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Avenging Avery

Three hundred years ago, a vengeful vampire turned
Isa Meyer into the undead, and Isa has been planning her revenge
every day since. That same vampire destroyed the love of Deputy
Sheriff Jeni Denton’s life, and she vows to annihilate every
vampire she can.

Amid a rash of local disappearances, Isa’s and Jeni’s
paths cross, and a common enemy forces them into an unlikely
partnership. If their growing feelings for each other have any
chance to survive, they must do the one thing they both fear the
most: trust. Will that be enough to defeat a vampire set on
destruction? Or will it take love to conquer all?
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Vampires killing humans. Vampires killing vampires. Good vampires.
Evil vampires. Internet-savvy vampires. Lovers turning enemies.
Nurturing revenge for a century. Kindness. Cruelty. Love. Action.
Fights. Insta-love. This one has everything for a true
drama.”—reviewer@large

 


Cause of Death

“I really liked these characters, all of them, and
wouldn’t say no to a sequel, or more.”—Jude in the Stars

“CSI meets Ghost Whisperer. …The
pace was brilliantly done, the suspense was just enough, and I’m
not ashamed to admit that I had no idea who the serial killer was
until almost the end.”—Words and Worlds

“Cause of Death by Sheri Lewis Wohl is one
creepy and well-written murder mystery. It is one of the best
psychological thrillers I’ve read in a while.”—Rainbow
Reflections

“[A] light paranormal romance with a psycho-killer
and some great dogs.”—C-Spot Reviews

“There’s a ton of stuff in here that I enjoy very
much, such as the light paranormal aspect of the book, and the
relationship between our two leads is very nice if a bit of a slow
burn. The case was engaging enough that I didn’t really set this
title down once I started it.”—Colleen Corgel, Librarian, Queens
Public Library

“Totally disturbing, and very, very awesome. …The
characters were amazing. The supernatural tint was never overdone,
and even the stuff from the killers point of view, while
disturbing, was awesomely done as well. It was a great book and a
fun (and intense) read.”—Danielle Kimerer, Librarian (Nevins
Memorial Library, Massachusetts)

“This thriller has spooky undertones that make it an
intense page turner. You won’t be able to put this book
down.”—Istoria Lit
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turning pages quickly. …The book is well written and the characters
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Library (UK)
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“A very unusual blend of lesbian romance and horror.
…[W]oven throughout this modern romance is a neatly plotted horror
story from the past, which bleeds ever increasingly into the
present of the two main characters. Lorna and Renee are well
matched, and face ever-increasing danger from spirits from the
past. An unusual story that gets tenser and more interesting as it
progresses.”—Pippa Wischer, Manager at Berkelouw Books,
Armadale
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“[T]he characters are so dynamic and well-written
that this becomes more than just another vampire story. It’s
probably impossible to read this book and not come across a
character who reminds you of someone you actually know. Wohl takes
something as fictional as vampires and makes them feel real. Highly
recommended.”—GLBT Reviews: The ALA’s GLBT Round Table


Avenging Avery

© 2020 By Sheri Lewis Wohl. All Rights Reserved.

 


ISBN 13: 978-1-63555-623-0

 


This Electronic Original Is Published By

Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

P.O. Box 249

Valley Falls, NY 12185

 


First Edition: November 2020

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely
coincidental.

 


This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in
any form without permission.

 


Credits

Editor: Shelley Thrasher

Production Design: Susan Ramundo

Cover Design By Tammy Seidick

eBook Design By Toni Whitaker

 



By the Author

Crimson Vengeance

Burgundy Betrayal

Scarlet Revenge

Vermilion Justice

Twisted Echoes

Twisted Whispers

Twisted Screams

Necromantia

She Wolf

Walking Through Shadows

Drawing Down the Mist

The Talebearer

Cause of Death

Avenging Avery


Dedication

To all the librarians. Without your patience and
guidance, I might not have grown from the inquisitive young girl
reading every book I could get my hands on into the writer crafting
stories of the strange and unusual that allow my imagination to
soar. I thank you all.

 


 



That the wicked is reserved

to the day of destruction?

they shall be brought forth

to the day of wrath.

 


Job 21:30

The Holy Bible

King James Version


Prologue

Poland

November 10, 1779

 


She stood in the shadows, far behind the others, and
pressed her lips together to keep from screaming. Her hood draped
over her head, the darkness obscuring her features and the tears
that slid down her cheeks. She had not asked for this life, nor had
she rejected its offer when it came. The weight of her reality made
it hard to keep her shoulders straight.

He took her hand, not noticing her hesitation
because his eyes were intent on the activities in the center of the
great hall. As her gaze fell upon his face, she could see how it
enthralled him, while it twisted her stomach. “Is it not
wonderful?” he asked.

“Is it?” Her words were barely audible. With her
free hand she wiped away the tears, not wanting him or anyone else
to see them. She could not show fear or any emotion. Though her
time here thus far had been short, she had seen enough to know what
happened to those who displayed anything other than delight.

“It is.” His tone held awe and wonder. “All your
earthly ties have been severed. This, my darling, is freedom like
you have never known.” He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed
it. She tried not to yank it away.

Truth flowed through her even though she willed
herself to stay silent. How she wanted to scream in protest as loud
as she could but dared not. Not on this night. “I never asked for
freedom.” Her vow to keep her silence impossible.

He kissed her hand again. “You did not need to. They
know your deepest desires. They know what each of us needs, and
that, my love, is why we stand here tonight. Only the worthy are
invited to the inner halls, and you have earned the right to be
here. You are precious, and that is why I had to bring you into the
family. They love you as much as I.”

“This is not a family.” That one truth she would not
hold close. It must be spoken.

His laughter floated softly on the night air as he
leaned close, his breath hot on her ear. “Oh, my darling, it is the
finest family, and you will never again want for anything. Here you
will find your new place in the world order, and here you and I
will be together for eternity.”

Energy pulsed throughout the great room with its
tall walls covered in fine tapestries, the marble floors a beauty
rarely seen, a massive fire snapping and crackling in the fireplace
so large it could hold several bodies. The first time she’d stepped
inside this room she had been like a small child seeing something
glorious for the first time. Her excitement at the invitation
issued had made her heart beat faster than she could ever remember.
It had presented the kind of adventure she had longed for her whole
life and never believed would happen for her. She had not seen it
then for what it was: a chamber of death masked in a façade of
beauty.

On that night, she had kneeled before the one known
as Eve and accepted the offer made to her. By taking her vow of
obedience and loyalty, she had become one of the elite in the
Redcap Society. Though she believed herself to be a learned woman,
in that moment, she had not fully understood the irrevocable
decision she had just made. For five oblivious days she embraced
happiness and the excitement of a new life. Never had she felt so
strong and vibrant, so free of the constraints of the life and time
she had been born into. Every one of those five days, she believed
the choice to embrace darkness a perfect escape from the life
otherwise open to her.

Until tonight. Now she stood powerless against the
legions of a society into which she had willingly accepted
membership. This atrocity unfolding before her eyes happened, she
understood, to test those vows she repeated while kneeling at Eve’s
gold-embellished slippers. Like taking the oath of marriage, she
had agreed to love, honor, and cherish the elders of the Redcap
Society for all eternity. In the moments when those words crossed
her lips, she had not understood the depths to which her vows would
be called into practice. She did now.

He squeezed her hand. “It is done. You are free from
all earthly bounds. One of the chosen ones, now and forever.
Welcome home, my darling.” He kissed the top of her head without
pushing back her hood, and instead of the joy he surely expected
her to experience, coldness enveloped her at his touch.

The smell of blood wafted through the air, both
horrifying and enthralling. She hated the latter. The reality of
the existence she had unwittingly embraced made it a necessity.
Without it, she would die. Even so, and despite the enticing scent,
she cringed inwardly at the thought of even a drop of it crossing
her lips.

Cheers erupted as the ceremony concluded, and the
frenzy that commenced made her want to retch. She did not move even
as he released her hand and joined the vibrating mass. While they
fed upon the three bodies sprawled in the center of the stone floor
with the intricate design that, just yesterday, she had considered
beautiful, she stood in silence and watched. Only now did she
understand where the slight shades of color in the stone had come
from, stains that could never fully be cleansed.

When the bodies of her father, mother, and brother,
drained of blood, were tossed one by one into the blazing fire, she
didn’t turn away. She didn’t turn away when the others left the
room laughing and singing, urging her to join their
celebration.

After the remains of her family were reduced to ash,
she stood alone in the great room, where the air smelled of burning
hair and charred flesh, and where the smeared blood added to the
stains on the floor. Her gaze stayed on the fire until the embers
died away, and only then, did she turn away. When she at last
walked from the room, she silently made another vow.


Chapter One

Present Day

 


Jeni Denton slipped on her jacket and pulled at the
hem like doing so would magically give it a perfect fit. The most
important goal in slipping it on had already been achieved as it
covered the shoulder holster and the Glock 19 she slid into it.
Both the jacket and the holster felt loose, not that she should be
shocked, and that’s what made her keep tugging. How much weight had
she lost in the last year? Grief could do that to a person. She’d
seen it happen to others, and her only surprise was that it took so
long to hit her.

She walked around the little house this morning and
couldn’t help thinking how much Avery would have liked the place.
If she’d told Jeni once, she’d told her twenty times, how she
wanted to move away from the city and come to someplace with the
same vibe as Clayton. A tiny community halfway between Suncrest and
Chewelah, it became her new home when she signed on as a deputy
sheriff in the Stevens County Sheriff’s Department. The sheriff’s
department was in desperate need of experienced deputies, and her
drive to get out of the city brought her here. A little too little,
a little too late for Avery, but in a way, this move made her feel
closer to her departed wife. She just wished Avery could be here
too.

To prepare for the move from temperate Portland to
Stevens County, Washington, where the climate ranged from scorching
hot in the summers to piles of snow in the winters, she’d traded in
her BMW sedan for a four-door SUV. That had been a sad day because
she and Avery had purchased that BMW together. Turning over the
keys felt like the last of Avery had been wiped from her life.
After she’d finished crying, the realization that nothing could
ever remove Avery entirely hit her. She’d be in her heart forever.
That’s just the way love worked.

Besides, Jeni had made this move because of Avery,
not to mention a whole world of shit she’d had no idea even existed
before she lost the love of her life. For every action, a choice
existed, or so she’d thought. She didn’t believe that anymore. The
change of job, the move to another state had all happened because
she didn’t have a choice. Not if she wanted to put some distance
between herself and the creatures responsible for Avery’s death
anyway.

For a few seconds, she leaned her head back and
closed her eyes. While she might miss the sporty BMW, this SUV
possessed a pretty nice pep. She enjoyed driving it. Pretty sweet
that it also had a whole lot more room than her old car. Made her
consider the idea of getting a dog. Plenty of room for a canine
companion. Perhaps another day. Right now, time to get into the
groove of her new life. She opened her eyes and pulled out of her
driveway.

Her new office, located in a corner of a
county-owned building just off Highway 395, appeared, on the
surface, to be a huge slide down from where she’d come from. Her
office in Portland had been more than twice the size, with all the
latest and greatest in tech. She’d been well-respected and on the
move up the proverbial ladder. In all probability, she could have
made it all the way to the top. She wasn’t bragging. Facts were
facts, and she excelled at her chosen profession. Just the same,
she’d walked away from it all with no desire to go back.

“Kind of fancy for this place, don’t ya think?”

Jeni shook her head and smiled. She’d liked Trent
Whitmire from the first hello. Big, burly, and sharp, he welcomed
her into the fold the moment they were introduced. Given that she
came from a large, urban police force, she’d fully expected a cold
shoulder from the more established members of the relatively small
sheriff’s office. To her surprise and immense relief, no one seemed
to care that she’d been part of a radically different force that
had been subject to far more people and opportunities. She’d even
trained at Quantico at one point.

That didn’t mean they weren’t curious. Though
everyone she’d met so far had been kind and welcoming, they also
wanted to know why she’d made the move and why she chose the small
force here over a federal job her advanced training could afford
her. A couple of the younger deputies told her they’d considered a
move in the opposite direction of hers. She had a simple standard
answer at the ready, even if it left out the most pressing reason
for her move. The explanation she gave everyone, and the one they
all accepted at face value, was her need for a radical change after
the death of her wife. No need to mention she’d lost her wife a
decade ago or that her knowledge when it came to unexplained deaths
exceeded the traditional training provided to law enforcement.

To come here to a largely rural county that loved
conservative politics and gun rights represented a gamble. She
didn’t know how they’d react to her. Portland embraced its liberal
roots, and she had fit right in. Up until she’d lost Avery, she’d
believed it the perfect place to live. The thought of leaving never
occurred to her. That all changed one rainy night in April. What
should have been a normal spring rainstorm turned into a
life-changing horror.

Though she leaned liberal, she hadn’t hesitated to
move here. When it came to making a complete change, this place
offered it all. And when she’d mentioned her wife, only a couple
had done a double take. If they took issue with her marital status,
they hid it well. After the initial flinch, they all moved forward
and welcomed her into the fold. She appreciated their acceptance
because she had a heavy job in front of her, and she wasn’t talking
about her job as deputy sheriff. At least here peace and quiet were
more common, which would help her a great deal in the days
ahead.

She shrugged. “Until my uniforms come in, you’re
stuck with this outfit, and besides, I make it look good.” She
spread her arms wide. The movement pulled open her jacket,
revealing the gun and holster beneath.

He pursed his lips and then said, “I like that
setup. Routine PPD equipment?”

Portland Police Department standard issue? She shook
her head. “No. It’s all mine. Just like the way it fits.”

“Yeah. Nice look too. Couldn’t tell you had it on
under that jacket when you walked in.” He paused for a second as
his eyes narrowed. “Dude, you’re gonna stand out around here. That
isn’t exactly what we call plainclothes in this part of the world.
We like ours a little more on the ordinary side.”

“Come on. I don’t believe it.” A jacket over a
light-blue shirt and khaki pants didn’t exactly equate to dressing
up. While she’d seen plenty of pickup trucks and ball caps, her
opinion thus far came in as rural but not hillbilly. Many of the
folks she’d met since coming here a couple weeks ago had been
positive in most ways. She arrived with no illusions everyone would
be welcoming, though that could be said about any place. She’d take
what she could get and so far, so good.

“Let’s just say we do casual in this county really
well. A lot of the urban types down in the south county dress up
because it’s so close to Spokane. Most of those folks work in the
city. The rest of the county is far more laid-back. Not much khaki,
if you get my drift. A nice pair of Carhartts—now that’s a
different story.”

With some luck her uniforms would show up today or
tomorrow. Her goal wasn’t to stand out. Rather, she wanted to blend
in and didn’t own a single pair of Carhartts. At least it would
play to her advantage that one other deputy sheriff was a woman. It
helped to not be the only one out in the field, an anomaly that
made people stop and stare. Then again, she came on board as the
only female detective. They’d hired her because they were in
desperate need of help and because she came with a ton of
experience that made her ready to hit the ground running, as the
old saying went. It would take years for someone to obtain the kind
of training and on-the-job skills she brought with her.

“I can do laid-back, and this, for the record, is
not dressed up.” It sounded weak even to her.

Trent laughed and then stood. “Yup. I believe you
can, but my fine new partner, trust me when I say you’re going to
have to dress it down even more to hit casual around here. Now come
on. We gotta roll. We got a body up in Hunters.”

“Hunters?”

He nodded toward the door. “It won’t take you long
to get the navigation down. Loon Lake, Clayton, Suncrest, Williams
Valley—they’ll all be old hat in a couple of weeks. But until then,
I’ll drive.”

* * *

Isa awakened when the frenzied chatter coming across
her scanner grew loud and tense. She’d known that sooner or later
this exact message would come across. They would come because,
after all this time, she knew exactly how they worked and what
their patterns were. Predictable.

More than that, she’d drawn them here, or rather
drawn him here. They’d made it easy enough, although the whole
thing had taken far longer than she’d anticipated. Early on she’d
believed those who put this whole thing into motion would have been
turned into dust centuries ago. Now she understood how full of
herself she’d been back when it all began. Kind of like a teenager
who thought herself invincible. Isa had felt the same way.
Powerful, beautiful, and obscenely rich, she’d been in an enviable
position. They had done her wrong and payment was now due. In her
naïveté, she’d believed that would be enough to achieve her
righteous revenge.

Not even close. Her one good move in the early days
had been to stay put and remain silent, even though at times the
struggle became almost too much to bear. She’d managed to stay the
course and used those years to learn. The biggest lesson: many were
older, smarter, and richer. While her family stood in the company
of an elite few as one of the wealthiest in the country, she had
learned of the hidden ones who made her family look like paupers.
The power and influence of her family paled in comparison to those
who’d lived for centuries amassing wealth and knowledge. It didn’t
deter her and instead morphed into a game of wits. Now the chess
match moved closer to the moment when she would declare checkmate.
Many of the old ones had already fallen, though not by her hand.
That was fine. She didn’t care how they ended their days on earth,
only that they did. To hold the last and most important one
responsible represented her endgame. She’d prepared for this last
confrontation for a full decade, and she was ready. She smiled and
lay back down. The morning was young and they would be working the
scene for hours. Her time would come later.

Hours later, Isa looked out the window, her fingers
interlaced and resting on her midsection. The morning sun was
buttery and hours away until it would set. Strong enough to move in
daylight, she preferred not to. Night had been her companion for so
long, she found comfort in the long shadows and cool air. Darkness
was always the best time to do her work. Patience didn’t hurt
either. To see this end before the sun rose again would be nice.
Wishful thinking, for it would take far longer. Nothing with him
was ever quick or easy, and while she’d been able to draw him here,
no doubt he would come with a force behind him. Unfortunate for
those who had thrown in with him because they would go down at his
side. Fealty had its price.

She turned away from the window and dressed, as she
always did, in full black. Her kinship with the darkness went
beyond the physical. It had become emotional as well, and the
choice of clothing gave her even more commonality with the
environment. She became the shadow they feared, as well they
should. At her defection, the elders had laughed, believing her to
be nothing more than a minor annoyance they would soon destroy. She
hadn’t been the first to rebel, and they knew she wouldn’t be the
last. Their plan had been simple: stop her, just as they stopped
every other rogue vampire, inside and outside of the Redcap
Society. Turn her to dust and share a toast as the wind picked up
and scattered her remains.

“So how did that go for you?” she whispered to no
one. Karma sure could be a bitch. All but one who’d sat at the
table and discussed her demise had instead been turned to the dust
they’d envisioned for her.

Soon it would be finished, at least for her. She
supposed in her quest for justice, she had made enemies of those
who had become true believers of the elders who’d sat around the
table like gods. They were the followers, who as the humans liked
to say, drank the Kool-Aid. The ones who would try to do to her
what had happened to the old ones. They didn’t realize that, unlike
the elders, she had no real investment in her ultimate survival.
Upon the completion of her quest, she would no longer care if she
carried on.

She had friends—those who knew and understood who
she’d been and the critical importance of the journey she’d
embarked upon. They were few, though mighty in both power and
conviction: a necessity both for her safety and theirs. Too many
she cared about died because of her, and she didn’t wish to be
responsible for the loss of even one more. She walked a solitary
path, and it could be no different.

She ignored her longing for the touch of another.
After her family had been taken from her, she never dared to love
again for fear the floors would again run red. Her soul couldn’t
take the weight of that responsibility. Instead, she’d found peace
in solitude broken only by occasional, and brief, companionship.
When the end came for her, a very few would mourn only briefly, and
that gave her a strange sort of peace. She held onto those thoughts
as she paced the house. She waited until finally the sun gave up
its hold on the day. Only then did she step outside to begin her
work.

Here in a geographically large county that was small
in terms of services, she waited for the darkness that would
provide cover for her first stop. Government offices in this place
didn’t function 24/7, as they did in many of the larger
metropolitan areas. The medical examiner’s office routinely vacated
shortly after five, so by the time she got inside a little after
seven, no one remained. Upon her relocation here, she did her
homework and knew the location and angle of each surveillance
camera. While a camera might capture her movement, her speed would
cause her image to blur, and they would never be able to make out
her face. Again, as the humans liked to say, this wasn’t her first
rodeo. That thought made her smile. In this county, it seemed most
appropriate. She saw horses, cows, and livestock everywhere. She’d
put money on rodeos being a popular attraction.

Inside, she found what she came for rather quickly.
The woman’s toe tag identified her as Rose Paxton, age 28,
and, from the condition of her body, not yet subjected to an
autopsy. Isa didn’t require an autopsy to observe what she needed
to see because the once-lovely face sent a clear message. They were
going for the young ones, and that told her a couple of things.
They were targeting recruits, and they hadn’t selected her for a
meal, although something had gone wrong or she wouldn’t be here
now.

Isa smoothed back the fine, dark hair from her cold
forehead. Her age and good looks had been to her detriment. A
deciding factor in bringing any potential candidate into the blood
always came down to youth, beauty, and one other important trait:
wealth. If Isa did a little more research, she would put odds on
discovering that Rose came from a well-to-do family. The Redcaps
had their standards, after all, and she should know. Once upon a
time she’d been just such a recruit: young, beautiful, and her
family’s wealth second only to that of the monarchy.

“I’m so sorry,” she said to the immobile body. No
one knew why it happened, but not everyone could be turned. Though
the Redcaps had spent centuries trying to discover why some were
immune, the secret stayed intact. Unlimited wealth and time could
not unlock the mystery. As she gazed down at the still face, Isa
felt, as she always did in a situation like this, that death a far
better alternative than being brought over. “Rest in peace, pretty
one.”

She could leave, and undoubtedly tomorrow the body
would be here cold and still, just as it was right now. Taking
chances wasn’t a strategy she rolled with. While the folk legends
about vampires were full of fantasy, some parts were based on
truth—like a stake in the heart. From the bag slung over her
shoulder, she pulled out a small stake and, with one powerful
thrust, shoved it into Rose’s. With an equally strong pull, she
brought it back out, wiped it off, and tucked it back into her bag.
In the morning, the medical examiner would make note of the
puncture inflicted post-mortem, and investigators would spend hours
trying to determine how and why. They would never find their
answers.

* * *

George came into the house and threw his coat to a
young woman, whose name he couldn’t recall. Mary? Mina? Matty? He
didn’t care. One in the many who served him over the years, they
were of little significance beyond what they could do for him
during their term of service. A steady parade throughout the ages,
eventually they all began to look alike, and he bored of them
quickly. Just as quickly he got rid of them. A new and eager
convert waited around the corner. Always beautiful, always young.
As a human he didn’t settle, and he certainly did not as an
immortal.

His mood remained jovial as he walked through the
house and toward the deck. Thus far, it had been a good night. In
fact, it had been a good couple of nights. Last night, in
particular. Josef’s judgment in calling him here had been right on
target. His top aide could read a situation better than anyone he’d
met. A useful skill to have in the one he allowed inside his inner
circle. The preparations had all been made for his arrival and
accomplished to his very particular specifications. The house, with
its impressive size and luxury appointments, met with his approval.
More kudos to Josef for always anticipating his wants and needs. He
particularly liked the master suite with the dual-headed shower,
jetted tub, and king-sized bed though the massive windows in the
great room with a spectacular view were a close second. Like the
turrets of the castles he inhabited for centuries, they allowed him
to gaze from on high down upon the plebian masses. Very
fitting.

In this little blip-on-the-map place, he could
actually grasp why she’d relocated here, though most others would
not be able to see it. In many ways it reminded him of home, with
its rolling hills, pastures and fields, and regal mountains in the
distance. No doubt she saw it the same way he did and found the
lure of a little piece of the past too hard to pass up.

At times he missed the past. No individual rights.
No complaints. Just unquestioned obedience. The lesser did what
they were told. Period. Not so in this era. Even the vampire young
were more difficult to control in recent decades. Despite his
undisputed dominance within the Redcap Society, her actions over
the last ten years had effectively weakened it, which allowed for
the discontented to garner more of a voice. Putting out fires had
taken far too much of his time. Resistance pained him but, despite
her best efforts, didn’t diminish the control he’d wrestled from
the elders. Any celebration she might indulge in would be most
premature.

One of the perks of a long life was the ability to
not only study the strategies of those who successfully grabbed
power away from incumbents, but also to meet them. Learning from
them served him well, and today he alone stood at the helm of the
society and ruled without equal. In the beginning, he had been as
grateful as anyone else invited to join the inner circle. At the
hands of the masters, he learned everything about the vampire world
and, in turn, had become a master himself. The only difference
between him and those who’d mentored him was that he had ascended
to a height without equal. His wealth grew to staggering levels,
his influence unparalleled. If not for her, perfection would be
his.

His fury with her went beyond her disruption of his
carefully crafted order and the Redcap Society he molded to his
needs and wants. Her betrayal became impossible to overlook. He had
loved her, trusted her, and she turned on him. No one did that to
him and lived. Yet she’d managed to survive for over a decade,
eluding him and undermining his reputation at every turn. No wonder
an element of his underlings were empowered to question his
authority. If she could do it without being held accountable, then
so could they. He suspected that repercussion had been part of her
plan all along.

He stood on the deck where a sofa and three padded
chairs formed what the humans described as a conversation grouping
and gazed out into the night. Down five steps, moonlight sparkled
on the water of a pool bordered by lounge chairs. Green grass
stretched for several acres, and beyond, thick trees gave the oasis
a natural privacy. Yes, Josef did well when he found this one. A
lovely place to relax and enjoy, well, just being him. He turned
and walked back to the double glass doors, stepping inside.
Relaxation would have to wait for just a little longer.

Soon, he would put an end to her treachery, one way
or the other, and once more restore the unquestioned respect and
obedience her actions had stolen from him. The game of cat and
mouse they’d been playing for a decade would be over. His adventure
last night signaled the beginning of the end. She could be put in
her place, and the Redcap Society, under his rule, would continue
to grow larger and more powerful than it had ever been. All would
bow to him, vampire and human alike. A new world order awaited just
beyond the horizon, and he could see it all in his mind’s eye. The
vision caused him to smile. He needed only one thing to make it
perfect: Isa.


Chapter Two

Jeni couldn’t shake off the day, and she tried. Her
first official workday, no less, and it left her unsettled in a way
she hadn’t experienced for a very long time. Here she thought she’d
relocated to a nice, quiet little county where she’d have plenty of
time to do what she’d come here for without undue stress. So much
of her life over the last decade had been devoted to finding the
one responsible for destroying her world. She’d lived it, breathed
it, and it had almost taken her down. Coming here had been a step
back, a breather, for lack of a better description. Since she’d
lost Avery she’d been on a mission, and that obsession took its
toll on her body and her soul. It didn’t mean she’d given up on
finding the one responsible. On the contrary, it remained on her
mind all the time, and she continued to search. When she found
him—or her—she’d kill without hesitation and look them right in the
eye when she did it. In the meantime, she needed a little rest.
This seemed a perfect place to recharge, even though she’d come
here aware their presence was everywhere, a byproduct of her
education of the last decade.

The old, lovely house she’d found only a few miles
from the satellite station where she’d been assigned, beckoned her
from the moment she put her car in park. The previous owners had
gutted the inside of the early twentieth-century farmhouse and made
it beautiful and twenty-first-century livable. She stood now on the
massive back deck with a cup of coffee in hand and stared out
across the acres of green fields. In the morning, deer raced across
that same field, their movements so graceful they seemed to be
flying. Watching them made her smile each time, and a funny kind of
tranquility would settle over her. The moment she’d moved in here,
the word home played over and over in her mind.

Analyzing her feelings didn’t factor in tonight. Not
that they held any significance anyway. The woman they’d found
murdered this morning did matter. How she’d been murdered mattered
even more. The possibility of it happening anywhere she moved was a
reality she couldn’t escape. Still, it was the last thing she
expected to come across on her first day on the job.

What had happened today changed everything. She’d
believed the idea to come here had been all about letting go and
finally moving on with whatever would pass for a normal life. Now
she believed it had more to do with destiny. She’d been brought
here for a much bigger reason, and a charge of righteous energy
pulsed through her at the dawning truth. She should be upset that
it appeared to be starting all over again. She wasn’t.

Avery would disapprove of what she planned to do
next, and she understood why it would bother her so much. In their
marriage, Avery had always been the calm and forgiving one, the
woman who trusted far too many, far too easily. She’d tried to warn
her against it and had hoped that some of her cop-trained instincts
might rub off at least a little on her wife. For a while, she’d
believed they had and that Avery had become more discerning about
those she let close. In the end, Avery’s trusting ways had never
changed, and they had come at a price no one should have to
pay.

Jeni ran a hand over her face and sighed. Not the
time to go there. She would be beating her head against a brick
wall, and she just couldn’t do that again. She dropped her hands
away from her face, and once more she focused on the serene
landscape that spread out like it had been groomed for a big-budget
movie. It hadn’t been wrong to make this move, though she hadn’t
expected the evidence of a fortuitous decision in the face of a
murdered woman to confront her either. Yet there it was. In her
altered reality, she couldn’t turn a blind eye to it.

Trent had done his work as an officer investigating
a suspicious death, and his professionalism impressed her. Despite
hailing from a rural county, his skills were metropolitan sharp.
Their partnership got off to an encouraging start this morning, and
that came like the bright light to an otherwise gloomy
situation.

Simultaneously she’d done her own investigation. The
difference between her work and Trent’s had nothing to do with
their diverse law-enforcement experience and everything to do with
her personal experience with a world that hid in the shadows. He’d
seen an unfortunate murder victim and set about finding the man or
woman responsible. Although her investigation had also been
predicated on finding the responsible party, she saw something
different because she possessed one truth Trent did not: a vampire
had murdered this woman.

* * *

Isa didn’t care for what she needed to do. Nor would
she hesitate to do it anyway. A long time ago she’d learned not to
let the nature of a task dictate her actions. To do that would open
her up for mistakes and expose her to those who could end her life
in a second. She might not have asked for this life, but it
belonged to her, and she’d made peace with it as best she could.
Nonetheless, she lived it on her own terms. The elders of the
Redcap Society never liked that reality. No, indeed, they had not.
Now they were gone, and he stood alone on the raised dais. The fire
had always been in him, though she hadn’t understood its power in
the beginning. Neither had the elders. They had wanted to make the
rules and, in their quest to be all, missed the warning signs, as
had she. In her defense, she’d been young, foolish, and entitled.
The elders really had no defense beyond their incredible
arrogance.

His rules were now the law of the darkness. She
escaped before he could fully assert his dominance, and that played
in her favor. In this century it reminded her of an often-used
term: micro-manager, which aptly described the leader of the Redcap
Society. Every move, every breath, every action required his stamp
of approval. Her defection would have given him a fatal stroke had
he been human.

Despite his iron grip on the vampire community,
she’d stopped playing the game not long after he’d turned her. Not
that she’d ever allowed George, or any of them, to know she
possessed her own code. Her father had been big on the concept of
honor, which, in her book, never went out of style. She embraced
honor even as she had become a killer, and not grasping that basic
trait about her became a fatal mistake for more than one.

Some might say that describing herself as a killer
represented an oxymoron of sorts. Her personal code mandated that
she didn’t kill the living. No, rather, she dispatched the already
dead to their final destination, the one denied them the first time
they died. She didn’t take human lives. Not anymore.

But enough of remembering. She didn’t care to dwell
on the past, particularly those early times before she found her
strength. Besides, after she finished here, the past would be
behind her once and for all. Peace would be hers, and she would
never need to check behind her again.

Now she stood staring at the spot where the body of
the woman in the morgue had been found. The yellow tape no longer
marked the area, and only trampled grass and broken undergrowth
remained to tell humans a tale of what happened here. Soon even
that would be gone as nature reasserted its command over the damage
inflicted by people. In a couple of hours runners, walkers, or the
curious would trek over the ground, never realizing a life had
faded into darkness here. Her acute senses were a different story.
Even in the moonlight she could easily make out the slightest
depressions in the landscape. The foot patterns of the many who had
walked over this land in hours just past, observing and documenting
something they had no capacity to comprehend, were still visible to
her keen eyes.

More than sight created a full picture for her. The
smell brought another layer of detail and, with it, a great deal of
information not attainable for humans. It washed over her as if a
windstorm blew through, even though in reality the slight breeze
barely disturbed the tall grass. Ripples of sensation ran down her
back as the scent of blood reached her. She closed her eyes and
inhaled deeply, reaching deep
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