a steamroller. I
did not want him here, mucking up our investigation. “This is a
murder, Bert. Cop business, not vamp
business. We call His Fangy Highness, he’ll just take over like he
does everything. So we will keep this from Obsidian if it’s the
last thing we do…”

My partner wasn’t listening. His gaze was
riveted behind me and he’d gone paler than the corpse. “I don’t
think Obsidian got the message.”

The purr of a powerful engine reached my
ears. I swore and spun.

A gleaming black limo pulled to the curb
behind our interceptor SUV.

For a moment, I thought my partner was nuts.
No bloodsucker could’ve been out on such a sunny morning.

Then the back door opened and a long,
trousered leg appeared. Despite the raging daystar, something deep
inside me quaked. I knew it was Atlanta’s grandmaster.

There’s very little I fear, but this vampire
topped the list. Yeah, he was a good-guy vamp, but any bloodsucker
is still a tippy-top predator—and the prey is little ol’ us.
Obsidian scared the crap out of me, as he did all right-minded
humans.

The leg was followed by an achingly tall
body, immaculate in a pewter-gray power suit and black, open-neck
shirt, all of it tailored precisely to fit his athletic frame. If
you consider bench-pressing tanks athletic.

Obsidian headed straight for the corpse.

I swore. Besides being a bloody
top-of-the-food-chain vampire, Atlanta’s grandmaster wielded his
authority like a king. Which he was, I guess, but authority without
checks and balances makes me break out in hives.

I respect the chain of command. I report to
the deputy chief, who reports to the chief, who reports to the
commissioner, who reports to the mayor. Obsidian doesn’t report to
anyone but himself.

We didn’t report to Obsidian. Yet I could see
by his ground-eating stride that he still expected to call the
shots.

Not on my watch.

“This is a crime scene,” I called as he
approached. “My lord.” Not my boss, but nobody disrespects a
vampire unless they want to quickly end up on the wrong side of
dead. “My lord, you can’t be here.”

He ignored me, gaze on his objective,
steaming toward us.

With a gulp, I stepped between him and the
body. This close, I could see the crystalline blue of his eyes.
Cold, like sapphire ice. Limned by thick black lashes, his gaze
intensified to blue diamond lasers.

Scared? Darn straight, I was. As the massive
vampire bowled toward me like a wrecking ball, my bowels quaked
hard enough to make me regret breakfast for the last month.

But I had a job to do.

“This is police business.” I waved him off.
“My lord! Michael!”

He didn’t even slow, although he did manage
not to barrel me down, blasting past me at the last minute.

“This is vampire
business,” he growled. “And it’s Grandmaster Obsidian.”

His voice was low and dark, rumbling up from
the bottomless pits of Hell, punching straight into my gut. My
heart rate kicked up.

I mustered my courage. Job to do—and besides,
that arrogant “Grandmaster Obsidian” stuck in my craw.

I spun. “Well, I’m Detective Mackenzie, and I said stop.”

He finally halted…staring down at the victim.
His expression was unreadable, though I thought I saw the barest
flickering of compassion.

Without warning, he scooped up the body and
strode straight back to the limo.

The speed, the sheer brass of his move caught
me off guard. It was a moment before I got out, “Obsidian, stop,
damn it! That’s evidence.”

He wasn’t listening to me.

Police are trained to keep the peace, help
those in need, protect, and serve. All of those start with one
basic job—control the situation. This had gotten so far out of
control I automatically planted my feet and drew my sidearm. “Stop,
or I’ll—”

“Mac! What do you think you’re doing?” Bert’s
beefy hand landed on my wrist. “That’s Michael-fecking-Obsidian.
You don’t shoot the king of the city. Even if he let you live, the
commissioner wouldn’t.”

I chewed on that and didn’t like the flavor.
Things have changed a lot since the great vampire unmasking, even
for the APD, but our mission is still to reduce crime, ensure the
safety of our residents, and build trust in partnership with our
community—including the UV-challenged. Besides, Bert was right
about the commissioner, up for re-election and touchy about
vamp/human relations. “Fine.” I holstered my gun, glaring after the
bloodsucker departing with our evidence. “But that’s our body.” I made a split-second decision. “I’m
going to get it back.”

“Get it back…?” Bert
made a noise of disbelief. “You heard him. It’s sucker business.
Out of our hands.”

“That’s baloney, Bert. It’s murder. Our
jurisdiction, not his.”

My partner stared at the departing limo and
gave a brief shiver. “Master of the city, Mac. You want to confront
him, and over what? A case that was ours
for all of ten minutes?”

“That woman deserves justice—”

“Obsidian will get it for her. You can be
sure of that. Maybe better justice than us.”
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