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I

 


ATLANTA
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 Chapter 1:
Caleb

 


 


Just as gravity perpetually held the moon in
orbit, my heart was upheld by the sheer power of love.

My daily thoughts were focused upon not only
the lovely vision, but the mesmerizing presence, of one woman; the
most dangerous and beautiful vampire in the world.

 


* * *

 


A summer’s day in downtown Atlanta was hotter
than hell; the nights were merely purgatory.

Strolling through the evening streets, I
looked up at the tall woman beside me who could easily pass for an
Amazon stolen from ancient lore.

Her long red hair cascaded about her
shoulders like a beautiful mantle and she carried herself with a
poise suggesting royal bearing, though she’d scoff if I ever told
her that.

Her name was Katrina “Kat” Rawlings; a
vampire.

She’s my vampire.

I held her hand as we proceeded down the
sidewalk amidst a veritable fog of humidity.

She gazed down at me, her sharp emerald eyes
piercing into mine in striking fashion. “Looking forward to the
concert, my love?” she asked.

“Yep, I’m ready to rock.”

It’d only been a week since we returned home
from the near-fatal vampire conference in Slovenia; scarcely time
for us to unpack, really. And yet we were already fully engaged in
new ventures.

That evening, our destination was a rock
concert at the Philips Arena.

A passing car blaring Beastie Boys’ “Make
Some Noise” momentarily distracted me.

Kat tightened her grip on my hand to refocus
my attention. “There’s still time to cancel if you don’t feel up to
it,” she said. “You have a lingering concussion, after all.”

My concussion was the lovely parting gift I’d
acquired back in Slovenia in the act of saving the lives of people,
and a number of vampires, who I cared deeply about—including the
woman beside me.

Kat’s the love of my life. How could I have
done any less?

“I feel fine,” I replied.

“You look more than fine to me,” she
said.

Her intense gaze pierced through me, seizing
me where I stood, and I felt the electric charge of desire
permeating the space between us. Since the first moment I’d set
eyes on her, she’d affected me in a chemical, almost feral,
manner.

I felt inexorably drawn to her.

My pulse quickened as a carnal appetite grew
inside me. The edges of her mouth edged upward in that
I-read-your-body-and-know-what-you’re-feeling manner. It was yet
another of her innate vampire-related abilities that made me feel
nearly naked, like some open book for her to consume.

I’m hers to consume; utterly and without
reservation.

For as many times as she’d partaken in my
blood, it felt as though she’d likewise injected her very essence
into my bloodstream.

Kat was my only true craving.

She was all I wanted in life.

She guided us alongside the nearest building
and towered before me. Grasping my chin between her fingertips, she
titled my head upward and pressed her soft lips against mine in a
passionate kiss.

And just like that, it felt as if the world
around me ceased to exist. All that mattered was Kat and me.

“I want—”

She kissed me again.

“You want what?” she muttered against my
lips, eliciting a tickling sensation.

I grinned. “You.”

“I can arrange that,” she whispered.

She kissed me deeply and I felt my breath
practically being drawn from my lungs.

Heaven on Earth.

Then a fleeting pang of guilt washed over
me.

“Paige and Ethan,” I said. “They’re
waiting.”

“I could text them to go ahead without us.
Then it would be just you and me at home for the entire night.”

Honestly, at that moment, I was half-tempted
to give in to that idea.

“That’d be rude, given how Paige has been
going on about Angelical Tears since she heard their tour was
stopping here,” I said. “Heck, it’s like she’s a part-time promoter
for them or something.”

Angelical Tears was a modern
Goth-metal-alternative rock group that my dear friend, almost a
sister, Paige Turner, had brought to my attention.

After listening to some sample tracks, I had
to admit the group had a unique sound. They’d recently come into
their own and had begun a nationwide tour, and I was looking
forward to hearing them.

Kat nodded her head. “Paige has been rather
insistent lately, hasn’t she?”

“So, how about a rain check on some quality
kissing until post-concert?” I asked.

“I’ll seriously consider it,” she said
coquettishly.

She kissed me.

“Maybe just one for the road,” she said.

“Hey, you lip-lockers!” called a familiar
voice from across the street. “Hurry up or we’ll miss the warm-up
group!”

“Speak of the devil,” Kat said.

We proceeded to the Philips Arena, and the
building was at near-capacity level.

Angelical Tears sounded great, and the
audience loved them. Their songs varied from pounding hard rock and
visceral lyrics to sweeping romantic tracks that spoke of heartfelt
passion, and on occasion, lamenting.

The lead singer was a beautiful young woman
who had a powerful angelic-sounding voice. Additionally, her
inclusion of Russian lyrics in some of the songs was exotic and
visceral sounding.

The band played guitars and drums like
extensions of their own bodies, pouring raw, heated emotion into
their performance. Combined with synthesizers, their sound was both
unique and enthralling.

It was no wonder they attracted such a large
fan base.

They seemed liked an epic band that was
destined for greatness.

During the concert, something odd caught my
attention. Despite their obvious Goth elements, the lead singer and
the bass player had other familiar qualities.

I wrapped my arm around Kat’s waist and spoke
into her ear. “Hey, two of them look kind of like vampires, don’t
you think?”

She merely nodded, but Paige tapped me on the
shoulder and gave me an exaggerated wink.

“No wonder you love them,” I said.

She merely smiled, swaying in time to the
music.

After the concert, which included two curtain
calls, Paige led us past a group of fans along a rope barricade to
the area leading back stage.

“Paige Turner and company,” she said to a
muscular man holding an electronic tablet.

He motioned with a nod for us to proceed.

“You know the band?” I asked.

“Hey, I know people,” she said.

“And I bet they usually end up a pint shy of
blood for that,” I said.

“Oh, hush, snark-face,” she said.

Soon, we were standing backstage talking with
the band. Paige introduced us to Julia, the vampire lead singer,
and her vampire mate, Glenn, the bass player.

“Great concert,” I said. “Julia, your voice
is amazing, and Glenn, you rocked that bass.”

They were both very kind and gracious. I
quickly felt comfortable around them, so it made asking my next
question so much easier.

“Aren’t you afraid of all the attention?” I
asked. “I mean, people are going to notice your lack of aging
eventually.”

“No problem,” Glenn said. “It’ll take a long
time before those things became an issue. Lots of bands like ours
wear makeup, which helps.”

“That’s all it takes, a little makeup?” I
asked.

“Dude, look at KISS,” he said.

Julia frowned at him. “Really, Glenn,
KISS? That’s who came to mind first?”

He shrugged. “It is what it is. Hey, how
about a beer?”

“Don’t forget, honey, we’re signing for fans
in twenty minutes,” Julia said.

He grinned. “Just one. Maybe two, tops.”

I chuckled and followed him to a nearby
cooler where we drank beers and talked about their nationwide
tour.

I had a blast, and even Katrina seemed to
enjoy herself. Without a doubt, Julia and Glenn had earned my
vampire stamp of approval.

And they even signed our concert
T-shirts.

 


* * *

 


By the time we’d finished visiting with Glenn
and Julia, the crowd had thinned out significantly. Kat and I held
hands while Ethan and Paige walked arm and arm behind us during the
walk to the parking garage.

“Angelical Tears was great,” Ethan said. “I
have a feeling they’re going places.”

“Yeah, the next city,” Paige piped up. “They
are on a nationwide tour, after all.”

I heard a growl and a squeal, and glanced
over my shoulder to see Ethan trapping Paige in his arms and
wriggling his face against her neck.

She squealed again. “Hey, no fangs!”

“Glenn and Julia seem really wonderful,” Kat
said.

“Yeah. And Julia’s voice has amazing range,
not to mention she’s a beautiful woman,” I said. “And it was nice
of them to sign our T-shirts.”

“Hey, vampires make great singers,” Paige
said, as she and Ethan quickly fell into step behind us again.
“And, kiddo, don’t forget that one of those shirts is mine.”

“You know, if they make it really big,
they’re going to have to be careful being in the limelight,” Ethan
said. “Entertainers receive a lot of scrutiny from the media.”

“Well, as vampires, at least they can devour
the paparazzi,” Paige said wryly.

Kat and I both glanced over our shoulders at
her.

“What? It’s only paparazzi; they’re not like
real people, right? Who’d care, really?” she countered.

Kat and I looked at each other and
simultaneously shrugged as Ethan chuckled.

Standing in the parking garage elevator, I
regretted that the evening had passed so quickly.

Isn’t life just like that? The good times
are so fleeting.

“Which floor?” I asked.

“We’re on three,” Paige said. “And it’s a
level, not a floor.”

“It doesn’t matter. There’s a floor on each
level,” I said. “You know, that stuff made of concrete.”

She gave me a look. “Whatever, college
boy.”

“Paige, maybe you and Ethan would like to
come over for drinks?” Kat asked.

“Nah, me and my old man are heading straight
home for some hot sex-capades,” she said.

Ethan appeared quite pleased while Kat and I
merely stared at her.

“What?” she asked. “We’re all adults here,
right?”

“Uh, maybe a little TMI,” Kat said.

“I’m just sayin’,” Paige said. “Hey, it’s not
like I said, ‘we’re heading home so he can bend me over and stuff
me with his---”

“Paige,” Kat interrupted.

She stuck her tongue out at Kat.

I couldn’t help but laugh.

When the doors to the third level opened,
only a sparse number of vehicles remained.

“Here you are,” I said. “Kat and I are on the
next floor.”

“Level,” Paige corrected.

“Whatever,” I said.

Kat and I said our goodbyes to them and
proceeded up to the next level.

Floor?

I looked at Kat.

“In a hotel or office building, it’s called a
floor,” I said. “Why does a parking garage make it a level?”

“Please don’t start,” she said.

I shrugged.

“I had a blast tonight,” I said as the
elevator doors opened.

There were only sporadic vehicles parked on
our—elevation—so I easily spotted Kat’s Audi.

We scarcely walked twenty feet when the
elevator doors opened behind us. We both turned to see Paige
exiting.

“Hey, gimme’ my concert T-shirt,” she
said.

As I reached into the bag I was carrying,
strange popping noises sounded and two distinct holes appeared in
the door of the car beside us.

“Wha—?” I said.

“Gun!” Kat yelled, pulling me down onto the
concrete.

“Crap!” Paige yelled from behind us.

 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 Chapter 2:
Caleb

 


 


Two additional muted popping noises preceded
more holes appearing in the side of the vehicle just above our
heads.

Adrenaline surged through my body, awakening
an acute sense of alertness that nearly overwhelmed my senses.

Kat jerked on my arm and literally pulled me
across the concrete toward the opposite side of the vehicle.

“Stay down,” she ordered, bodily pressing me
against the rough concrete.

Yeah, right; as if I was going to be able to
get up with a six-foot tall vampire practically sitting atop
me.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

I tried in vain to determine where Paige was
as I heard the sound of someone yelling and then what sounded like
a windshield breaking.

“Dammit, are you hurt?” Kat
demanded.

“What? No!” I snapped.

“One down!” Paige’s voice echoed from
somewhere deeper in the parking garage.

“We’ve gotta’ help her, Kat,” I urged while
trying to wriggle free from beneath her.

Her face loomed before mine, our noses almost
touching.

“Stay!” she hissed in a tone that chilled my
blood.

I could practically feel the harsh tone of
her voice against my skin as her command reverberated through my
body.

I lay stunned and immobile as my heartbeat
raced, thundering in my ears.

She dialed her cell phone with one hand, and
I noticed she was holding a small combat knife in her other.

“Gunmen on our level. Paige engaged. One
down. Quantity unknown,” she said into the phone.

Moments later, a vehicle’s tires squealed,
followed by the sound of a motor revving and accelerating.

“Go help Paige,” I said.

“Shush. Not yet,” she said.

What the hell was she waiting for?

“Clear!” Paige’s voice echoed in the
distance. “One’s getting away!”

Kat moved in a blur and I felt the immediate
absence of her weight from atop me.

Before I could begin to rise, she was already
gone. All I heard was the muted sounds of rapid footsteps against
pavement.

“You okay?” Ethan asked, seemingly from
nowhere.

I thought my heart stopped as my head whipped
around to stare at him. I was met with full-on nausea and the world
seemed to spin for a moment.

“Whoa,” I said.

Firm hands grasped me by the upper arms,
solidly supporting me in place.

“Slowly, Caleb. You’ve got a concussion,” he
cautioned. “Remember?”

“Hey, you surprised me,” I said
with no small degree of irritation.

“You okay?” he asked.

Ignoring the sense of nausea rolling through
my stomach, I nodded while pensively scanning the area.

Horns blared loudly followed by the sounds of
two vehicles crashing together from one of the lower levels.

Somebody screamed once in surprise off to our
left, followed by the sounds of people conversing in urgent
tones.

Ethan cocked his head to one side. “I’ll
check it out. Stay put. Got it?”

I scarcely had time to nod before he
disappeared from view as air swirled around me.

“Hi, ladies,” his voice echoed a short
distance away. “Listen; there’s been some trouble here in the
parking garage tonight.”

“Oh, no,” a woman said. “What happened? I
heard a crash just now…”

“Well, I think there were some gunshots
nearby, and then there’s some sort of car accident that just
happened a couple of levels down…”

The telltale sound of a heavy metal door
opening echoed from somewhere nearby.

Maybe a stairwell door?

The waves of nausea abated as I crept back
toward the elevator where I could find partial cover behind another
pair of parked cars.

Seconds later, Paige and Kat reappeared. Kat
carried a body over her shoulder while Paige held a large
rifle.

“I’ll go get the other body,” she said,
handing the rifle to Katrina.

In the time it took to blink my eyes, she had
disappeared from view.

“Caleb? A little help here?” Kat asked,
holding the rifle away from her body.

I grabbed the rifle by its stock and followed
her in the direction of our car while glancing over my shoulder in
Ethan’s direction.

I didn’t see anyone.

“We need to stow this guy in the trunk before
someone sees,” Kat said.

I stared at the prone fellow that she hefted
over her shoulder. He was Caucasian and appeared to be in his
mid-to-late thirties, if I had to guess. His neck had ugly-looking
black and purple bruises around it.

He looks human.

“What about surveillance cameras?” I
asked.

“The ones along the main route in or out of
here were all disabled,” she said. “Looks like our shooters took
care of that before they set up.”

“Wouldn’t someone have noticed that by now?”
I asked.

“Most surveillance systems are on autopilot,”
she said as she placed the body in our trunk. “Actually, you’d be
surprised how few of those cameras are actively monitored. They’re
mainly forensic; helpful for looking back at what’s already
happened.”

“That’s not particularly reassuring,” I
said.

“Makes most people feel secure though,
doesn’t it?" she asked.

The irony in her statement wasn’t lost on me.
I had grown to feel secure surrounded by vampires, and yet, I’d
nearly died tonight.

The entire situation felt surreal.

She snatched the rifle from my grip and
stowed it atop the body in our trunk.

“Hey, you only had to ask,” I said.

She gave me a cold stare that could probably
freeze open flames.

“Don’t even start,” she said.

I wanted to snap back with something
sarcastic. However, given her demeanor, I chose the diplomatic high
road of keeping my mouth shut.

“I hope I don’t have to torch my car after
this,” she said while slamming the trunk closed.

I hadn’t considered the post-killing clean-up
process. I fleetingly contemplated the merits of watching more TV
crime dramas and forensic documentaries.

“Where’s Paige?” Ethan asked, startling
me.

I jolted and my heart practically
stopped.

“Crap,” I said. “You surprised me.”

Get a grip, Taylor.

“Funny,” Kat said sweetly, though with a
smile that didn’t meet her eyes. “I noticed he was there.”

Oh, how I wanted to say something completely
out of line.

Calm. Calm. Don’t encourage her. Just shut
up.

Ethan must’ve sensed my irritation because he
shook his head ever so slightly at me in silent caution.

“I directed those women away from the area,”
he said. “But I heard more voices not far from here.”

I noticed something moving out of the corner
of my eye and turned to see petite-looking Paige effortlessly
balancing a tall man’s body over her shoulder.

“Get in the car, Caleb,” Kat said.

“Ethan! Let’s get this thug into our trunk,”
Paige said.

“You got it,” he said, taking the body from
her. “I parked over here.”

“Ever the gentleman,” she quipped.

The two of them quickly headed away just as a
small group of people exited the elevator not far from us.

“Caleb,” Kat said. “The car. Now.”

I frowned at her, miffed that she was
treating me like a child. I gave her a dirty look as I opened the
passenger door.

She revved the engine at first, but then
casually backed out and drove to the exit as if nothing unusual had
just occurred.

I looked into the side mirror to see Ethan
and Paige trailing us in their car.

I was beside myself with curiosity over what
we intended to do with the bodies, but I simply felt too miffed at
Kat to ask her anything. Instead, I silently fumed while staring
out the passenger window.

Prior to our Slovenia trip, I’d have put up
with such things. Now, I no longer appreciated people telling me
what to do.

And I’ve killed two people since then.

Well, one person and one vampire,
anyway.

And yet, that fact still hadn’t quite sunk in
yet. It also felt unreal, like a bad dream.

And I was surprised by how little guilt I
felt over that recollection.

Baldar Dubravko definitely deserved to die,
though perhaps not the limousine driver.

Kat remained silent as she drove us back to
the estate. The only sounds were road noise and classical music
playing over our digital radio.

I had to admit that the cessation of conflict
between us was refreshing.

We’d no sooner pulled up in front of our
garage when Kat turned bossy again.

“Go inside and lock the doors,” she said.
“Set the security system and don’t leave the house until I
return.”

This is getting really old fast.

I folded my arms before me and stared back at
her incredulously.

“Somebody’s acting awfully bitchy and
tyrannical all of the sudden,” I said.

She stared at me with a wholly displeased
expression.

“Tyrannical? Oh, don’t even go there
right now,” she warned. “I’m not in the mood.”

“Hey, I didn’t choose for us to walk into an
ambush, you know.”

Her eyes flared bright green. “Oh, so I
did?”

“Look, I never said----”

She held up her hand. “Stop. Just go inside
like I asked. Please.”

As I exited the car, I wondered, not for the
first time, if female vampires could suffer from bouts of PMS.

Glancing toward the street, I noticed that
Ethan’s car was stopped further down the driveway just inside the
gates. Paige was standing near the open passenger door watching
me.

She mouthed a question. What?

I shrugged at her and threw my hands up in a
questioning gesture.

Kat got out and promptly retrieved two
shovels, an axe, and a container of lantern fuel from the garage.
She glared at me on her return to the car.

“House. Now,” she said.

Not wanting to create a scene, I marched into
the garage and hit the button to close the overhead door.

Later, as I sat on one of our kitchen
barstools drinking a cold beer, I contemplated the night’s
events.

Was tonight’s attack intended for me, or for
Kat?

Or maybe both?

 


* * *

 


By the time Kat returned, it was well past
one o’clock in the morning. I was in the back living room lying on
the couch watching television when I heard her enter from the
garage, disable the alarm, and walk into the kitchen.

Well, Ms. Snippy’s returned.

“That’s done,” she said, sounding quite a bit
less sarcastic than earlier.

“Welcome back,” I said neutrally.

I switched off the TV and got up from the
couch to go take a shower. Between the late hour and my growing
sense of exhaustion from my abated adrenaline rush, I’d had more
than enough drama for one night.

“Don’t you want to know what happened?” she
asked.

I turned and looked into the kitchen where
she was leaning against the island counter.

“I’m sure you handled everything just fine,”
I said.

“You aren’t even curious?” she asked.

I inhaled a deep breath and let it out
slowly.

“Honestly, it’s easier not to ask,” I said.
“It’ll probably just lead to an argument, and I really dread
fighting with you.”

I turned to walk down the hallway in the
direction of our sublevel master bedroom. The air swished around me
and she stood before me, regarding me with a gentle expression.

She grasped me by the shoulders. “I let my
guard down tonight, and it might’ve cost me the man I love. That
made me angry, and I apologize if I directed some of my frustration
at you.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” I said, though
I still felt somewhat annoyed by her earlier behavior.

She softly kissed me on the lips, and pulled
me into an embrace.

Okay, this is nice.

She pulled away from me and gazed down into
my eyes, all hints of her earlier aggravation gone.

“However, someone needs to be just a little
less defensive,” she said. “I’m looking out for your best
interests; particularly your safety.”

Okay, maybe not so nice, after all.

“And I appreciate that,” I said. “But it’s
not healthy to order me around. It feels dismissive, as if I’m some
kind of subordinate or something.”

Though I felt her arms tighten around me, to
her credit it seemed as if she was considering what I’d just
said.

“Why do I end up feeling like the bad guy at
times like this?” she asked.

“Listen, you’re not the bad guy,” I said. “I
love you and I’m grateful for what you’ve done for me, including
protecting me.”

She frowned. “Where did this independent,
self-sufficient streak come from all of the sudden?”

I shrugged.

“I dunno,” I said. “Maybe I’m actually
starting to feel a little less helpless for the first time in my
life.”

Slovenia changed a number of things for me,
including my self-image.

Her eyebrows arched. “Oh, really?”

“Yeah, I think so,” I said. “I realize I’m
stronger than I thought I was. I’m not helpless anymore. You taught
me how to defend myself, and helped me realize that, despite my
past, maybe I’m not destined to be a victim.”

She kissed me on the tip of the nose. “I
won’t let you be a victim.”

“I know,” I said. “Only now it’s time for me
to show you that you don’t have to fight all my battles for me
anymore.”

“Caleb, I---”

“No,” I said. “You have to let me prove it to
you. If I finally believe in myself then why can’t you?”

She sighed, shaking her head.

“I do believe in you,” she said. “But I worry
your self-confidence will overreach your good judgment, and I can’t
stand by and let that happen.”

“Every bird falters when they first learn to
fly,” I said.

“Birds with concussions risk more than
faltering,” she said.

“Fair enough,” I said.

She kissed me on the lips this time.

“But I’ll consider being more lenient with
you, moving forward,” she said.

I resisted the strong inclination to roll my
eyes.

“Gee, thanks,” I said dryly.

“Be nice,” she cautioned with a frown.

I bit my tongue and forced a conciliatory
smile.

Geez, alpha vampires sometimes…

 


* * *

 


In the week following the parking garage
event, the only mention on the local news was about the car
accident that was brought upon by a ‘man brandishing a rifle’ who
scared the drivers, thereby leading to a collision of vehicles.

Fortunately, there were only minor injuries
reported. The news indicated that the local police were still
investigating, though something told me that, given Kat’s thorough
nature, they wouldn’t find either of the gunmen’s bodies.

A shiver coursed through my body as I
realized how close we’d come to being shot. For that reason alone,
I pleasantly endured Kat’s more protective nature since the
event.

That’s not to say I’d become a shut-in again
as I had when Chimalma had pursued us. Instead, I merely had to
accept that if I left the estate, Kat was coming with me.

While bearable, it was still like having a
clingy girlfriend with fangs. I quickly gained an appreciation for
shopping, if only to spend time away from the estate.

Admittedly, the new athletic shoes I
purchased were working out nicely.

However, even the most patient person could
only endure so much for so long, and I had no intentions of letting
recent events rule my life.

I refuse to be ruled by either fear or
fate.

An idea struck, and I immediately went into
research mode.

Later, I peered into Kat’s office at the back
wing of the estate’s first floor and found her rapidly typing on
her notebook keyboard, which sounded like a small indoor
hailstorm.

“Let me guess, you’ve hit upon the next great
American novel,” I said, casually leaning against the door
jamb.

She paused and looked up with a curious
expression.

“Got a minute?” I asked.

Her brow arched suspiciously.

“I was thinking about our parking garage
event. I researched the topic of concealed carry firearms permits
in the state of Georgia, and I---”

“No,” she said flatly and returned to
typing.

“Why the hell not?”

“You haven’t mastered knife combat yet.”

“I’m pretty good as it is. And just what do
knives have to do with it?” I asked. “Come on, a gun is easy to use
and doesn’t require a lot of training. Instant protection.”

She stopped typing and looked up at me. “Yes,
and that’s the problem. They’re too easy; so easy that they give
you a false sense of security. And if someone takes one from you,
they can be used against you.”

“But then, so can a knife,” I said, feeling
quite satisfied with myself for thinking fast.

“If someone takes a knife from you, there’s
still a good chance you can defend yourself. You might even be able
to evade your attacker. Not so true with a firearm.”

After pausing a few seconds to gloat, her
gaze shifted smoothly back to her notebook screen.

Her logic was sound enough, though I hated to
concede defeat.

“I don’t actually need your
permission, you know,” I said. “I’m an adult, after all.”

She looked up with a cool, commanding
expression.

“Surely, that’s very adult of you to
say,” she said, her voice thick with sarcasm. “And the answer is
still no. Not yet, anyway. Keep practicing your knife techniques.
Once you’ve mastered them to my satisfaction we’ll talk about
guns.”

Her focus returned to her notebook and she
resumed typing.

She’s treating me like a damned child!

I was exasperated and a string of expletives
flared my mind, ready for launch. However, I took a deep,
deliberate breath and then slowly exhaled.

She paused from her typing and stared at the
screen before her. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“Nope,” I said.

“Tell me something. What happened to that
agreeable mate of mine that used to be so much more…compliant?”

“He disappeared somewhere in Slovenia,” I
said.

She slowly looked up to stare at me with a
probing expression.

I met her gaze and then calmly turned and
stalked away.

 


* * *

 


A small cloud with a silver lining arrived
later that week via a phone call from none other than Alton
Rutherford, Kat’s vampire mentor and our mutual good friend in
London. Of the vampire powerbrokers in the world, he was not only
leading the list, he was the poster child for it.

Following his investigation that was based
upon information provided by Kat, including DNA-related evidence,
the nature of which I had no interest in delving into, a number of
significant developments had taken place.

First, both of our prospective assassins were
identified, as well as the identity of who hired one of them. A
vampire named Wasim Samara, a former associate of Baldar Dubravko,
was identified as the one responsible for hiring the assassins.

Second, and much to my surprise, Alton
personally headed up the detail that tracked down Samara. After
all, he had an entire cadre of vampires to rely on to do those
sorts of things.

Still, it merely reinforced the degree of
affection and concern that he held for Kat, including perhaps for
me.

Upon confronting Samara firsthand, Alton said
that their interactions went poorly…fatally so for Samara, that is.
As with Dubravko, I had a hard time conjuring any degree of
sympathy for the vampire’s demise.

He did order people to kill Kat and me, after
all.

In the end, Alton assured us that word of the
confrontation and its ultimate resolution was being actively
publicized in the vampire world, which Alton estimated would result
in a reduction in the number of threats to Katrina and me.

Well, in the near future, at least.

I, for one, found it quite reassuring, though
Kat was decidedly less reassured.

Still, I admired how she wrestled with her
misgivings and gave me her blessing to once more come and go as I
pleased.

Never mind that it felt humiliating to need
her blessing in the first place.

I celebrated by enjoying a daylong fishing
trip at Mill Creek Lake just north of town.

It felt as if a degree of normality had
finally been restored for the first time in months.

When I called Paige lakeside to brag about
the development, she merely chuckled.

“Better revel in your newfound freedom while
you can, tiger.”

I didn’t like the way that sounded.

 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 Chapter 3:
Caleb

 


 


During the final days of June, I felt the
pull of my college office calling to me. It was still so hard for
me to believe that, having only started my burgeoning career as a
history professor the previous fall, I was already being let go due
to budget cuts, effective the first of July.

Crap.

It made little sense that overly-conservative
state legislatures would cut funding to colleges during poor
economic conditions, since that’s where people flocked to for vital
job training and education that might get them back into the job
market.

One conservative legislator said on the news,
“People just need to pick themselves up by their bootstraps.”

Yeah, but what were they supposed to do if
those same people didn’t even own a pair of boots?

Politics aside, at least Katrina had been
very sympathetic and supportive since I told her the news of my
layoff while in Slovenia. While I appreciated that, it did little
to curtail the anger and resentment that I felt over the
development.

Crap happens, right?

It still grated on my nerves. Badly.

“I’m going to the college,” I said to Kat in
passing, as she reclined on the couch reading a book.

At first, she looked up with a concerned
expression, but then her features softened.

“I understand,” she said. “Be careful, my
love.”

Careful? I’m going to the college, not a
bar.

I’ve had a horrible track record with
bars.

“Will do,” I said.

The drive to the college was laced with
feelings of longing, as if I were savoring the acts of a routine
that was counting down to dissolution.

In truth, that was probably a good
analogy.

When I arrived, my good friend and colleague,
Dr. Tanisha Browning, was in her office sorting through a large
stack of old exams and essays left over from previous
semesters.

Professors are packrats, really.

I chatted for a time with her, recounting a
much safer and mundane version of my trip with Kat to Slovenia.

Oh, yes, peaceful days of scenic
sightseeing, quaint Slovenian shopping, sleeping late, and romantic
quality time with Kat.

There was no mention of vampires, terrorist
plots, corrupt government officials that beat me within an inch of
my life, or killing a human and a vampire using a briefcase full of
explosives.

And, of course, no mention of my newfound and
lingering concussion.

Essentially, no mention of any part of the
reality that constituted the past few weeks of my life.

My life is nothing more than an endless
litany of secrets…and lies.

I suppressed a heavy sigh.

Then the topic turned to my impending
departure, including the need to clean out my office. Tanisha said
she was shocked over the decision, and lamented that I had been
selected rather than some other faculty members she knew who didn’t
put as much passion or effort into their teaching.

Too bad she hadn’t been the person passing
out the pink slips.

“Are you going to start packing up your
office today?” she asked.

I had intended to, but by the end of our
conversation I’d lost my resolve. Besides, the division dean, Paul
Wright, had given me the remainder of the summer to remove my
things and turn in my key.

It wasn’t as if they were hiring a
replacement for me.

Downsizing really sucks.

“Paul said I have until mid-August,” I said
with a shrug.

She rose from her chair and gave me a warm
hug, which I gratefully accepted.

Among other great qualities, Tanisha was a
really good hugger.

“Well, don’t rush things if you’re not
ready,” she said.

She knew me better than I thought.

We chatted for a short time longer before I
said goodbye. Afterward, I locked up my soon-to-be-former office
and headed for the parking lot.

The late June Atlanta sun and humidity made
for a hot, sultry drive home. Halfway to Mableton on the I-20, my
car’s engine suddenly sputtered and bucked. A glance at my
dashboard indicated a sudden drop in oil pressure, followed by a
heavy clunking noise coming from the engine.

Veering into the right-hand lane, I coasted
off the highway and onto the shoulder, and promptly turned off the
ignition. Though not a mechanic, it didn’t take long to determine
that I had sustained an engine problem that went well beyond some
new plugs or a gasket.

To be honest, it was a relatively old Honda
Civic, and I feared the worst.

Following a call to Kat for the number to our
insurance towing service, and a wait of less than an hour, a
wrecker finally arrived to tow my ailing car to a nearby auto shop.
Fortunately, they were able roll my car onto the rack within an
hour.

I patiently waited as a mechanic named Jeff
evaluated my vehicle, during which time I walked next door to a
burger joint to eat a late lunch.

Great. First no job and now car trouble.

Soon after returning to the shop, Jeff
briefed me on the damage.

He said the engine had sustained a major
cylinder failure; two of them had simultaneously seized. It would
require at a minimum a complete overhaul, or better yet, a complete
engine replacement.

Hell, the twelve-year-old engine already had
well over a hundred and twenty thousand miles on it.

As fate would have it, the estimated cost of
engine overhaul was more than I had left in my savings account. The
wiser choice was to purchase another vehicle.

In my case, that meant used rather than
new.

Okay, no job and now I’m planning to take on
a car payment?

I wondered if Alton would be willing to
electronically transfer some money to me from the vampire-donated
funds that I had received at the conference.

My reverie was interrupted by a phone call
from Kat, who called for a quick status report.

“I’m so sorry, my love. But don’t worry, this
isn’t insurmountable,” she reassured me in a kind, supportive
voice.

Said the wealthy vampire to the
cash-strapped human.

“It’s still daylight, so I’ll send a cab to
pick you up, and we can talk more about it here at home.”

I thanked her, and asked Jeff to park my car
in their temporary holding area behind the shop until I called him
back with a decision. Then, I nearly emptied my wallet to pay him a
relatively generous cash bonus for his trouble; which was the least
that I could do for his courtesy and quick assessment.

I ventured that I’d have just enough cash
left for the cab ride home.

I texted Paige with the latest news while
waiting for my ride to arrive.

Sorry about your POC car, she
texted.

I replied, POC?

Piece of crap! she texted.

Hater. U suck.

Then she sent, I do. Fang U very much, Mr.
Yummy.

That was quickly followed by a smiley
face.

I shook my head, knowing full well that she
was correct. The sad truth was that my car really was a piece of
crap. Only it had become a dead piece of crap a bit too soon for my
bank account’s preference.

By the time the cab arrived, I felt
physically and emotionally drained, both from the intense summer
heat and my cascade of negative emotions. More than anything, I
just wanted to go home and pop open a cold beer.

By the time the cab dropped me off at the
gates at the end of our estate’s driveway, I was only too happy to
be back.

However, and rather unfortunately, I had also
developed a splitting headache. My lingering concussion was acting
up again.

Well, so much for a cold beer.

Undoubtedly, the equation was simple: a
concussion plus a pounding headache plus prescription pain
relievers equaled no beer for me.

As soon as I walked through the front door,
Kat was waiting in the shadows of the front living area, well
beyond the late afternoon sunlight that poured in past me. She must
have sensed my condition, because as soon as I shut the front door,
I felt a rush of air and she enfolded me in her arms, hugging me
against her.

“I’m glad you’re back,” she said.

She disengaged from our hug and pulled away
from me to stare into my eyes.

“Are you in pain?” she asked.

“Headache,” I muttered.

She retrieved some pain relievers that had
been prescribed for me by Ethan. I kicked off my shoes and
meandered into the living room at the back of the house, where I
lay on the couch.

What a totally crap-tastic day.

Kat dropped to her knees on the carpeted
floor beside me and soothingly ran her fingertips across my
forehead and through my hair.

Needless to say, that felt amazing.

Sometime later, the meds finally took effect
and I drifted off to sleep.

 


 


* * * * * * *

 


 


 Chapter 4:
Caleb

 


 


I jolted awake to the sound of my cell phone
ringing. I fumbled around for it on the end table and glanced at
the display. I tried to gather my wits about me as I wondered why
Katrina was calling.

Hadn’t she just been next to me on the couch
mere minutes ago?

“Kat? Where are you?” I asked.

“Sorry to wake you,” she said. “But could you
please come help me with something in the garage, my love?”

“Uh, okay,” I said, glancing at my watch.

It was evening already.

I’ve been asleep for nearly five hours.

Fortunately, my headache had subsided and I
felt decidedly better.

I walked into the dark garage, the only light
coming from the dull illumination emanating from the security
lights outside.

“Kat?”

I noticed a sport utility vehicle parked just
outside the garage in the driveway.

I slapped at the nearest light switch on the
wall.

The garage lights snapped on, casting a glow
across the shiny new midnight blue surface of a Chevrolet SUV. It
was rugged looking, and yet had smooth edges, giving it a sleek
appearance.

“Happy early birthday, my love.”

Katrina stood outside the vehicle with her
arms neatly folded before her, intently observing me.

“No, way. You—you can’t—” I stammered.

She frowned at me.

“Don’t you like it? You need a new vehicle,
after all.”

“Like it? It’s amazing,” I said. “But that’s
not the point.”

It was probably the best gift that anyone had
ever tried to give me.

It just seemed like too much; way over the
top, in fact.

Besides, now that I’m jobless, the insurance
premiums are going to be a killer.

I sighed with resignation and threw up my
hands.

How could I make her understand?

“Look, I’m sorry, Kat. It’s such a wonderful
gift. This SUV’s like something out of a dream. It’s just that I
can’t accept it. Heck, I probably can’t even afford the insurance
on it.”

Her look of concern transformed into
amusement as she regarded me. “Caleb, my love,” she began in a
soft, patient voice. “It makes me happy to do this. And I don’t
expect anything from you, except to see you happy. And the SUV has
been added to my Audi’s policy, so don’t worry about the
insurance.”

“But---”

“No,” she interrupted me. “Just say ‘thank
you,’ you maddeningly prideful man.”

I sighed, appreciating my shiny new gift.

I should have the grace to be appreciative,
I suppose. She means well, after all.

“You know, a lesser woman might feel greatly
insulted right now,” she said quietly.

I looked up at her with surprise. I certainly
wasn’t trying to be rude. “Oh, please, you’re hardly a lesser
woman, by anyone’s measure.”

Face it, other women pale by comparison.

“Perhaps,” she said. “Just the same…”

“Kat, I’m not trying to insult you, of all
people,” I said. “This is all on me; I’m broken inside or
something. I don’t know…I don’t fully understand it. I just don’t
feel deserving of such a wonderful gift.”

She regarded me with a sad expression.
“Caleb, my love,” she said, holding her arms open. “Come here.”

I slowly approached her, walking into her
open arms and letting her enfold me in them. She rested her chin
atop my head.

“You dear, sweet man,” she whispered. “You
deserve this and so much more. If only I could make you understand
that.

“You were made to feel so worthless and
undeserving during your childhood by a drunken reprobate of a
father,” she said. “If it hadn’t stopped when you were eight, I
don’t know where you’d be now.”

Eight…when you killed that son-of-a-bitch
father of mine. How can I ever repay her for that?

“Yeah,” I said. “But some of the damage was
done by then; you merely kept it from worsening. I’m still a pretty
screwed up guy, Kat.”

“Don’t say that, my love,” she said, holding
me tightly in her arms. “Don’t berate and belittle yourself like
that. Listen to me, if there’s one thing I’ve learned during over
five hundred years on this Earth, it’s that we’re all a little
screwed up inside. It’s really only a matter of degree.”

I hugged her close; forever grateful for
everything she’d done for me in my life, especially those things
that I wasn’t even aware of until just recently when my memories
were freed.

Despite what she said, I realize I’m still
damaged; that much is true.

I gave her a final big squeeze in my arms,
determined not to ruin the happiness of this moment any
further.

“Thank you for my birthday gift, Kat,” I
said. “You’re unbelievably kind and generous. In fact, you’re the
best. And I love you so much for that and more.”

“You’re absolutely welcome. And I love you,
too,” she said.

She pulled from our embrace slightly and
craned her neck to affectionately kiss my lips.

I cherished her kisses, so sweet, and yet,
practically charged with emotional electricity.

She disengaged from our mutual embrace and
held my hand. “So, you won’t mind driving this around town
then?”

“As if,” I said.

Driving an impressive piece of automotive
machinery like that was going to be a dream. And it was definitely
the vehicle of choice for when we went camping.

Camping in style!

“Oh, it’s definitely over-the-top amazing,” I
said. “I better call Jeff at the shop and arrange to dispose of my
old car.”

“Oh that,” she said. “Well, one of the
documents you previously signed for me was a durable power of
attorney, you see. So, I already signed the title over to a salvage
yard on your behalf this evening while you were sleeping.”

In a simple stroke of a pen, my old car had
been relegated to a mere junk heap in its damaged state. I’d spent
a lot of years driving it. In fact, I’d driven it from Ohio to
Atlanta when I moved away from home to go to college.

My car is as broken as I probably am inside.
Although, hopefully in my case, Kat will keep me.

Then something else she had said finally
registered in my mind. “Power of attorney?”

“Mm-hm. Naturally, I’m able to help you with
your personal affairs much easier that way,” she said.

“When exactly did I sign that?” I asked.

Why was her revelation news to me?

She frowned. “Don’t you remember? It was one
of the papers that you signed along with the request to add you to
my credit cards before our trip to Slovenia.”

“Huh.”

I’ll be damned.

“You know, you really should read paperwork
more closely before you sign it,” she said dryly.

My mouth gaped open.

“Wait a minute. With durable power of
attorney, you practically own me!”

Her eyes narrowed. “Nonsense. Your best
interests are imperative to me, my love. You shouldn’t question
that.”

I scoffed. “You’ve got to be the boldest,
most unbelievably alpha-controlling vampire I’ve ever known.”

She drew her body up to full height and
towered over me somewhat menacingly, adopting a predatory
expression as she gazed into my eyes.

She’s ferocious.

She stepped toward me, her green eyes blazing
with a feral glow, emanating her vampire nature in veritable,
powerful waves.

Momentarily caught off guard, I stepped
backward until my back pressed against the SUV’s cool exterior.

Undeterred by my reaction, she slowly bent
her head down to firmly kiss me on the lips.

“Face it. You love me like this,” she
whispered.

My arms encircled her slim waist and I smiled
into her kiss.

True.

I pulled her against me and initiated a
series of lengthy, passionate kisses.

God, she’s a great kisser.

I could’ve stood there all night, in
fact.

“So, how about taking me out for a spin in
your new SUV?” she suggested.

I chuckled, and she sped around to the
passenger side as I eagerly climbed into the driver’s seat, which
felt like it had been made just for me.

“This is so awesome,” I said as I started the
engine.

My fingers played across the dash to tweak
the stereo and air conditioning controls like a pilot prepping an
aircraft for flight.

“You can upload the music from your iPod into
the entertainment console, as well,” she said.

Oh, yes, gotta’ have my driving tunes.

As we pulled out of the driveway, she reached
out and lightly caressed the back of my
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