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So many components to this series...it is nearly difficult to list them all.

Typical story...average vampire existing in a realm that has kept her rather...’human’.

Her saga began after a crazy Hunter chased her into the arms of the man that would help lead her to the discovery of the world she never knew she belonged.

Toss in some sick power-hungry supernatural, some training at Area 51, random killings by an over eager genetically engineered super-Agent...and we have a rather funny world filled with more questions than we’ll ever have answers.

In this series...worlds literally collide.  Those from The Immortal Chronicles of Queen Kyra and In The Woods join the already growing cast of characters to create unifications no one could ever dream.
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Prologue

Hunters are unconcerned with showing off their abilities, not quite keeping as discreet a lifestyle as we prefer to maintain.  He should possess above average strength and speed as I...that’s his advantage over humans to take us out, from what I have been told.  

Those factors coupled with an above average knowledge of what can kill us makes him a dangerous man.  Our only warning is the stink of their blood.  Tainted...like death following you.  So, draining him dry is not an option.  Even if you could get past the odor, I believe their blood is actually poisonous.

I just wanted to avoid any conflict, though I know he can be killed as any ordinary human.  Yet if I blow this and get caught, he may bring friends for the others.  They’ll know I am not the only one here. 

[image: image]

Most nights when the girls and I go out to the favorite local hangout spot near campus.  I easily blend in just as in school.  I look as the typical nineteen-year-old college student.  

I have long, dirty-dishwater blond hair that I usually wear up in a ponytail.  I am average height with the remnants of my spring break tan from back home.  Bag full of books and tablet in hand taking notes.

The one thing I can never hide is my eyes.  Ice blue...piercing as daggers if I stare too long.  I believe that’s how he spotted me tonight.

The Hunter.
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Hey!  I’m Ashleigh 
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“Hello there!  Good morning to you all and thank you for joining us today.  My name is Ashleigh and I will be your guide around campus this morning.”  I greet the fresh-faced pack of high school seniors and their proud parents that are here checking out the campus for next year.  

Nervous parents worried their children will never return and overeager incoming freshman ready to party.  HA!  They haven’t learned yet that ‘big man/woman’ on campus in high school doesn’t transfer over and life here...is no party.  

Their parents shouldn’t be so scared; I know I spent most of my freshman year calling my parents near tears just wanting to go home.  The year I realized being an adult was hard and professors wanted your life’s blood in all your work.  Well, in some classes that may be true. 

I wasn’t thrilled about having this tour dumped on me at the last minute, but as part of my work-study program, I had to perform so many hours of work with the administrative office per month.  It helped me with money when I need it.  Thanks to my parents, money really wasn’t an issue, but I hated having to call my dad for everything.  

My dad already paid for my schooling, rent at the dorm, and most of my living expenses including food.  Paid for me to travel on all holidays or breaks to visit home.  He even gave me a little extra each month for clothes or to go out occasionally.

I saved that money for other things.  Like my emergency room visit when I went snowboarding for the weekend with a guy and broke my arm.  I paid so my father wouldn’t think I was ‘shacked’ up with some random human at a ski lodge, even though we had separate rooms.

Signing up for work-study was my FUN money.  My next check is reserved for a well-deserved ‘girls’ night out’.  We had just returned from Spring Break.  For us that was the break between winter and Spring Term.  I missed all the parties after finals going home instead.  So, the girls and I made plans for a special night once we got back to school.

Well, we’re back and here I am.  A smile plastered across my face as if I was incredibly happy to see this anxious group of complete strangers before me at eight in the morning.  I never even scheduled any classes before ten.  Ever!  I’m usually still in my jammies enjoying my first cup of coffee at home right now.  

“I will be taking you on a brief tour to get you all familiar with our campus.  We offer many great clubs and resource centers for many student needs; I will also be explaining those along the way.  Once you’ve all had enough of me...”  The group chuckled at my joke, “...I will be taking you to the next step.  Orientation.”

I widened my eyes feigning excitement as the parents smiled cheerfully.  The prospective students...not so thrilled to have to sit through anything.  I get it!  This was a day off for them, but to mom and dad, this was a new adventure.  So, I guess we will all just pretend today...ummm-k.

[image: image]

I was paying extra attention to my group today as I gave my tour.  I noticed some very unusual eye colors in our group which tells me we may be adding some creatures of the night to these hallowed halls.  Or colored contact lenses were on sale somewhere.

I shouldn’t joke like that.  Actually, we haven’t been called ‘creatures of the night’ outside of books or the local cinema in ages.  Also, many supernatural creatures, including me, can exist night or day in the human realm.  That’s how we so easily blend in.  We come in all shapes and sizes...just as humans.

We have a surprisingly large population of supernaturals in the Pacific Northwest.  A collage of species intermingled amongst the humans.  This is our preference to live normal average lives...well, as average as we can be.  

The other realm had become a ‘cesspool’ as my father refers to it.  Undignified and barbaric in lifestyle compared to the beauty and simplicity we enjoy in the human realm.

We work, go to school, have homes, families, and blend in seamlessly with the human populous.  It is only in the other realm that our true identities can be discernable; unless you knew to look into our eyes.  Inhuman vivid colors and single shades marking the species.  

In the human realm, we look and live...human.  Sure, we supernaturals can tell each other apart; however, to humans, we go unnoticed.  I’ve even learned to eat human foods.  Though I gain nothing beneficial from that diet except blending in without question.  It’s like the habit of sleeping; don’t really need it, but so used to keeping up appearances you do it anyway.

My family buys our main food staple from the ‘behind-the-scenes’ blood market.  Mainly overstock or near expiration stuff from the collection facilities.  Slaughterhouses kept us stocked as well, though they’re few and far between today.  I have a special cool storage suitcase to reload my supply from home when I travel.

This is all information I cannot share with this group or others.  To them, today I am simply Ashleigh.  Tour guide with a tan.  Sure, I can’t go below SP-50, or I’ll blister, but I can be a vampire with a tan in this realm.

I do sometimes wish I could warn some of the kids about the Hunters.  Not that it is an issue here really, and I am sure they already know.  There is so much new stuff to explore being on your own for the first time, you tend to forget danger could be right around the corner.  

I had learned about the Hunters when my parents trained me at home.  The Hunter’s job is essentially to destroy any and all supernaturals as we were seen as a threat to humans simply by existing.  My species was their greatest nemesis since we can easily create more through birth or bite and are extremely hard to kill by ordinary means.

Thus, my education included hand-to-hand combat just in case one ever crossed my path.  Emphasis on disabling the Hunter and getting safe.  We didn’t even kill to eat.  I was not taught to kill humans whether they were threatening or not.

From what I had been taught, Hunters usually stick around in areas that certain supernaturals cause problems.  Obvious threats drew their attention as Hunters have become lazy over the years.  

On the other hand, many of us had adapted so well that we had become nearly indistinguishable, making their job slightly difficult.  If they could get close enough to see our eyes, they could tell what we are.

We’re just as humans; we have bad apples that lack common sense and civility as many of us try to live by as our code of conduct in this realm.  I can understand ‘thinning the herd’ in that respect.  Although, the rest of us were contributing citizens.

In the other realm, a vampire discarding his dinner in the street is simply ‘frowned upon’ or tacky.  Large wolves walked the streets proudly defending their territories, fae flit about as butterflies whispering the casual suggestion of mischief, and you may occasionally hear grand clashes occur amongst the ogres.  

There are just too many of us to even list.  All potentially obvious, attention-grabbing threats in the human realm.  Though our numbers were in the hundreds of thousands throughout the human realm, existing alongside the humans for centuries now, all this time with minimal issue.  

None of that mattered to the Hunters.  They continued to be born to this world with the duty to destroy simply because we exist.  Generation after generation of humans with a specific genetic code wired for our destruction alone.  Many great historical battles, sorry about this, but those were usually involving supernatural versus Hunter at the start.

Hunters are taught to end the races of supernaturals at any cost.  Force us back to the other realm where we belong; that’s if they let us run that far.  Though some of the older Hunters have come to understand we just want to live here in peace and tend to leave most of us alone as long as we keep to ourselves, remaining productive, and hide our true nature.  That’s been my experience anyway. 

Unfortunately, the remaining Hunter population pose a constant threat that we have to watch our backs forever simply because they exist.

I wonder if Hunters could sense I was new.  Well, not new as in just turned but I was young.  I was born this way and not turned with a venomous bite.  That would be a huge notch in any hunter’s old belt.  I would still be an easy mark; not knowing all my vampire capabilities but still a catch to boast about.

Killing a turned vampire was one thing.  They tended to be a bit more unpredictable and aggressive in behaviors.  Sloppy when it came to concealing our existence.  Exhibiting the same behaviors as we would witness in the other realm. 

However, those of us born into this life, we were a bit of a trophy.  We were well-groomed, educated, and held higher societal positions among other supernaturals than the turned.  

Same in the wolf culture.  Alphas in any pack are born as kings passing on their crown to their young.  Witches could train others in the craft, such as curious humans, but it was never the same as the mystique of the magic of a natural born witch.  That was also passed only through bloodline.

We vampires were the only supernaturals capable of creating others than through biological means...that I am aware of yet.  No, werewolves aren’t real.  We have shifter wolves, yes, but if they bite you, it’s cause they’re hungry not making a new friend.  

I was taught what I needed to exist in this life...the human realm.  My family did not intend to return to the other realm, nor did they expect issues to arise here.

Makes you feel a bit cheated when watching a movie or reading a book about what I am supposed to be capable of, yet I was never able to spread my wings and test anything out.  I felt limited to silly parlor tricks out of strict necessity or amusement.
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“We have arrived at our final destination...orientation, folks.  I appreciate having the opportunity to show you each around and I would like to give you all a moment to ask questions before you enter.  I want to ensure I didn’t miss anything about what we offer.”

I smile, looking around the group and they appear very quiet.  Hopefully, I stuffed them full of information before I dumped them off on the school staff that would be completing their day of fun.  Speeches, power points, and a ‘get-to-know-us’ lunch finale.

I nod after giving plenty of time for anyone to ask anything they needed.  Smiling, “Well, I hope I didn’t forget anything or overwhelm you all.  Now you will meet much of our staff and our school President to really be overwhelmed with information.”  The crowd laughed.  I saw many young eyes just roll in annoyance.  

I take it the kids thought the tour would start with paying two bucks for a red Solo cup and travel from party to party on fraternity row.  Now, that would never get parents to open their purses or wallet to pay thousands of dollars per year for the school to turn their children into adults.

I glance at the time on my phone and motion my hand to the group as I open the door to the auditorium.  “It was great to meet you all this morning.  Again, my name is Ashleigh, so if you see me around next year don’t be afraid to say ‘hi’.”  I gave a wink and several of the parents chuckled.  Many raised eyebrows from the young guys and wicked glares from many of girls.  

Yup Ash!  Another successful morning.

I hold the door open and smile, nodding as each person enters.  Many of the parents ‘thanking’ me for the very informative tour.  I spotted one very shy girl with her parents looming behind her as she clutched a notebook in her hands close to her chest, looking down as she almost passed me.

I gently tap her on the arm, and she glances at me without lifting her head.  I smile at her, speaking softly as I notice her fae, fern green eyes hiding behind thick lashes.  “I know it seems overwhelming, but it’s really not all that bad once we get this part over.  Promise.”  I half whisper to her with a wink.

She gave me a soft smile and rushed off through the doors.  I smile to her parents, and they shrug their shoulders.  I nod to them.  “We’ll break her out of her shell.  There’s a beautiful butterfly ready to spread her wings in that shy young girl.”

Her mother smiles, placing her and over her heart as her father ‘thanks’ me and they enter not far behind her.  

I was able to hold that smile on my face until I closed the door behind the last of my group.  I sigh relieved and rush back to my dorm to grab my books for class. 

I picked up the pace thinking, my excitement was building as each grueling task passed.  I was that much closer to ‘girls’ night’.  I had classes today, study group tonight, get my check tomorrow, and off to one crazy evening.  Hopefully two!

There was just something about going out with my friends here.  Don’t get me wrong, it was ok at home, but most of my friends had stayed because of family or whoever they were madly in love with and were making that their forever.

I don’t want to know what my ‘forever’ is yet.  I do lead a very structured life and am fairly responsible but I want to enjoy being this age now.  What none of my friends understand is I have many ‘forevers ahead of me, but you only get your first’ once.  I want to enjoy all my firsts before my future is truly set in stone.  

Is that really so much to ask?
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Girls’ Night Out
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As soon as I sniffed him out, I tried to get the girls to go to another spot or even back to the dorm.  That wasn’t going to happen.  Every available male from school was here tonight and my girls were on a hunt of their own.

After our table filled with guys introducing themselves and buying drinks for my girls, I made an excuse to leave.  I told them all I had a paper I had forgotten about and had to hurry back.  

The girls were sad to see me leave; however, the boys at their sides immediately recaptured their interest as soon as they waved me off.  Argh!  And I was so looking forward to tonight!

On my way to the door, I was rushing to put my backpack on.  Paying more attention to getting out of sight, I bumped into a guy near the door nearly spilling his drink on him.  He turned to me with a very charming smile.  

At quick glance he appears my age, but I don’t recall ever seeing him around here before.  Tall drink of water he is, great hair, clean yet casual attire, full set of teeth.  Struck gold around these parts there, Ash!

I reach, handing him a fistful of napkins from the table next me.  “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry.  I was rushing and not paying any attention.”  I smile embarrassed.  

I release a soft gasp as our eyes meet.  Ice blue...just as mine.  I immediately caught his alluring natural scent and knew we were one in the same.  His long eyelashes flutter as he sniffed the air as well.  His eyes meet mine with the spark of recognition.

His voice soothing as he spoke.  “No need to apologize, Miss.  Take a breath.  Whatever is causing such a rush will get done.  No worries.”  His eyes sparkle, as does his smile, and he wipes his hands with the napkins after setting his drink down.

“Thanks.”  I actually could feel my cheeks warm as I blush.  I motion my head towards the counter around the bar as I look into his eyes.  “Heads up!”

He briefly glances to the far counter wrapping around the bar.  The Hunter is seated in a stool oblivious to the chatty kids surrounding him and watching me creepily.  The guy turns back, smirking as he nods to me.  “Much appreciated.  You have a pleasant evening, Miss.”

I nod.  “You as well, kind Sir.”  I giggle as he chuckles raising his glass to me.  I push my way through the heavy wooden tavern door and bolt off in a sprint the few blocks back to the dorm.

I couldn’t use my super speed, which would be noticed.  I had managed to go this long without being identified as a supernatural; I’m not wrecking that now.  If that Hunter tries to follow, maybe that guy I bumped into will stop him.  I have hope anyway.

I kept looking over my shoulder as I ran the first couple blocks before campus, heading straight towards the dorms.  I slowed as I lost the stench of that Hunter, offering greetings to others as they passed by.  Just an average girl on an evening stroll.  No need to raise suspicions.

I was nearing campus when the breeze picked up.  I caught a whiff of the Hunter.  Instinctively, I begin running again, though I knew he had barely passed the parking lot of the tavern.  If I remain at human speed and he picks up his pace at all, he quite possibly may catch me.  
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I took a second to look over my shoulder as I neared the campus lawn.  The Hunter was already in view.  I could hear the sound of his boots as he jogged mere yards behind me now.

The surrounding foot traffic had dissipated, and I saw no one in the courtyard up ahead.  I had a clear shot to my dorm as I picked up my speed a bit to add some distance between us.

Crap!  If he sees what dorm I enter, he’ll just wait for me and sneak attack me when he has an opportunity.  I have to make a split-second decision.  

I tossed my backpack up on a roof as I ran past a building.  I looked off to my right, abruptly turning towards the upper level parking lot, going near full speed trying to shake him.

I made it up the steps in a blur and to the other end of the parking lot.  I hid behind a car as I heard people walking nearby.  I peek around the taillight of the car and see two guys getting into a truck one row over preparing to leave.  

In my periphery, the Hunter was standing at the top of the stairs already.  He watched the car leave and continued looking around for me.  If I take off running now, I take the chance he’ll spot me and be back on my trail.

The campus had become a virtual ghost town.  There were no passersby to cover me from his sight or hide any sounds I made.  Anyone still left on campus was safely tucked away in buildings from what I could sense.

I grimace as I lay on the ground and rolled under the car I had been hiding behind.  I was able to watch the Hunter walk up and down the sidewalk as he tried to figure out my direction.  My heart skipped a beat when he stepped off the curb and began walking out into the parking lot.  

I heard a voice call out from a few rows of cars over from me where the Hunter stood.  “Come out, come out; wherever you are.”  I held my breath as I felt my pulse quicken even more hearing his voice.  

I know he’s not supposed to be able to scent me and he lacks superior hearing as I have.  Nevertheless, not being privy to the training of Hunters, I really can’t take a chance at what he may be capable of.  

You just can never be sure what knowledge another brain may hold.  Never underestimate someone who knows you’re a dangerous creature and is still willing to chase you down.

I see his boots move past a few cars and he turns walking between cars, and now he’s coming my direction.  “Come out, come out.”  He taunts, as he inches closer.

I begin to roll to my right, away from where I see his boots moving across the way.  I roll under several vehicles nearing the end of the row, back towards the stairs I climbed up originally.  I could still see his boots stepping towards the far end of the row next to where I am hidden.  

“Come out, little one.  Hunter just wants to play.”  He chuckles as I watch his boots cross the driveway between rows and he is soon standing next to the car I hid behind moments ago.

I see his boots remain in place for a moment, toes pointed in my direction.  I lay on the ground debating on whether that line of cars would provide me enough cover to make a break for the stairs.  If he moves again or begins looking under vehicles, I risk him spotting me.

“If you come out, child, our conversation will go much more pleasant than if I have to find you.”  There was sternness to his voice, but I sensed an odd desperation hiding behind that.  Like he’s got a quota to meet, and I am the last one for the night.

I watch his boots turn in the opposite direction, his back to me; I army crawl quickly like a spider to the stairs.  Halfway down, I stand and begin to run.  I hear a yell.  Crap!  He must have seen me stand.

I ducked behind the Computer Science building and found my way to the cover of the hedges in the back.  I squeezed between the bushes and the wall of the building.  I was moving as fast as I could keeping my head down and trying to not make the bushes rattle, giving me away.

I hear him call out from the courtyard I had just came.  “Come out, little one.  Come out.”

This crazy SOB: he’s gonna attract attention standing in the courtyard yelling for all to hear.  I get to the edge of the building and peek around the corner.  My heart was hammering out of my chest as I could not just hear him, but I could smell him getting closer.

I just had to have an opening to dash across to the next building and set of hedges.  On the other side I can climb up to my dorm window and be in.  I could call my parents and we could have the situation dealt with.  

I don’t quite know what they do to the Hunters.  I just know that supernaturals have our own justice system and they do not appreciate their children being harassed.  Well, there is that whole threat of death at the Hunter’s hands too.  

I couldn’t yet sense how fast he was moving or where he may be.  There was a good fifty-yard open space between these buildings.  Of course, a streetlight right in the middle of the walkway illuminating the area.

Yes, good for safety; I get that!  However, right now, it’s very bad for my safety.

“Come out, young one.  Come out and talk to Hunter.”  He calls out, his voice softening from the creepy stalker tone he had earlier.  He’s walking at a slow pace.  I can smell in the light breeze; he is directly in front of the Computer Science building.  A single building between us.  I am so screwed.  

You know what, I am not going out like that.  Not without one hell of a fight.  Come get me, Hunter, I’m ready to play!

I was shocked at the noise the bushes made as I just ran up the side of the building, seeking safety on the rooftop.  Scrambling and not even paying much attention to where my feet or hands had gripped.  

Sure, the risk of me jumping from building to building was not good.  He had no ladder; so actually I could stay up here and wait for campus security to show up.  I doubt he’ll give up and leave on his own.  His yelling is bound to catch someone’s attention.  I hope!

I was even more surprised he never heard or seemed to notice the noise I made from the back of the building.  I heard him call out again.  “Come out, come out, little one.”  That sent chills down my spine, his voice going from playfully coy to contemptuous malice.

I walked across the flat roof looking over the short pony wall; eyes focused down on the courtyard where he stood pacing in a circle as if waiting for me to just pop out and he’d catch me.  He almost looks lost.  There’s something off about this guy.  I can feel it.

This was such an odd position to be in, I thought to myself, as I watched from the shadow of the rooftop.  I should be the predator in this scenario, but for some strange reason, I am his prey.  Quite the unexpected twist in a day in the life of a supernatural.  

Because the way we chose to live, in this human realm, does that make us suddenly weak?  Why would we need him, this man, to eliminate us when we are of no threat?  

Well, I wasn’t a threat earlier this evening.  However, that was before I had to crawl around on a dirty parking lot to escape him with my hand wipes tucked safely in my bag on some roof.  Yeah, I know it sounds strange but vampires really hate appearing filthy.

He’s obviously either not very smart or lacked severely in adequate training the way he was handling this.  Yelling as a mad man in a college courtyard in full view of all.  The fact he never thought to look up and I was mere feet above his head.  I’ll take advantage of his stupidity for the moment.  

I’m still freaked out though.  I never had a Hunter chase me as this.  The old ones won’t chase you.  They come straight up and talk to you.  Explain their views, hear ours, and that’s it.  Never bothered again.  What this guy’s problem is, I have no clue.

The worst ever for me was this creepy substitute teacher we had when one of our teachers suddenly fell ill mysteriously.  He seemed to appear everywhere: lunch, the library during study period, and halls his class wasn’t in, but mine were.  As soon as I told my dad, we had a new substitute the next day and never heard another word about it.

Maybe that’s it.  I was sheltered.  I never learned to be a predator.  I only have minimal instincts because I was never pushed that hard.  Man, I shouldn’t have thrown my bag.  My stupid phone is in it.  This could be over with one call.  

That’s not going to happen, so I better put my ‘big girl’ pants on and figure this out.  I have no idea what he planned to do to me.  What if he tortures me instead of just killing me?  That could go on forever as we still heal relatively fast.  

Stop!  I’m just freaking myself out.  Deep breath!  In...out!  Ok...let me think...what now?  The question is...can I really fight this guy and get him the hell out of here?  

Think Ash!  Think!
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A Hero Emerges...From A Bar
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I was trying to visually inspect the Hunter for weapons when I was startled at a voice behind me.  I jerk my entire body looking back and see the guy from the tavern I had bumped into.  “Good evening, Miss.”

He smiles as he casually strolls over, hands behind his back as he approaches the wall of the roof overlooking the courtyard and the pacing Hunter.  “Well, Miss, what have we here?”  He cocks his head to the side as he glances back to me.

Meeting his eyes as he smiles so calmly, I bite my lip as I answer.  “He followed me.  I’ve been dodging him ever since I left the tavern.”  My face dead panned.  

He looks down pursing his lips as he watches.  “Come out, little one.  My patience is wearing thin.”  The Hunter calls out causing the man from the tavern to raise a brow.

He reaches his hand casually offering to shake mine.  “Hello.  I am Erik by the way.  Has he been taunting you the entire time as well?”  Erik points towards the Hunter below us furrowing his brow.

I gently take his hand shaking it and nod in reply.  “I’m Ashleigh.”

Erik smiles.  “That is not gentlemanly of him now, is it?  Quite annoying actually.”  I giggle making Erik’s smile widen.  He moves his foot as if to step on the wall then off the roof.  “Should we go chat with the chap?”

I reach out and grab his hand, stopping Erik from dropping down on the Hunter.  “We aren’t going down there...please.”  I stare at him, my eyes pleading.

He nods stepping back.  “Against conflict...I understand.  Shall we wait here then?”  He pretends to check his imaginary watch and then folds his arms waiting for my response with a flashy smile.

I smirk at him snidely.  “I was just checking him for weapons before deciding on my best approach.”  

Erik nods.  “I see.”  He steps back leaning on the wall of the rooftop.  “Let me know if I may be of any assistance.”  He begins examining his fingernails as if this was no big issue at all.

I raise my brows, softly whining feeling desperate at this point.  “Now would work, if you have a moment.”  He glances up meeting my eyes as we smile.  “I instinctively want to mess with this guy bad...but...I...”  I stammer out yet had been trying to appear casual, before Erik cuts in.

“Ah!  New at this.  You can spot them, but you haven’t had the thrill of the chase yet.  Completely natural.  I can go handle that if you would prefer.  Quick and painless.”  He looks down at the Hunter and smirks.  “For us that is.”

“Wait.”  I grab his arm, catching his attention.  “We can’t just battle him here.  He has a freaking sword on his back.  That’s not just random; that’s beyond crazy.”

Erik smiles, leaning on the wall.  “We could invite him for coffee...maybe some pie.  Great place right around the corner.  Amazing eclairs...open all night.”  He points excitedly the opposite direction, as I couldn’t help but giggle.

“How are you so calm about this?  I would rather not fight him here.  I just don’t know how to lure him away.”  I glance as the Hunter calls out again.  

Not one person has even opened a window to tell him to ‘shut up’ yet.  That concerns me that no one notices a crazy man ranting this close to the dorms.  The entire world is oblivious to us at this moment.

Erik motions his hand up towards his shoulders as he shrugs.  “How do you usually handle these situations, Miss Ashleigh?” 

I look down shaking my head.  “I usually make a call and someone else handles it.”

Erik gives me an impressed look.  “Vampire mob.  I like it.  Unfortunately, Miss Ashleigh, you see...this is the real world.  That man wants to cause you serious physical harm.  You were trained, yes?”

I take in a breath nodding my head as I watch and listen to the Hunter taunting.  I glance over at Erik smirking at his previous comment.  “I am not a part of the vampire mob.  I am...well, I guess I have been a bit pampered.  I was taught to defend myself only if necessary.  We refer everything else to the proper authorities...supernatural law.”

Erik smiles.  “Law abiding citizens.  Very noble.  Well, make your call then we can go for coffee and eclairs.  I shouldn’t have mentioned it...now I’m starved.”  He motions his hands out and shrugs his shoulders making a face.

I roll my eyes at him half-smiling.  “I appreciate the invitation.  However, he’s potentially blowing our cover right now.  I’ve tried very hard to remain low-key and I plan to stay that way through graduation at least.”

Erik leans over the wall, as I do, taking a look as the Hunter had stopped pacing and appeared to be just looking around for signs of anything.  He was finally quiet now.

Erik whispers.  “I can help you chase him off and we’ll figure it out from there?”

“What if there are others?”  I whisper back.  That’s when it hit me.  When I was hiding in the parking lot, I detected a hint of desperation in the Hunter’s voice.  

The question is why is he desperate and what does that have to do with me?  Maybe he does have a quota?  That’s so messed up.

I look up at Erik.  “I got it.  We get him out of here and we’ll ask him what he wants with me.  I sensed weakness in his voice earlier; he’s older and may be willing to compromise.”

Erik, in a blink, grabs me and throws me down to the rooftop folding himself over me.  Something hits the wall making a blinding flash, sending shards of crumbly brick and dust over us.  The Hunter must have heard us talking and finally thought to LOOK UP. 

Erik whispers in my ear.  “That’s a high-powered UV weapon in case you weren’t aware.  We still on for coffee?  Now would probably be a good time.”

Somehow, I managed to flip over onto my back as he was covering me still.  I meet his eyes with furrowed brow.  “But we can go in the sun; what would that be for?”

Another blast hits the wall sending debris flying as Erik wraps himself around me.  I tuck into a ball under him, covering my eyes from the light of the little explosive burst.  

When the debris stopped falling, Erik jerked me up to my feet.  “I’ll explain on the way.  It’s either kill or be killed.  You don’t want to kill and I would prefer you don’t get killed.”

He takes off into a full run dragging me by the hand.  We leap from the rooftop somehow landing in that top parking lot I had hid earlier.  

“Come out, come out!  I heard you!”  The Hunter screamed as Erik and I ran into the night.  Erik seemed to have a direction and was running at warp speed, never looking back or releasing my hand.  I felt like a windsock being drug on his hand as we ran.  I’m not even sure if my feet ever hit the ground.
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Before I knew it, we had made it several blocks from campus.  The Hunter must have either seen or heard us because we could hear him call out not far behind as he gave chase.

Erik and I ducked behind buildings, zigzagging through alleys trying to throw the Hunter off, but we could smell him, and he was keeping pace.  He may have looked older but he still had all his faculties and abilities to keep up.

No matter how we ducked and dodged, this guy was on our tails.  We backtracked several times and that didn’t even work.  The tavern had emptied and closed as the rest of the businesses near campus.  I couldn’t even scent any other humans close by...except the Hunter.

Erik skidded to a stop as we ran down an alley with a locked gate.  “Come out, come out, my little friends.”  The Hunter called out from a block over.  

Erik motioned his head up and we ran up the building to the roof hiding behind the parapet wall catching our breath.  My heart was hammering out of my chest, not from the exertion...but pure fear.

I had no idea what that UV gun thing was for.  Erik hadn’t explained yet as we were more concerned with staying a step ahead of the Hunter.  

I had noticed earlier that the Hunter had other weapons with him as well.  A sword on his back and what looked like a long wooden stake in a holder beside it.  It was long enough to be a spear.  Seriously?  He had a gun holster under each arm.  I assume for those UV things and not regular weapons with bullets.

I can’t imagine how no other person noticed nor questioned him having these weapons.  Then again, at the tavern he was wearing a long coat that could have covered him enough.

I glance over noticing Erik closed his eyes and smelled the air as we sat on the rooftop.  He looks at me and whispers pointing his finger towards the ground level.  “He’s getting closer.”

I lick my dry lips as I nod, still breathing heavily from the adrenaline rush of our run and the impending doom of death looming from below us.  

“Come out, come out.”  I hear the voice of the Hunter very close to the building we were hiding atop.

I don’t know why the need suddenly struck me to ask, but I did.  “Erik, were you born or turned?”

He looks at me and smiles.  “Born...and you?”

I nod and whisper back.  “Born.  Now he has two prizes to hunt down.”

Erik just smiled.  Even though we had been running for our lives, he seemed strangely calm.  He must face this a lot or maybe it was just so new of an experience to me, I was in full panic mode.  I’ve become too comfortable with ‘human’ life.

Erik remained calm and even appeared amused at times as you might expect from a vampire.  I was the helpless, human-minded, weak girl in this movie.  I’d be the one that always trips falling only to be hacked up in front of her friends with stronger survival skills.  I was too pampered in this life.

We hear the Hunter’s voice echoing through the empty streets and vacant alleys as he passes the building we are perched on.  Voice still loudly taunting maniacally.  “Come out, come out, little ones.”

Erik raises his finger over his lips before he dared to sneak a peek over the roof wall.  He ducked back down mouthing his words to me.  “He’s walking right by.”

I nod that I understood.  Now we just wait for the Hunter to pass, and we can make a run for it again.  Though at this point, I had no clue where to go.  

The Hunter will most likely return to the school, watching and waiting for any opportunity to pounce.  If not me, he’ll find another supernatural completely unaware he is there.  

Like that unfortunately terrified young creature I met today.  Actually, reminds me of my campus tour.  Fae aren’t that aggressive either.  Poor kid!

The breeze wafts past my nose.  I can detect the Hunter had made it around the corner already and was heading back towards the tavern before campus.  I look at Erik.  “He’s heading back.  I can’t go back to my dorm.  What do I do?”

Erik releases a soft chuckle.  “I assume coffee is out for the evening, but we can jump the rooftops from here to my apartment building.”  He points the opposite direction to a rooftop only a few buildings away.  “You can make your call from there if you would like.”

I nod appreciatively.  “That would be perfect.  Thank you so much for saving my backside this evening.”

He waves his hand.  “No thanks necessary.  I have ulterior motives anyway.”

I look at him quizzically.  “And your motives would be?”

He smiles as a blush crosses his cheek.  “To get you back to my apartment and finally hang out with someone with similar interests.”  I giggle behind my hand as he finishes.  “Don’t get me wrong, my human friends are great,  but you have a dangerous appeal; my interest is piqued.”

“So ‘bad girls’ are your thing then?”  I joke.

He tilts his head to the side as he shrugs his shoulders.  “I would never accuse you of being bad.  Maybe a little naughty...now that I like.”  He wags his finger in the air smirking.

I roll my eyes as I laugh quietly.  “Do you think he’s gone yet?”  I ask as Erik sniffs the air, nodding.  We hadn’t heard the Hunter call out for some time.

“He appears to be heading in the direction of your campus.  You don’t have supernaturals in your dorm, do you?”  Erik asks sounding concerned.

I shake my head.  “Not that I have noticed in my dorm.  But I have met others in classes, so I know he’ll find someone.”

Erik stands, offering me his hand, helping me to my feet.  “Let’s get to my apartment.  We have calls to make.  He may have just chased you because he noticed you by chance at the tavern.  He will wait for others, I am sure.”

I offer him a soft smile as I bat my lashes.  “You wouldn’t happen to have a coffee maker, do you?”

“Actually, I do.”  He smiles back at me, still holding my hand though I had made it to my feet already.

I nod.  “Good.  We can still make a date of this then.  Night’s not totally ruined.”  I shrug.

He chuckles.  “That’s the spirit.”  He motions his head in the direction of the building he pointed out minutes ago.  “You ready.”  I nod smiling.  “Let’s hurry then.  I got to put the coffee on.”  He smirks.  

We run hand in hand and jump across the alley to the next building.  Landing in a crouching position as gravel crunches below our feet.  I smile at Erik as we stand and take off running to do it again.

This was actually fun.  I never have the opportunity to use my abilities, as I would like to.  I never had reason to jump from rooftops either, although I knew I could.  My parents just left this part out of my training, so it wasn’t a skill I had built upon.  

This was quite a rush for me.  Although I was scared for my life, tonight hadn’t turned out so bad!

We kept running clutching to each other, his strength helping us both make the jumps between buildings as they were staggered apart, and the distances increased with each jump.  

Once we reached Erik’s building, he took me to the roof access door and broke the lock allowing us to enter his building without having to climb down the escape ladder.

If we had to do that, I just envision that Hunter waiting at the bottom of the ladder.  Tapping the toe of his boot impatiently, as we deliver ourselves to him...minus the pretty silver platter.
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Already Planning Our Future
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We walked down the stairs a couple floors and Erik opened the door marked ‘3rd Floor’ motioning for me to enter ahead of him as he glanced quickly behind us making sure we hadn’t been followed.

I nod, smiling as I pass him walking into the narrow-carpeted hallway.  He closes the door behind us and points to the left.  “I’m in 3B right down there, Miss.”

I giggle as we turn to walk down the hall to his door.  He uses the key this time, so the lock didn’t suffer the same fate as the door on the roof.  He holds the front door open for me, smiling as I walk past him in the apartment.  

He closes the door and walks away from where I stood, turning on the light in the kitchen.  He walks over and prepares the coffee pot as I remain in place, still near the door, hesitant to barge in making myself at home.  Instead opting to just stand looking around.

Erik’s apartment was not lavish, but tasteful in decoration.  Very clean as I’d expect from a supernatural in the human realm.  

Scratch that...my first year I had an ogre roommate, and she was a bit messier than I could handle.  Sweet girl, but she had an odd swampy odor.

The apartment was simple yet definitely not as sparse as a college dorm room or someone just starting out on their own.  I turn to walk toward the kitchen where a small table and two chairs sat off to the corner.  “You have a nice home, Erik.”  

He meets my eyes with a smile.  “Thank you, Ashleigh.  I’m a bit of a minimalist.  I move from time to time, so I keep things as simple as possible.”

I take a seat at the table as he grabs coffee mugs from the cupboard and a sugar bowl, placing the items on a tray to carry over.  I hear him mumble to himself as he pours our coffee ‘Oh...spoons’.  He grabs two from the drawer near him after he returned the pot to the coffee maker, carrying a small bamboo tray to the table.

I thank him as he mixes some sugar in my coffee before he hands it to me.  I smile, asking as Erik took the chair across from me.  “So how long have you been here?”  I give his kitchen a quick once over noting it was as clean and uncluttered as the rest of the place.

“I graduated the University you attend a couple years ago.  I’ve been working, but I probably won’t have much longer here before I must go again.  You know...avoid the questions why I don’t grow old as my colleagues and friends.”

I nod understanding, though I hadn’t had to face that issue yet myself.  I still had some time before I would be fully aged before I need to worry about that.  After graduation at least, as Erik had mentioned.  

That is the best gift of being a vampire...forever twenty-one.  I look forward to it.  I can imagine that can be difficult over time.  As long as we can live.  I know to be able to stay as long as my family has in one place, allowing me to grow with my friends, my parents have taken measures to gradually appear older over time.  Though people still ask my mother who her surgeon is?

I clear my throat.  “I assume you are older than you appear if you have moved a lot?”

He chuckles.  “Not that much older than you, newbie.  However, yes, I have moved a couple times.  I stick around long enough to get a degree, spend a couple years at a job, and then I get an ‘offer’ that takes me somewhere else.  I live a bit nomadic compared to others.”  

He raises his cup to sip his coffee.  “Bump into interesting people from time to time that way.”  He smirks giving me a wink.

We both snicker.  He raises his finger in the air remembering.  “Oh, let me get you the phone.  You can place your call and I have a full pot of coffee for us.  Didn’t you have a backpack when I saw you earlier?”

I nod ‘thanking’ him as he grabs his cordless phone handing it to me before sitting back in his chair.  “I had to ditch my bag as I ran across campus.  I tossed it to the roof of the Admin Building.  I will need to go back for that.  Cell phone, wallet, everything’s in it.”

Erik nods.  “The Hunter may look for that.  I can make some calls and get someone to collect that for you.”

I hand him his phone back.  “Make your calls...others should be alerted to the Hunter.  I was just going to call my parents, which that can wait a bit.”

Erik’s fingers brush against mine as he takes the phone, causing us both to blush as we smile.  “Brilliant idea actually.  I have a few friends that can gather information about him and let us know if there are others in the area.”

I sip my coffee as he places a few calls.  First call, his friend agreed to rush my bag over to the apartment so we could fill him in on the details.  The other calls were passing on the information about the Hunter and asking for assistance.

He ends his last call with a smile.  “Your belongings are on their way here.  I have another friend stopping by so we can make a plan.”  He offers me the phone.  “You better let your parents know where you are.  Young girl out this late in a grown man’s apartment.  Scandalous!”  He chuckles pretending to be appalled.

I laugh, taking the phone.  “No, they actually trust me.  I think.  The Hunter...they may want to know about though.”

I quickly call my parents letting them know about the Hunter ‘incident’.  I reassured them I had been helped and was safe for now.  My father wanted to speak briefly with Erik.  Erik made sure he gave them his address and phone numbers just in case.  Which my father greatly appreciated as he told me when I got back on the phone.

I was instructed to stay put until he called me and not return to my dorm for the night.  My father was sending someone out from his company’s security to check things out.  Supernatural friend of his that just happened to also have a daughter at my school.

“Dad, I really don’t need a guard.”  I couldn’t help but giggle at his suggestion.  Nevertheless, he insisted I have someone around for a couple days until the Hunter could be located and turned over to the proper authorities.  I agreed, reluctantly, just to get off the phone.  

I sigh heavily as I pass the phone across the table setting it next to Erik.  Erik leans across the table smiling, resting his chin on his hand, elbow on the table.  “So, what’s it like?”  He wiggles his brows at me.

“What is what like?”  I ask confusedly.

He looks over his shoulders turning back to whisper to me.  “The vampire mob; are you like one of their princesses or something?”  His grin and eyes widen excitedly.

I playfully swat at him, as I couldn’t help but laugh.  “I don’t even know if that is a thing...vampire mob...seriously?  And the closest I am to royalty is my father does calls me ‘princess’ on occasion.”

He scrunches his mouth to one side looking disappointed.  “That’s fine.”  He leans back running his hands straightening the tablemat.  “You don’t have to say.  Get it.”  We both laugh at the thought.  

I guess we could be mob-ish in the sense we watch each other’s backs and occasionally take care of unpleasant business.  However, I couldn’t imagine my father, the accountant, busting kneecaps because someone lost an invoice and didn’t pay accounts receivable.  Then again until tonight, I never thought I would have to run for my life either.

[image: image]

Erik’s friend appeared rather swiftly with my backpack.  Everything still intact, much to my delight, after tossing it two floors up to a roof.  His name was Raymond, and he was very interested as we filled him in on our evening.

“Wow!  I’ve been chased by Hunters before, but none bothered to wait me out.”  Raymond looks at me apologetically that I had to go through that.  He seems the more reserved, quiet type of guy.  He appears somewhere between Erik and me in age.  

“I’ve only met a few Hunters so far.”  I tell them.  “They were all older and just told me to watch my back.”

Raymond tips his head to the side as he asks.  “They didn’t try to harm you?”  

I shake my head ‘no’.  “The ‘old timers’, as we call them, they get it.  We want to live peacefully and not be bothered.  They seemed aware of the other realm conditions and understand why we would rather be here.  As long as we caused no problems, they left us alone.”

Erik leans over whispering something to Raymond, as our eyes meet, he’s smiling.  Raymond tosses his head back laughing.  “Seriously?  You and your conspiracies, Erik.  You kill me, you know that?”

I point making a face as I ask Raymond.  “Is he still on that mob princess thing?”  Raymond continued to laugh as he nodded ‘yes’.  “Is that even a thing?”  I motion my hands out to my sides.

Erik shrugs his shoulders standing from his chair as someone was knocking at the door.  “Stranger things have happened?  You just never know.  If the humans can have a mob, why not us?  I’d support it; you seem like a well-adjusted, young lady.”

I laugh, shaking my head as I look over to Raymond who was doing the same.  “Never met a human mobster either.”  I call out as Erik chuckles opening the door.  I look at Raymond, speaking in hushed tone.  “He knows we’re in Oregon, right?”

Raymond snickers behind his hand.  “Not the real hot bed of those types of activities.  Right?”  I giggle at his comment.

Erik’s friend Leif had joined us, greeting Raymond immediately as he entered.  They apparently hadn’t seen each other in some time as excited as they appeared.

“And in the throne, we have, Princess Ashleigh.”  Erik introduces me as I smile at Leif, offering my hand to shake.  

He gently took my hand, turning it instead of shaking it.  He bowed placing a gentle kiss on the back of my hand.  Just above the amethyst ring my mother gave me for my birthday.  “Always a pleasure to meet royalty, Miss Ashleigh.”  He winks as I giggle behind my other hand, suddenly giddy and blushing at his charm.

Leif straightens, looking to Erik with a smirk.  Erik’s arms were folded across his puffed-out chest and his brow was raised as Leif just smiled proudly.  Erik pointed to a chair for Leif to sit, more as an order instead of kindly offering.  

I think he didn’t appreciate my reaction to Leif’s charm since Erik had been the man on the white horse for me tonight.

“So, where we at in the discussion that I am so rudely interrupting.”  Leif shoots me a smile rolling his ‘r’s as Erik eyes him.

I shrug my shoulders looking back at Leif.  “We left off with Erik believing I am the local vampire mob princess.  However, I have no clue what that would entail.”

Leif looks at Raymond and both instantly start laughing as Erik huffs.  I smile, looking to Erik.  “See, now can I just go back to being Ashleigh who’s behind you saved?”

Erik offers me his hand as he meets my eyes, giving me this intense smoldering look.  “Anything for you, Miss Ashleigh.”  

He shoots a smug look at Leif.  “It was quite the behind to save.  I should be thanking you because the pleasure was all mine.”  I take the throw pillow from his chair next to me and playfully swat at him as we laugh.

Erik immediately gets down to business as we calmed.  My father was sending that security guy over to meet all of us at Erik’s apartment.  He needed a detailed report for some reason.  Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be for a couple hours yet.

“I’m sure the Hunter will have gone by then.”  Leif offers dismissively.

Erik leans back in the chair, folding his arms.  “I was told this guard had tracking abilities.  So even if the Hunter was gone, we could be led right to him.”

I look up confused; my father never mentioned any of this to me.  Maybe, he just told Erik when they had spoken.  “What then?  I wasn’t given much information other than to stay put until my father calls.”

The guys turn to look at me and Raymond answers.  “Let’s just say we share similar principles as the ‘old timers’ as you say.  The savagery has long been eliminated from our existence, so truly there is no need for Hunters.  But...we’re forced to co-exist because of a few bad seeds that crop up occasionally.”

Leif explains.  “We can easily police ourselves and have for quite some time.  Yet, our existence on this side of the thin veil that divides our worlds, that in and of itself creates the need for Hunters.  We weren’t meant to live as we have here; as humans were never meant for our world.”

He leans forward, resting his arms on his legs.  “Hunters were designed as a defense mechanism to keep us behind the wall.  In our realm of origin, humans were welcomed and never presented a threat.  We achieved balance with their addition to society.  Believe it or not, but improvements are made as their population grows.”

He shakes his head looking away.  “Humans view supernaturals as evil no matter the situation.  We destroy all we touch...including their precious balance.”  He mocks.

Erik and Raymond both gulp loudly after Leif finished.  No one making eye contact, as I looked around confused.  I guess many of my questions growing up had never been addressed so simply.  No sugar coating...just truth.

I had always questioned our need to hide our true forms, or why we feared humans and Hunters?  Why I had to train to fight while my friends were on drill team?  Why I am encouraged to lead a ‘normal’ life but in the same breath am warned to never let my guard down because I am different.  None of this makes sense.

I lightly cough, clearing my throat to break the silence.  “So, we plan to just track
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